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Abstract

The role of Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) in advancing economic, social, and envi-
ronmental well-being has been increasingly acknowledged in the broader context of the
United Nations Sustainable Development Goals. For instance, CSR in Saudi Arabia is
increasingly framed as a mechanism to support Vision 2030—a national strategy aimed at
transforming Saudi Arabia to a sustainable economy. However, evidence on how financial
institutions disclose and prioritize CSR at the country level remains fragmented. This
study examines the extent and patterns of CSR disclosure across the Saudi banking sector
by analyzing publicly available documents, e.g., annual reports and ESG/CSR reports
(n = 36) from 10 banks (4 Islamic and 6 commercial). Findings indicate that CSR disclosures
were primarily clustered into four macro themes—society, economic contribution, inter-
nal stakeholders, and environment—with a strong thematic emphasis on philanthropic
activities, financial donations, disability support, and financing for Small and Medium
Enterprises (SMEs). Environmental initiatives were disclosed less frequently and were
generally narrower in scope, focusing on resource efficiency, recycling, and selective green
financing. In addition, a comparative analysis between Commercial and Islamic banks
revealed that the latter focused on values-based CSR, while commercial ones emphasized
governance-oriented CSR.

Keywords: banking sector; commercial banks; document analysis; Islamic banks; public
policy; Small and Medium Enterprises (SMEs); sustainable development

1. Introduction
Corporate social responsibility (CSR) is a concept with a long, varied history, marked

by both positive and negative events that have shaped nations’ economic, environmental,
and societal priorities [1]. It can be posited that CSR has evolved globally, progressing from
a peripheral philanthropic activity to a strategic imperative integrated into core corporate
operations [2,3] and the public policies of governments worldwide [4]. This shift reflects
a growing recognition of broader responsibilities of companies beyond profit generation,
including environmental stewardship, ethical labour practices, community development,
and good governance, amongst others [5,6]. CSR is increasingly viewed as a vehicle for
advancing economic, social, and environmental well-being in the broader context of the
United Nations Sustainable Development Goals [SDGs] [7].

CSR has increasingly become mainstream in emerging economies [8], including com-
panies in the Middle East and North African [MENA] region [9] in recent decades. The
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uptake of CSR in the region has either been shaped by, or has shaped, corporate values,
policies and practices, leading to the growth of the business-sustainable development nexus
due to institutional considerations and the growing pressure from numerous stakehold-
ers [10,11]. CSR has increasingly become mainstream in emerging economies, including
the Middle East and North African (MENA) region, where institutional pressures and
stakeholder expectations have shaped corporate values, policies, and practices [8–11]. For
example, large corporations in the region are prioritizing CSR activities to enhance their
brand image, attract new customers, and strengthen customer loyalty [12], to attract inter-
national investment [13], and to adopt management concepts that have global appeal [14].
This paper focuses on CSR reporting in the Saudi Arabian Banking Sector.

While heavily polluting industries often receive greater CSR scrutiny due to their
direct environmental impacts [15], the banking sector represents a strategically important
yet underexplored context for CSR disclosure research. Although banks generate lim-
ited direct environmental externalities, they exert substantial indirect influence through
lending, investment decisions, and financing structures that shape broader economic
and sustainability outcomes [10,16]. It is in this context that CSR has gained growing
strategic importance within banks worldwide [17]. In Saudi Arabia, Vision 2030 posi-
tions banks as key actors in economic diversification, SME financing, and sustainable
development [18–20]. Transparency in CSR disclosures is therefore of national importance
and becomes particularly relevant. Examining CSR reporting in the Saudi banking sector
provides important insights into how financial institutions communicate their alignment
with national development priorities.

While research on Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) in Saudi Arabia and the
MENA region has expanded considerably, most existing studies focus on CSR practices,
organisational motivations, or performance outcomes. Few studies have systematically
examined how CSR disclosures align with national strategic priorities [21–23]. This gap is
particularly evident in the Saudi banking sector, where CSR reporting has received limited
analysis in relation to Saudi Vision 2030—the nation’s transformative development agenda
emphasizing sustainable growth, economic diversification, and increased private sector
involvement [18]. This study fills that gap by examining CSR disclosures across major Saudi
banks and evaluating their alignment with Vision 2030’s national transformation objectives.
Saudi Arabia has unique cultural, religious, and value systems that significantly shape
its social functioning and economic development. It stands out from Western countries,
specifically because of the significant influence of Islam and its predominance in daily life.
For instance, religious convictions have shaped CSR practices in Saudi Arabia, particularly
in enhancing the social elements of sustainable development [24]. Saudi businesses often
strive to advance socioeconomic well-being in local communities by drawing on both
sectoral and individual donations. However, these are typically one-off projects that are
often unviable over extended periods [25]. Recent government initiatives, such as Vision
2030, have placed greater emphasis on the private sector’s capacity building not only to
take advantage of economic opportunities but also to become responsible actors [18,26,27].
Against this backdrop, the central research question that this paper asks is “What Vision
2030-related insights can be generated from the current state of CSR reporting of the Saudi
Arabian banking sector?”

This paper is organized into five parts, with the next section providing a brief literature
review of the CSR, followed by a section on data collection and analysis. The following
sections present key findings and discuss the implications for Vision 2030 before concluding.
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2. Literature Review
This section provides an overview of CSR, reviews the nexus between CSR and Vision

2030, and introduces the Saudi banking sector.

