
Abstract 

Purpose: This study aims to demonstrate how banks can align their CSR investment following 

a citizen-centred approach in order to offer immediate tangible impacts benefitting both the 

bank and the communities they serve.  

 

Methodology: This study employed an exploratory mixed-method research design. In Study 

1, twenty-one semi-structured interviews were conducted, and thematic coding identified how 

citizens would like bank CSR investments to be directed. Study 2 used best-worst scaling 

(BWS) to identify citizen preferences for community investment areas.  

 

Findings: Clear investment preferences emerged with citizens preferring six community 

investment causes; namely, (1) infrastructure, (2) crisis and prevention support, (3) community 

groups, (4) youth facilities and activities, (5) initiatives that support the local environment, and 

(6) physical activity promotion. The forming of community advisory committees emerged as 

one approach that banks could apply to ensure long-term citizen-centred CSR investment 

decisions. 

 

Research limitations: This study is limited to one community and one community bank and 

one cross-sectional data sample.  

 

Practical implications: Community-oriented financial institutions should involve citizens in 

decision-making, ensuring that CSR investments support the causes that local citizens value 

the most. 

 

Originality/value: This paper provides an important step in overcoming social scepticism 

about bank’s CSR practices providing a methodological approach that other financial 

institutions can follow to better align their CSR investment to community preferences.  

  



Introduction 

The benefits of Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) are widely discussed, ranging 

from more positive customer attitudes and higher levels of customer retention (van Doorn et 

al., 2017), to increased stakeholder support (Maignan and Ferrell, 2004), decreased financial 

stress of firms (Al-Hadi et al., 2019), and increased firm value (Albuquerque et al., 2019). 

Using CSR initiatives to affect consumers' preference is a common strategy (Lu et al., 2015), 

given links to enhanced performance by socially responsible corporations (Luo and 

Bhattacharya, 2006). As a result, banks and financial institutions have implemented CSR 

strategies and tactics (Nwanne, 2016; Aramburu and Pescador, 2019; Jaiyeoba et al., 2018; 

Rahman et al., 2018).  

Investment into localized CSR activities provides valuable support for the delivery of 

solutions to empower and enable communities (Ahmad and Abu Talib, 2016). Importantly, 

community investment can deliver job opportunities that can further stimulate the local 

economy. However, CSR initiatives have been exposed to social scepticism (Kim and Lee, 

2009) due to banks questionable CSR practices which arguably are firm promotion focussed 

in contrast to clearly demonstrating how investments have delivered social good (Pope and 

Wæraas, 2016). Further, many CSR investment decisions made by banks do not involve 

consultations with community members (Hinson et al., 2016). Executing CSR investment 

decisions with minimal or no consultation with community members limits awareness, support 

and impact of these initiatives. As a result, the community’s voice may not be sufficiently 

considered. Involving a community in a decision-making process has been proven to enhance 

community development (Talò et al., 2014) and social cohesion to develop a sense of 

community (Ahmad and Abu Talib, 2016).   

This paper provides an important step in overcoming social scepticism in bank CSR 

practices (Pope and Wæraas, 2016). The paper aims to demonstrate how banks can align their 

CSR investment following a citizen-centred approach in order to offer immediate tangible 

impacts benefitting both the bank (e.g. awareness, increase in customers, etc.) and the 

communities the bank invests funds in. Specifically, this paper will demonstrate how 

community investment preferences can be obtained through a mixed-method research approach 

to initiate CSR initiatives. In this paper, the potential of one specific CSR initiative; namely, 

Corporate Social Marketing is explored.  