2.1. An Overview of CSR and the Pyramid

Scholars from the classical school of thought, such as Theodore Levitt, have argued that
businesses should pursue material gain as long as they operate in good faith. In the article
“The Dangers of Social Responsibility,” it was reasoned that the primary goal of any business
should be long-term profit maximization [28]. He further asserted that if businesses could
make profits for their owners, there would be spillover effects on society. Thus, businesses
did not need to assume social responsibilities. In this vein, other economists have supported
the view that businesses’ primary social responsibility is to make profits for their owners.
For instance, Milton Friedman, in his seminal essay titled “The Social Responsibility of
Business to Increase Its Profits,” argued that the primary responsibility of business is to
enhance shareholder value [29]. However, this view was challenged, as scholars such
as Freeman and Carroll argue that businesses have a moral obligation to the societies in
which they operate to maintain legitimacy [29,30]. For instance, proponents of legitimacy
theory argue that ethical businesses should be compelled to conform to societal norms and
values [31]. Despite CSR’s limitations in directly resolving societal challenges [32], most
businesses adopt CSR to fulfil a moral obligation to society [33]. In this context, Carroll’s
CSR Pyramid forms the foundation of this analysis and is revisited next [30].

The pyramid encompasses the four types of organisational responsibilities. At the
base of the pyramid lies a crucial type: economic responsibilities. Firms are supposed to be
productive agents of society and thus have economic responsibilities [34]. Next are ethical
responsibilities, which require adherence to societal values, norms, rules, and regulations.
Given these ethical responsibilities to society, they should go beyond the established legal
framework to ensure that they do not abuse society’s trust in and dependence on them [34].
At the top of the pyramid are philanthropic responsibilities, which signify a desire rather
than a requirement, meaning firms are expected to give back to the community if they
choose to [34]. The CSR pyramid has been increasingly adopted to inform decision-making
about the firm’s responsibilities to society [35,36].

Although the CSR pyramid provides theoretical foundations, the way CSR is prac-
tised varies across the banking sector worldwide. Therefore, understanding how CSR
frameworks are interpreted, implemented and reported in the country context is significant,
especially in Saudi Arabia, where Islamic principles and the sociopolitical structure overlap
with the national agenda, such as Vision 2030. Hence, the way CSR is reported can provide
insights into the basis for understanding and practising responsibility.

2.2. CSR-Vision 2030 Nexus in Saudi Arabia

Although CSR in this region has historically been rooted in traditional Islamic charita-
ble giving (i.e., zakat and sadaqah) and often manifests as pure philanthropy, the MENA
countries are increasingly embracing a more strategic approach to CSR [21,37]. Countries in
the region, such as the United Arab Emirates (UAE) and Saudi Arabia, are at the forefront
of this shift, integrating CSR initiatives with public policies and sustainable development
goals [22,23].

As noted above, Saudi Arabia has recognised CSR as a vehicle to achieve the Vision
2030’s strategic priorities [19]. Rather than being perceived merely as voluntary or philan-
thropic activities, CSR is now framed as a crucial mechanism for aligning private-sector
activities with the Kingdom’s aspiration for a sustainable economy, in line with the 2030
Agenda and the 17 SDGs. Vision 2030 provides a comprehensive national framework
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that broadly aligns with the four dimensions of the CSR pyramid. Carroll’s CSR pyramid
provides a useful conceptual lens for interpreting how corporate responsibilities align with
Saudi Arabia’s national development priorities under Vision 2030. The economic dimension
corresponds to economic diversification, SME development, and private-sector growth,
while the legal and ethical dimensions align with governance reforms, transparency, and
responsible business conduct. The philanthropic dimension reflects Vision 2030’s emphasis
on social development and community welfare.

Economically, Vision 2030 positions the private sector—particularly banks—as a cen-
tral driver of growth through diversification, SMEs financing and digital innovation [18].
Legally, it reinforces governance, transparency and regulatory compliance through SAMA
and CMA directives, including professional and ethical standards outlined in part 8 of the
Corporate Governance Regulations [38]. Institutional dynamics and governance frame-
works also play a significant role in shaping CSR adoption in emerging economies, includ-
ing the Saudi banking sector [16,39]. Ethically, Vision 2030 promotes integrity, responsible
lending, and environmental stewardship, encouraging banks to go beyond compliance
in supporting societal well-being [40]. Philanthropically, Vision 2030 emphasises commu-
nity empowerment and the growth of the non-profit sector, motivating banks to support
educational, environmental and social initiatives [19,41]. Collectively, these four pillars
demonstrate the potential of large and influential firms to embed and align CSR within a
national agenda that integrates economic, social, and environmental priorities.

2.3. Banking Sector of Saudi Arabia

The Saudi banking sector initially comprised 12 licensed banks; however, following
recent consolidation—most notably the merger between SABB and Alawwal Bank to form
Saudi Awwal Bank (SAB) in 2019, and the earlier merger of the National Commercial Bank
with Samba Financial Group to form the Saudi National Bank (SNB) in 2021—the sector
now consists of 10 major banks (Table 1). Collectively, these banks represent the core of the
Saudi banking sector and are among the most visible institutions engaging in CSR, often
communicated through publicly available CSR disclosures, annual reports, and related
reporting documents [42,43]. The Saudi Arabian banking sector is governed by the policies
created by the Saudi Central Bank [43,44].

Banks in Saudi Arabia are increasingly expected to align their operations with na-
tional priorities by integrating CSR initiatives that support Vision 2030 [19,45]. This call for
alignment enhances their role beyond financial intermediation, positioning them as key con-
tributors to inclusive development, financial inclusion and green growth [42–44,46]. Table 1
presents a comparative overview of key financial and operational indicators for 10 major
banks operating in Saudi Arabia as of 31 December 2022. The attributes include the number
of branches, the number of employees, the amount of zakat paid, net profit, and CSR
spending [43]. In Saudi Arabia, both Islamic and commercial banks operate under SAMA
regulatory oversight, yet they differ in their philosophical approaches to CSR. Islamic
banks, such as Al Rajhi and Alinma Bank, operate in accordance with Shariah principles,
which prohibit the charging of interest (riba). These banks incorporate CSR as a religious
and moral obligation, deeply rooted in Islamic values such as zakat, sadaqah, and waqf,
and emphasise social justice, poverty alleviation, and community development [47,48].

Conversely, commercial banks such as Saudi National Bank and Banque Saudi Fransi
often align their CSR with international standards, including the GRI, ISO standards, and
the United Nations’ Sustainable Development Goals [SDGs], as part of their corporate
governance and strategy. Their CSR efforts are typically aimed at enhancing brand reputa-
tion, stakeholder engagement and more recently, alignment with Vision 2030 [43]. While
both models contribute meaningfully to national development, Islamic banks tend to inte-
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grate CSR as a faith-driven responsibility. In contrast, performance and compliance drives
commercial bank’s CSR.

Understanding the role of the banking sector in realising Vision 2030 is an important
aspect of this study. Vision 2030’s CSR orientation is centred on economic diversification
away from carbon-intensive oil dependence, increased private-sector participation, and
reduced reliance on oil and oil-related products [18].

Table 1. Key characteristics of major national banks in Saudi Arabia.

Name Number of
Branches

Number of
Employees

Zakat Paid End
31 December 2022,

(in SAR × 000)

Net Profit
(Note SAR ×

000)

CSR Spend in 2022
(Note SAR × 000)

Approximately

ISO 26000
(CSR) [49]

GRI-Based
Reporting

Saudi National
Bank 470 13,058 2,633,168 18,728,837 Not available No Yes

Riyad Bank 237 5116 809,114 7,019,322 142,150,000 Yes Yes

Banque Saudi
Fransi 82 3027 428,773 3,575,130 Not available No Yes

Arab National
Bank 127 2600 275,393 2,067,055 Not available No

Not
explicitly

stated

Bank Al-Jazira 75 3770 517,377 4,872,148 Not available No Yes

Saudi Alawwal
Bank 94 2330 178,839 1,109,088 11,090,880 No

Not
explicitly

stated

Saudi
Investment

Bank
51 1700 204,110 1,507,855 10,600,000 No Yes

Al Rajhi Bank 509 5973 1,971,865 17,150,825 402,275,000 No Yes

Bank Albilad 108 2658 239,035 2,081,688 Not available No Yes

Alinma Bank 108 3878 413,759 4,839,184 Not available No Yes

3. Methodology
This study employed a qualitative document analysis approach to address the research

question mentioned above. The two specific objectives are as follows:

(i) To assess the alignment of banks’ CSR disclosures with Saudi Vision 2030.
(ii) To provide practical and policy insights for the sector and the government.

Document analysis is a recognised method for systematically classifying and inter-
preting textual data using structured coding protocols [50]. This approach is particularly
appropriate for analysing CSR disclosure reports [51,52]. The study focuses on the ten
licensed banks operating in Saudi Arabia during the study period. Following sector con-
solidation, these institutions represent the core of the Saudi banking sector and account
for most financial intermediation activities in the Kingdom [42–44]. Consequently, the
analysis does not rely on a discretionary or convenience sample; instead, it includes the
full population of nationally operating banks. Given the qualitative document-analysis
approach adopted in this study, the objective is to identify patterns and themes in CSR dis-
closures across the analysed banks rather than to establish causal relationships or produce
statistically generalizable conclusions about the entire banking sector.

Data collection and analysis involved the following: (a) collection of a total of
36 documents, including annual disclosure reports (2021 and 2022), ESG reports, financial
reports and other publicly available CSR-related materials, and (b) review of official web-
sites of all 10 banks. The number and type of CSR-related documents varied across banks,
with some institutions publishing standalone ESG or sustainability reports, while others
disclosed CSR activities within annual or governance reports [45,53]. Documents were

https://doi.org/10.3390/su18073213

https://doi.org/10.3390/su18073213


Sustainability 2026, 18, 3213 6 of 18

included if they contained explicit CSR-related disclosures within the 2021–2022 reporting
period, or the closest available disclosure when standalone CSR reports were not issued.
Reports that did not contain CSR-related information or were incomplete were excluded
from the dataset.

The documents were analysed using NVivo (Version 12, QSR International Pty Ltd.,
Melbourne, Australia), a qualitative analysis software package, which facilitated systematic
coding and organisation of CSR content. A two-stage coding protocol was applied. First,
macro-level coding classified CSR disclosures into four overarching thematic categories
derived from Carroll’s CSR framework: society, economy, internal stakeholders, and
environment. The coding procedure followed a hybrid deductive–inductive approach: the
macro-level categories were informed deductively by Carroll’s CSR framework, while the
identification of specific CSR initiatives emerged inductively through iterative examination
of the disclosure content. Second, micro-level coding captured specific CSR initiatives
within these categories, such as financial literacy programs, SME financing initiatives,
community sponsorships, employee development activities, environmental conservation
programs, and energy efficiency initiatives. These coding categories were informed by prior
CSR disclosure studies conducted in developing-country contexts [54,55] and by literature
examining CSR practices in Saudi Arabia [45,53,56].

Coding was conducted by the primary researcher using a structured coding protocol
developed prior to the analysis. To improve consistency and reliability, coded segments
were reviewed iteratively, and ambiguous cases were revisited to ensure alignment with
the established coding framework. Where CSR activities could fall into more than one
category, classification was determined by the initiative’s primary objective as described in
the disclosure text. In addition, NVivo software provided a transparent coding structure
that enabled systematic tracking of coded segments and classification decisions, creating
an audit trail that supported consistency and reliability throughout the analytical process.
Given the qualitative nature of the study and its single-coder design, inter-coder reliability
was not applicable. Instead, internal consistency was ensured through iterative recod-
ing, systematic comparison of coded segments, and maintenance of a detailed audit trail
within NVivo.