Corporate Social Marketing and CSR 

Corporate Social marketing (CSM) is described as “a means whereby a corporation 

supports the development and/or implementation of a behaviour change campaign intended to 

improve public health, safety, the environment, or community well-being” (Kotler and Lee, 

2005, p. 114). The principal goal of CSM initiatives is to persuade consumers to perform a 

desired prosocial behaviour (Bloom et al., 1997) to benefit the individual, the corporation, and 

the society (Kotler et al., 2012). In the literature, CSM is described as one of several significant 

initiatives corporations can undertake to exhibit their Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) 

(Kotler et al., 2012; Kotler and Lee, 2005). While research on CSM is limited (Deshpande, 

2016), it is expected that citizen-centred approaches in CSM initiatives could provide 

corporations with unique opportunities to both increase social cohesion in communities and 

contribute to the corporations’ bottom lines.  

While CSM is conceptually distinct from other tools to demonstrate corporate social 

responsibility (CSR), it should be considered within the total CSR realm. CSR (Du et al., 2010; 

Maignan and Ferrell, 2004; Nwanne, 2016) has been widely discussed, and using CSR 

initiatives to affect consumers' preference is a common strategy (Lu et al., 2015), given links 

to enhanced performance by socially responsible corporations (Luo and Bhattacharya, 2006). 

Consider Luo and Bhattacharya (2006) who calculated that, for a typical company in their 

sample with an average market value of $48 billion, a one-unit increase in CSR ratings resulted 

in an increase in income of approximately $17 million, on average, in subsequent years. There 

is little doubt that CSR benefits companies, but criticism has been mounting regarding CSR 

claims made by banks (Prasad and Holzinger, 2013) and the apparent limitation of community 

consultation and involvement in the process (Hinson et al., 2016). Next, we discuss the 

importance of citizen centricity.  

Citizen centricity 

To extend community investment needs for banks beyond a corporate perspective 

consideration of customers is needed.  In this paper, the term “citizen centricity” rather than 

“consumer centricity” is used. It is important to acknowledge these terms imply different forms 

of relations; namely, a consumer is a self-regarding individual who acts in an instrumental 

fashion and is involved in relations of economic exchange. Whereas, the term citizen 

acknowledges a wider focus ensuring that interest is more broadly directed to encompass 

community interests, ensuring a focus that moves beyond one or more transactional exchanges 



to social interests, the political good of the community, and more (McAteer and Orr, 2006; 

Needham, 2003).  This wider focus is important from a community social marketing standpoint 

given that any assessment of impacts arising from investments must be capable of capturing 

public health, safety, environment, and/or community well-being improvements. Impact 

assessments widen the lens ensuring CSR success measurement extends beyond the number of 

people reached or the amount of funds invested. These assessments can demonstrate changes 

that benefit community (outputs and lasting impact) arising from the inputs, activities and 

outputs (Connell and Kubisch, 1998).   

In social change literature, citizen centricity plays a critical role in the development and 

implementation of behaviour change programs. While authors name it differently: “audience 

research” (Andreasen, 2002), “citizen centricity” (French, 2011), “customer orientation” 

(NSMC, , 2010) and “citizen participation” (Adamson, 2010), they all refer to the importance 

of focusing on the audiences who stand to benefit from participating in CSR initiatives. Based 

on a growing awareness that public participation can make service delivery more effective 

(Adamson and Bromiley, 2013; Dibben and Bartlett, 2001; McAteer and Orr, 2006; Andrews 

et al., 2008), the UK government has placed increasing emphasis on enabling communities to 

influence the way public services are delivered (Adamson and Bromiley, 2013). Studies have 

demonstrated that participation and sense of community are associated factors enhancing 

community development (Talò et al., 2014).  