To ensure transparency in document selection, CSR-related documents were included
if they contained explicit CSR disclosures within the 2021–2022 reporting period or repre-
sented the closest available disclosure where standalone CSR reports were not issued. The
qualitative ratings (Strong, Moderate, Weak) reflect the relative depth, frequency, and scope
of CSR disclosures identified in the analysed documents within each dimension of Carroll’s
CSR framework. Disclosures were classified as Strong when initiatives were extensive and
consistently reported, with clear evidence of implementation; Moderate when initiatives
were present but less comprehensive or inconsistently reported, with clear evidence of
implementation; and Weak when disclosures were limited or fragmented.

To enhance qualitative rigour, the study addressed the criteria of credibility, transfer-
ability, dependability, and confirmability. Credibility was supported through systematic
coding and iterative review of CSR disclosures. Transferability was strengthened by
analysing the full population of banks rather than a sample. Dependability and confirma-
bility were ensured through a structured coding protocol in NVivo, complemented by
transparent coding structures and a detailed audit trail maintained throughout the analysis.

4. Results
4.1. Ease of Access to CSR Disclosure

Accessing complete CSR-related information from the banking sector was not always
straightforward. For example, in several cases, disclosures were incomplete, difficult to
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locate or not updated. To address these limitations, direct follow-ups with banks were
conducted via email and, in some cases, via the X (Twitter) platform to acquire missing CSR
information. As Table 2 indicates, only approximately one-third (30%) of banks facilitated
easy public access to CSR disclosures, whereas the majority (40%) made accessing such
documents difficult.

Table 2. Examples of CSR programs and ease of access in national banks.

Bank Document/Source CSR Programs/Initiatives Accessibility of CSR
Reports *

B1

Annual Report
ESG Report

Together Towards
Tomorrow section

Various CSR disclosures and initiatives Medium

B2
Annual Report

CSR Report
ESG Report

Program ‘Tomorrow’
(Environment, Community, Knowledge,

Economic)
High

B3

Annual Report
ESG Report

CSR Committee Charter
CSR Policy
ESG Report

CSR programs and initiatives Low

B4 Annual Report
ESG reports 12 programs and initiatives Low

B5

Annual Report
Financial statement

CSR Booklet
Community Newsletter

ESG Report

Alawwal Bank—SABB Society: Suitable
Living, Foundation, Youth Ambition High

B6

Annual Report
ESG Report
CSR Report
CSR Book

CSR Activity Report

Interest-free loan portfolio
Tamkeen: Youth training

Support for disabled people
Mubtakiroon innovation program

Non-profit sector capacity building
Participation in national & Islamic

functions

High

B7

Annual Report
Sustainability Report

Integrated Report
ESG Report

Woow Al Khair, Flexx Bike, Volunteer
team, sustainable blood donation, other

initiatives
Medium

B8
Annual Report

ESG Report
Sustainability Governance

Education, health care, government
housing finance Medium

B9
Annual Report

Sustainable Operations
Corporate Social Responsibility

71 programs and initiatives (Mubadara) Low

B10 Annual Report
Sustainability Report CSR initiatives disclosed Low

* High = readily accessible online (website/CSR report clearly published). Medium = available but required effort
(buried in financial reports or scattered). Low = minimal or no disclosure; required direct communication or
external sources.

An examination of disclosure volume across the 10 banks revealed substantial variation
in the number and type of CSR-related documents available to the public. Banks B3, B5,
and B6 exhibited the highest disclosure volume, each publishing five distinct CSR or ESG-
related documents, including policy statements, governance charters, community reports,
and ESG or sustainability reports. A partial positive correlation was identified between
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disclosure volume and ease of access. Banks with higher disclosure volume (approximately
one-third, 30%) generally provided easier public access to documents, whereas banks
with lower disclosure volume (40%) exhibited significantly lower accessibility. Notably,
one exception (BANK 3) demonstrates that high disclosure volume does not necessarily
translate into user-friendly access.

4.2. CSR Initiatives

The qualitative document analysis yielded a comprehensive set of CSR themes across
the 36 examined documents. Using NVivo, all CSR-related disclosures were systematically
coded into four macro themes—Society, Economic Contribution, Internal Stakeholders and
Environment—each supported by multiple micro themes and individual initiatives. Table 3
presents the complete codebook, including the number of files referencing each theme and
the total number of references identified.

Table 3. Codebook of all document themes.

Themes Documents Initiatives

1. CSR and Society 10 65

Charity (Education, Housing, Food, Health, & Clothing) 7 25

Corporate Volunteering (Volunteering Awareness,
Environmental & Health Volunteering) 5 15

Financial Donations 9 9

Supporting People with Disability 9 9

Supporting the Youth 7 7

2. CSR and Economic Contribution 9 34

Creating Jobs (Saudization, Employ Talents, & Training
Followed by Employment) 6 14

Supporting SMEs 9 9

Supporting the Private Sector 3 3

Supporting Tourism 3 3

Increasing Profitability 3 3

Investing in Green Projects 2 2

3. CSR and Internal Stakeholders 9 30

Employees (Training, Engagement, Female Support, &
Recognition) 7 22

Customers (Cybersecurity & Awareness) 4 8

4. CSR and Environment 10 22

Saving Water and Conserving Energy 6 6

Reducing Waste 5 5

Recycling 3 3

Planting Trees 3 3

Green Building 3 3

Education and Training 2 2

The analysis identified four main CSR themes. CSR and Society were the most promi-
nent, with 65 references, reflecting strong emphasis on charitable activities, support for
vulnerable groups, youth initiatives, education and various forms of corporate volunteering.
For example, BANK 8 reported “donating SAR32 million in 2022 to the National Campaign
for Charitable Work” [57] (p. 117).
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CSR and Economic Contribution emerged as the second-most-frequently cited theme,
with 34 references. This theme centred on supporting SMEs, Saudization initiatives,
training-to-employment programmes, and investments in green projects—collectively high-
lighting banks’ strategic roles in national economic diversification. For example, BANK 2
reported that “the Bank provided SAR117,082.10 million in loans to SMEs, and ranked #1
in number of entities financed by all participants (Banks and Non-Banks) and in volume of
loans granted to SMEs through KAFLAH. Thus, Riyad Bank holds the highest portfolio of,
and the largest loan book for, SMEs’ [58] (p. 26).