It appears that conventional CSR initiatives typically involve a top-down process, 

where executives define a project’s direction, schedule, functionality, and budget. In these 

hierarchies, decisions regarding CSR initiatives are driven “by the personal preferences of 

highly placed executives” (Barnard, 1997, p. 1148) and organisations spend resources without 

a clear idea of how the investments may spark activities and outputs that contribute to social 

good (den Hond et al., 2014). Rather than involving stakeholders in the decision making 

process prior to determining how investments can be directed, organisations consult with 

consumers or community members to evaluate the performance of the CSR initiative only after 

its implementation (Pomering and Dolnicar, 2009). In true citizen-centred approaches, team 

members or community members, respectively, significantly contribute to every step of the 

management process (Martinich, 2016). Top-down approaches do not support nor enable the 

development of community groups, partnerships, and lasting social and political action, which 

in turn leads to disempowerment (Narayanan et al., 2017) and a failure of investments to deliver 

lasting impact (Freedman et al., 2013). When an initiative is led by a top-down approach, it 



may not meet the public’s needs. For example, mHealth, a pilot study featuring a 12-week 

mobile health intervention, followed an expert-led approach. The study reported no significant 

results in behaviour change and attributed this failure to the participants’ low engagement with 

the program (Hebden et al., 2014). Involvement of the users during the development stage of 

the program may have helped to avoid this costly service failure (Ostrom et al., 2015). 

Babajanian (2015) reported that empowerment is an outcome of participation, however co-

design and design thinking movements identify the important role of inclusion of users in 

program design indicating a need for citizen centricity across time (Micheli et al., 2019). When 

community-involvement approaches involve active participation of the community, the results 

are significantly positive (Narayanan et al., 2017). While previous studies on citizen 

participation have attracted wide attention (van der Boor et al., 2014), and have proven to be 

of importance in various areas, such as new product development (Xie and Jia, 2016) or health 

services development (Walsh et al., 2016), the concepts have not been studied in relation to 

CSR investment decision-making by banks. 

Taken together, a review of the literature outlines the importance of citizen centricity, 

with evidence demonstrating that a citizen-centric approach can engage people more 

effectively (Stead et al., 2013), develop community groups and partnerships (Narayanan et al., 

2017), increase sense of community (Ahmad and Abu Talib, 2016), and make service deliveries 

more effective (Narayanan et al., 2017). Therefore, engaging citizens to better align CSR 

initiatives with community needs is warranted and a guiding process to undertake this does not 

currently exist. This research offers an important first step, delivering a process that can be 

applied to gather citizen CSR investment preferences and is guided by the overarching research 

question: How can a community bank involve citizens in CSR investment decision-making? 

This study applies a sequential exploratory research design to 1) establish priority areas of CSR 

investment and 2) determine community preferences for community banking investments.  

Methodology 

Context 

Based on the country, and even region, there are many definitions of a community bank. 

For the purpose of this study, community banks are considered proportionately small, 

standalone commercial banks that in most cases focus on providing basic banking activities to 

a local community (Lux and Greene, 2015). Typically, community banks are locally owned 

and managed and conduct business as independent organisations that are unaffiliated with 



larger bank holding companies (McKee and Kagan, 2016). The direct ties to the town or region 

and its industries, including personal relationships with consumers is what defines the 

“community” in community banking (Lux and Greene, 2015).  

This research is focussed on one Community Bank in South East Queensland, Australia. 

This bank is a community bank that reinvests up to 80% of their profits back into the 

communities they serve. Large percentages of the profits derived from banking assets and 

lending are reinvested back into areas of community development, including sport, 

infrastructure, education, health, youth, arts and culture. Australia has more than 300 

community banks but this model of reinvesting such a large percentage of profits back into 

community to drive social change remains unique (Bendigo Bank, 2020; Cutcher, 2014) 

The local community bank serves a community that has expanded rapidly over the past 

twenty years and primarily consists of young transient families, or low-income families that 

have chosen to live in this location for affordability reasons. According to the Index of Relative 

Socio-economic Disadvantage (IRSD), the area, on average is categorised as quintile two out 

of five, where one is the most disadvantaged and five is the least disadvantaged area (ABS, 

2018). Therefore, the area can be considered as a lower socio-economic area.  