CSR and Internal Stakeholders generated 30 references, covering employee-focused
initiatives—such as training, female employment, and engagement programs—as well as
customer-related issues, including cybersecurity and service access. For example, BANK
5 reported that “the Bank achieved nearly 40% female ratio in its Executive Management
team (ManCom), the first bank in Saudi Arabia to reach this milestone. It developed and
promoted top female talent into senior management roles, achieving a female ratio of over
13% in several areas of the business. It promoted the active participation of women in the
workplace, with ambitious targets met across businesses and functions” [59] (p. 56).

CSR and environmental initiatives were identified across all banks; however, they
yielded relatively fewer disclosures (22 references) than social and economic CSR activities.
These disclosures primarily focused on initiatives such as energy conservation, waste
reduction, recycling, tree planting, and green building, suggesting that environmental CSR
currently receives less emphasis within the sector. For example, BANK 5 reported that “In
the environmental sector in particular, the Bank is keen to finance sustainable projects and
support environmental initiatives, especially the Saudi Green Initiative, which aims to raise
vegetation cover, reduce carbon emissions, combat pollution and land degradation, and
preserve marine life, through cooperation with the competent authorities” [59] (p. 17).

Despite the presence of such initiatives, the relatively low frequency of environmental
disclosures indicates that environmental CSR remains less prominent than social and eco-
nomic CSR activities within the banking sector. This pattern may reflect banks’ positioning
as financial service institutions with comparatively lower direct environmental impacts
than manufacturing or extractive industries, thereby reducing the perceived necessity for
extensive environmental reporting. In addition, CSR activities in the Saudi context have
traditionally prioritised philanthropic and community-oriented initiatives, reflecting both
cultural and institutional influences [21,45]. Although Vision 2030 places increasing empha-
sis on sustainability and environmental responsibility, the current reporting patterns may
represent a transitional phase in which banks are gradually integrating environmental con-
siderations into their strategies and disclosures. As national sustainability initiatives such as
the Saudi Green Initiative continue to expand, environmental CSR disclosure in the banking
sector is likely to become more structured and prominent in future reporting cycles.

These findings indicate that Saudi banks prioritise philanthropic responsibilities in
their CSR activities, with a pronounced focus on socioeconomic dimensions, including
financial donations, support for individuals with disabilities, and SME empowerment.
This strategic emphasis aligns closely with both cultural values and Vision 2030 objectives.
These initiatives signal a deliberate institutional shift from ad hoc, charity-based CSR,
toward strategic, economically aligned programmes centred on SME development and
employment creation. Conversely, environmental considerations remain conspicuously
absent, with scant initiatives and negligible visibility in disclosure—a notable gap given
Vision 2030’s sustainability aspirations.

Overall, “CSR and Society” dominated the disclosure landscape with 65 references,
substantially outpacing “Economic Contribution” (34), “Internal Stakeholders” (30), and
“Environment” (22). Universal participation across Society and Environment themes con-
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trasted with slightly narrower coverage in Economic Contribution and Internal Stakeholder
themes (nine banks each), suggesting prioritisation rather than comprehensive engagement
across all CSR dimensions.

4.3. Islamic Versus Commercial Banks’ CSR Initiatives

A comparative analysis of CSR initiatives identified in the document analysis between
Islamic and Commercial banks was conducted. The comparison highlights the extent to
which each group of banks engages in key CSR domains, including charity, corporate
volunteering, financial contributions, economic empowerment, stakeholder engagement
and environmental sustainability. By examining how frequently these initiatives appear
across the 10 banks—categorised into four Islamic and six commercial institutions—Figure 1
below provides a succinct overview of patterns, strengths, and gaps in CSR implementation,
illustrating the differing priorities embedded in Islamic and commercial banking models.

 

0% 25% 50% 75% 100%

Charity (Education, Housing, Food, Health, & Clothing)

Corporate Volunteering (Volunteering Awareness,
Environmental & Health Volunteering)

Financial Donations

Supporting People with Disability

Supporting the Youth

Creating Jobs (Saudization, Employ Talents, & Training
Followed by Employment)

Supporting SMEs

Supporting the Private Sector

Supporting Tourism

Increasing Profitability

Investing in Green Projects

Employees (Training, Engagement, Female Support, &
Recognition)

Customers (Cybersecurity & Awareness)

Saving Water & Conserving Energy

Reducing Waste

Recycling

Planting Trees

Green Building

Environmental Education & Training

Commercial Banks (n=6) Islamic Banks (n=4)

Figure 1. Comparison of CSR initiatives between Islamic and Commercial banks.

The analysis revealed that both Islamic and commercial banks actively supported
SMEs, aligning with Vision 2030’s Thriving Economy priority. For example, Al Rajhi
Bank (an Islamic bank) reported that it “encouraged and invited SMEs that bank with
Al Rajhi Bank to register as suppliers” and that it “provided SAR15.8 billion in financing
for SMEs” [57] (pp. 117, 122), showing substantial financial support for entrepreneurial
activity and local supply-chain participation. Furthermore, Riyad Bank, a commercial
bank, reported that it “provided SAR117,082.10 million in loans to SMEs, and ranked
#1 in number of entities financed. . . and in volume of loans granted to SMEs through
KAFLAH,” noting that it “holds the highest portfolio of, and the largest loan book for,
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SMEs” [58] (pp. 26, 35). Collectively, these disclosures reveal that SME financing and
entrepreneurial enablement have emerged as cornerstone CSR priorities across both Islamic
and commercial banks, strategically aligned with—and directly advancing—Vision 2030’s
economic diversification agenda.

Islamic banks demonstrated broad and deeply embedded CSR engagement reflect-
ing both religious obligations and national development priorities. For example, BANK
2 combined large-scale philanthropy with structured community programs, donating
SAR32 million in 2022, financing SAR15.8 billion for SMEs, and contributing more than
50,000 volunteer hours through over 10,000 employees. Similarly, Islamic banks demon-
strated a strong commitment to youth empowerment through programs such as Albilad
Future and to enhanced financial inclusion through ATMs and branch facilities accessible
to customers with disabilities. Environmental stewardship was evident, though still in-
cipient, as evidenced by the Saudi Green Initiative’s focus on renewable energy, energy
conservation, and tree planting. These patterns reflect the institutional logic of Islamic
banking, where CSR is anchored in Shariah-based values (Zakat, Sadaqah, social justice)
that emphasise community upliftment and moral responsibility.

Commercial banks reported extensive CSR activities, but with a stronger empha-
sis on strategic contributions to the economy and governance-driven initiatives. They
played a central role in SMEs financing and job creation: for instance, BANK 2 held the
most extensive SMEs loan portfolio in the Kingdom, providing over SAR117 billion in
loans and leading KAFLAH-backed SMEs financing, while BANK 5’s Taqadam accelerator
awarded SAR375,000 to each of ten winning start-ups to stimulate innovation and employ-
ment. Commercial banks also led significant national partnerships, including BANK2’s
SAR2.95 billion contribution to the Red Sea Development’s green-financing facility and
BANK 1’s identification of SAR48 billion in eligible green and social assets. Furthermore,
investment in governance, employee development and gender diversity was a priority.
For example, BANK 5 is achieving nearly 40% female representation at the executive level,
alongside customer-focused initiatives such as digital mortgage applications and cyber-
security. These patterns demonstrate that the regulatory environment strongly shapes
commercial banks’ CSR strategies, ESG reporting expectations and Vision 2030’s economic
transformation agenda. Despite these strengths, both Islamic and commercial banks exhibit
limited measurable environmental disclosure, revealing a critical gap in sustainability
integration. Whilst several banks reported operational initiatives—energy conservation,
recycling, carbon reduction—strategic reporting on green financing and certified green
infrastructure remained notably absent, undermining claims of a comprehensive commit-
ment to sustainability. Notably, only one Islamic bank disclosed large-scale participation
in renewable energy and green financing, with Al Rajhi Bank stating that it had “over
SAR 3.75 billion of financing for renewable energy projects” and that it “follows strict
recycling guidelines across its entire branch and subsidiary network.” [57] (p. 117). In
contrast, commercial banks such as Riyadh Bank reported broader involvement in green
and renewable projects, noting “28 projects with an aggregate cost of SAR 52 billion, of
which SAR 7.4 billion was financed by Riyadh Bank.” [58] (pp. 26, 28). These patterns
reveal a notable disconnect: environmental CSR remains a comparatively low priority
relative to social and economic dimensions, despite Vision 2030’s strategic emphasis on
environmental sustainability through the Saudi Green Initiative and circular economy
development. This gap suggests that institutional CSR priorities diverge from national
sustainability policy, raising questions about alignment between stated commitments and
resource allocation.

Table 4 presents a consolidated assessment of CSR performance across the ten Saudi
banks examined in this study, structured according to Carroll’s four-dimensional frame-
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work [30]. The table compares different banking models that prioritise and operationalise
CSR within the Saudi context. The assigned ratings are interpretive and reflect both the
documented scope and scale of CSR initiatives and the frequency with which specific
activities appeared in the banks’ disclosure materials, providing a quantitative indication
of emphasis across CSR themes.

Table 4. Commercial versus Islamic Banks’ CSR performance.

Bank Type Economics
Responsibility

Legal
Responsibility

Ethical
Responsibility

Philanthropic
Responsibility

Overall CSR
Performance

Islamic
Banks

Strong–
Moderate (Two

strong, two
moderate)

Strong–
Moderate (Two

strong, two
moderate)

Moderate–
Strong

(One strong,
three moderate)

Strong
(All four strong)

High Philanthropic
Strength; Balanced

CSR with strong
societal orientation

Commercial
Banks

Strong–
Moderate (Three

strong, three
moderate)

Strong–Weak
(Two strong, two

moderate, two
weak)

Moderate–Weak
(Mostly

moderate or
weak)

Strong–
Moderate (Three

strong, three
moderate)

High Economic &
Legal Strength; CSR
driven by strategy
and governance

Strong: CSR initiatives are extensive and well-documented, with clear evidence of impact (e.g., measurable
donations, SME financing, job creation or sustainability outcomes). Moderate: Some CSR initiatives are present
and documented, but the scope, consistency or evidence of impact is limited. Weak: CSR initiatives are minimal
or fragmented, often lacking strategic integration or measurable results.

The qualitative ratings (Strong, Moderate, Weak) were derived from the relative depth,
frequency, and scope of CSR disclosures identified within each dimension of Carroll’s CSR
framework across the analysed documents. Observed differences between Islamic and com-
mercial banks reflect both structural characteristics and disclosure practices. It is evident
that Islamic banks tend to emphasise philanthropic and community-oriented CSR activities,
influenced by Shariah-based principles as mentioned earlier, whereas commercial banks
more frequently highlight economic, governance, and compliance-related CSR initiatives
aligned with corporate strategy and regulatory expectations.

Islamic banks exhibited strong performance across most CSR dimensions, with
strength in philanthropic and economic responsibilities. Their CSR engagement is pro-
foundly shaped by Shariah principles, which emphasise social justice, ethical conduct
and community welfare. This orientation is reflected in their high level of participation
in charitable giving, disability support, youth development and volunteer programs, as
well as substantial investments in SMEs financing and job creation. BANK 8 stands out as
the strongest performer, recording Strong ratings across all four dimensions of Carroll’s
framework, supported by extensive disclosures, measurable impacts and broad social
engagement. Although ethical performance varied slightly among the Islamic banks—
with moderate ratings in some cases—the group demonstrated a cohesive CSR approach
grounded in philanthropic values and strategically aligned with Vision 2030’s priorities for
economic empowerment and social development.

Commercial banks exhibited governance-driven CSR practices, particularly in their
economic and legal responsibilities. For example, BANKS 1, 2, and 5 distinguished them-
selves with Strong ratings across both economic and legal dimensions, demonstrating
sustained leadership in SME financing, employment creation, green investment disclosure,
and regulatory compliance with SAMA and CMA governance frameworks. Their philan-
thropic and ethical performance revealed considerable variation—some institutions offering
extensive community programmes whilst others provided minimal disclosures—reflecting
differences in institutional maturity and CSR strategic integration. Overall, commercial
banks prioritised economic diversification, ESG-CSR alignment, and structured reporting
(key Vision 2030 priorities), yet demonstrated less consistency in value-driven CSR than
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Islamic counterparts, instead favouring scale-based SME financial intermediation through
large lending portfolios, digital platforms, and entrepreneurial pipeline development.

For example, Riyad Bank reported that it “provided SAR117,082.10 million in loans to
SMEs, and ranked #1. . . in volume of loans granted to SMEs through KAFLAH,” noting
that it “holds the highest portfolio of, and the largest loan book for, SMEs.” [58] (p. 26).
Similarly, Arab National Bank stated that “the strategic importance of SMEs to the wider
economy is why the Bank has set out its ambition to become a leading provider of financial
services to this market segment. . . supporting the delivery of one of the main pillars of
Vision 2030.” [60] (p. 65).

In contrast, Islamic banks engaged with SMEs through supplier-based participation,
entrepreneurship enablement, and financial inclusion, leveraging Islamic financial mech-
anisms and ecosystem-building approaches. For instance, Al Rajhi Bank reported that it
“encouraged and invited SMEs. . . to register as suppliers” and “provided SAR15.8 billion
in financing for SMEs,” thereby linking procurement, financing and market access [57]
(pp. 117, 122). At the same time, Saudi National Bank disclosed that “ten projects advanced
to the third stage, where participants were enabled to build their fintech startups with
financial support of SAR50,000 each,” [61] (p. 80), demonstrating an ecosystem focus on
capability development, innovation and youth entrepreneurship. Complementing this,
Bank Al-Jazira reported that it had “increased the funding of MSMEs. . . encouraging King-
dom citizens’ interest in entrepreneurship and increasing MSMEs contribution to the GDP,”
which corresponds directly with Vision 2030 targets [62] (pp. 14, 26).

These distinctions reflect fundamentally different approaches to SME support. How-
ever, both pathways contribute meaningfully to Vision 2030’s Thriving Economy pillar.
More significantly, supporting SMEs has evolved into a core CSR priority across the Saudi
banking sector, positioning banks as material contributors to national development objec-
tives rather than as philanthropic extensions of corporate image.

4.4. ISO Certification

The summary in Table 1 reveals a notably limited adoption of ISO 26000 within the
Saudi banking sector [49]. Only one bank in the sample (10%), Riyad Bank, reported
alignment with the ISO 26000 guidance standard on social responsibility, while none of
the Islamic banks demonstrated adoption. Given that ISO 26000 is a non-certifiable and
voluntary framework designed to guide organizations in embedding social responsibility
within governance structures, its limited uptake may reflect the broader debate in CSR
literature regarding the relative influence of voluntary versus mandatory standards. Orga-
nizations often prioritize frameworks that provide formal certification, external verification,
or regulatory recognition, which tend to offer stronger reputational and legitimacy bene-
fits [23,41,63]. Similar patterns have been observed in several emerging economies, where
firms frequently emphasize certifiable management standards or regulatory compliance
mechanisms rather than voluntary guidance frameworks when reporting CSR activities.
In this context, the gradual adoption of ISO 26000 aligns strategically with Saudi Vision
2030’s governance ambitions, which prioritise transparency, accountability, and enhanced
corporate disclosure to reinforce investor confidence and market credibility [19,38,64].

5. Discussion
This study employed qualitative analysis of publicly available CSR disclosures from

Saudi banks to examine the extent to which CSR initiatives align with the pillars of Vi-
sion 2030 and to generate practical and policy-oriented insights. The findings reported
above indicate that the Saudi Banking sector has prioritized philanthropic initiatives—
such as charitable donations, support for individuals with disabilities and community
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welfare programs—as the dominant form of CSR disclosure. The development of struc-
tured programmes, digital platforms, and SME-focused financial products demonstrates
banks’ deliberate institutional shift from charity-based approaches towards strategic eco-
nomic participation in national development [65]. Both Islamic and commercial banks’
CSR activities were aligned with the Thriving Economy pillar of Vision 2030. However,
Islamic banks framed their CSR reporting in values-based terms that reflect ethical and
religious principles, whereas commercial banks predominantly articulated CSR through a
governance-oriented lens. Commercial banks support the SME sector primarily through
high-volume lending and scale-based financial infrastructure, while Islamic banks support
it through inclusion-oriented, supplier-oriented, and innovation-oriented mechanisms.
However, environmental initiatives were collectively the least reported theme. While some
banks reported efforts in green finance, recycling and tree planting, these activities were
comparatively limited and often lacked measurable outcomes. This trend is consistent with
findings from other studies, which argue that environmental CSR in the country is typically
symbolic and reactive, driven more by compliance than by strategic integration [11,40,66].
The limited visibility of environmental initiatives in disclosure documents highlights a
gap in how CSR activities are prioritized and reported in Saudi Arabia. Taken together,
these findings indicate that the Saudi banking sector is in a transitional phase of CSR
development. It should be noted that these findings reflect patterns in CSR disclosures
reported in publicly available documents rather than independently verified CSR practices.
It is evident that all banks, both Islamic and non-Islamic, should strive to behave in an envi-
ronmentally responsible manner [67] in light of the Vision 2030 expectations. Consequently,
the interpretations presented here should be understood within the methodological scope
of qualitative document analysis. Two specific implications of the analysis are discussed in
the broader context of research objectives outlined earlier.

5.1. Implications for the Banking Sector

Analysis of specific micro-themes and their numerical frequencies revealed clear prior-
ities in how Saudi banks operationalize and report CSR. The fact that, apart from difficulty
in accessing the CSR reports, the CSR reporting was found to be fragmented. Hence, there
is a need for the Banks to shift from a pure philanthropic focus to a more balanced approach
across all three elements of sustainable development. Despite CSR being at the center stage
in informing the Bank’s priorities, concerns remain about the fragmented nature of the
reporting and the desire to disclose reports. However, the annual and sustainability reports,
social media announcements, and media coverage of CSR activities have relied on GRI
and ISO certifications, demonstrating that the sector is seeking to increase transparency
and accountability. Banks’ adoption of ISO 26000 guidance, though not definitive, offers
a mechanism to quantify progress towards Vision 2030 commitments. It is in this context
that the Saudi banking sector is encouraged to adopt an innovative and contemporary CSR
reporting approach, such as the Principles of Responsible Banking, which provides a struc-
tured framework to “increase operational resilience, ensure institutional future-proofing,
and realise commercial growth” [68] (para. 3). There is potential for future studies to
explore the modality of a national reporting framework for CSR reporting within the banks

5.2. Implications for the Government

The findings of this study suggest that Saudi banks have treated philanthropy as
the foundation of CSR practice. Rooted in the Islamic principles of zakat and sadaqah,
philanthropic CSR has served as the primary vehicle for maintaining social legitimacy and
fulfilling moral obligations [24,69,70]. However, the ethical and environmental dimensions
remain underreported in relation to Vision 2030’s environmental priorities. This imbalance
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underscores the need for stronger institutional frameworks and governance oversight to
embed ethical and environmental considerations into banking operations if CSR within the
Saudi Banking Sector is to contribute to Vision 2030. This paper argues that mandatory CSR
reporting frameworks are essential mechanisms for advancing transparency and account-
ability whilst simultaneously enabling rigorous measurement, monitoring, and evaluation
of banking sector impacts against Vision 2030 objectives and beyond. Drawing on Kantabu-
tra’s framework [71]—which demonstrates that articulated sustainability visions, grounded
in moderation, resilience, and knowledge-sharing practices, catalyse organisational perfor-
mance and institutional resilience—this paper proposes that Saudi policymakers develop
and mandate sector-specific sustainability frameworks explicitly aligned with Vision 2030’s
strategic pillars. Importantly, future research should examine comparative experiences
from India and Indonesia [72], investigating how emerging economies navigate the policy
and implementation challenges of legislating mandatory CSR reporting whilst sustaining
institutional compliance.

5.3. Limitations

As with any scholarly research, this study has several limitations. First, the study
relies on qualitative document analysis of publicly available CSR disclosures, which reflect
how banks communicate their CSR activities rather than independently verified CSR
performance. Whilst corporate CSR reports provide valuable institutional insight, they
may reflect strategic communication priorities and impression management considerations,
potentially understating the complexity, limitations, or unintended consequences of CSR
practices. This inherent tension between disclosure and substantive impact necessitates
careful critical reading of reported claims. Consequently, the findings should be interpreted
as reflecting patterns in CSR reporting rather than definitive measures of CSR performance.

Second, this study employed a qualitative methodology based on document analysis,
which is inherently descriptive in scope. Future research should address this limitation
by conducting mixed-methods investigations of CSR within the Saudi banking sector,
incorporating semi-structured interviews with CSR officers and employee surveys to
capture institutional perspectives and lived experiences of CSR integration.

6. Conclusions
CSR in Saudi Arabia is undergoing a fundamental change. Vision 2030 has reposi-

tioned CSR as a strategic pillar of sustainable economic transformation at the national
echelon. The findings reported in this paper point to the need to strengthen governance
mechanisms to ensure that CSR gradually transforms from traditional philanthropy to-
wards a strategic, performance-driven model that fully supports the long-term objectives
of Vision 2030 and aligns with global reporting expectations. In the context of economic
diversification, the Saudi banking sector has the potential to be a key driver of the transition
beyond a fossil-fuel-dependent economy. This paper argues that institutionalizing manda-
tory CSR reporting frameworks represents a critical policy lever for Saudi Arabia—enabling
both the adoption of contemporary reporting standards and, more fundamentally, the rigor-
ous measurement, monitoring, and evaluation of banking-sector impacts to advance Vision
2030 objectives and sustainable development.
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