Two studies underpin this research. A mixed-method research design was used to first 

understand how community leaders and members would prefer to see community bank funds 

invested in their local community. Study one aimed to identify areas of investment that 

community would value for testing in Study two. Study two applied an online Best-Worst 

survey to quantify community investment preferences, identifying the most and least preferred 

investment areas.  

Study one – Semi-structured interviews  

Method and sample 

Community members and community influencers were interviewed. Interview 

respondents included school principals, chaplains, councillors, politicians, pastors, presidents 

or other prominent people of service clubs (e.g. Rotary, Lions, etc.), faith groups, sports teams 

or clubs, youth organisations, the boards of community-wide organisations (e.g. YMCA, 

United Way etc.), as well as groups devoted to self-help, advocacy, and activism. Purposive 

sampling was used to recruit participants (Guarte and Barrios, 2006). Following ethical 

clearance (2018/302), a total of 21 community members and community influencers residing 



or working in the local community area were interviewed. Of the 21 interviewees, eleven were 

identified as community influencers and ten as community members. The board members of 

the local community bank introduced the researchers to a handful of community influencers. 

An interview discussion guide was used to ensure consistency across the interviews. After 

interviewing the first few community influencers, snowball sampling was utilised to reach 

more participants (Lee et al., 2016). The interviews were recorded and lasted between 45 and 

90 minutes. The collected data from the interviews included the benefits and challenges of 

being a community member (e.g. “thinking about this community, what excites you? What 

frustrates you?”), the respondent’s experiences with and knowledge and beliefs about current 

CSR banking practices in the community (e.g. “in relation to its place and role in the local 

community, how can a bank help the community? Why?”), their social investment preferences 

(e.g. “if the community bank has $100,000 to invest in the next 12 months, where would you 

ask them to invest? How much? Why?) as well as the respondents’ socio-demographic 

information in the form of gender, age, job title and postal area.  

Data analysis 

The interviews were transcribed verbatim by a third-party transcription service. 

Transcripts were imported into Nvivo-software (V12). An inductive approach to data analysis 

was followed. The coding process generated descriptive, interpretative and aggregated codes 

(Miles and Huberman, 1984; Lindeman, 2014) and enabled the researcher to identify broader 

themes and converge these into overarching themes to reduce data as far as practical for Study 

2 (see Table 1). A coding scheme was developed to visualise the coding process. Two 

researchers familiarised themselves with data from the first three interviews independently. 

Both researchers discussed the coding scheme and explained how their codes were developed, 

what the codes were, and what each one meant. Based on this discussion, the codes and their 

definitions were finalised and a list of provisional codes was made (Campbell et al., 2013). 

One researcher then applied the generated list of codes to the transcripts of the remaining 

interviews (Pellicano et al., 2014). All community investment preferences were analysed and 

grouped into eight community investment themes (Youth facilities & activities; Community 

groups; Crisis & prevention support; Physical activity promotion; Infrastructure investment; 

Supportive environment; Business partnerships; and, Financial support). This was done by 

categorising “nodes” (theme coding) in Nvivo and all individual cases under these nodes into 

overarching themes to reduce overlap. The preferences derived from the qualitative interviews 

were tested in the wider community in Study 2 which is outlined next.  



Insert Table 1 about here 

  

Study two – Quantitative BWS questionnaire 

Method and sample 

Study two used a quantitative questionnaire that incorporated the eight community 

investment themes which emerged from Study 1. The second study was focused within the 

same geographic area as study 1 and used a purposive sampling approach. The questionnaire 

was distributed via the social media platforms of the community bank, supporting community 

organisations and various community Facebook groups. In addition, an email was sent to all 

community shareholders of the client. Local council and state government representatives were 

approached to share the survey as well. A total of 102 respondents completed the survey. 

Best–worst scaling (BWS) (Louviere, Flynn, and Marley, 2015) was selected to 

ascertain the relative importance of community investment causes identified in Study 1. The 

key strength of BWS is that it forces a trade-off between two or more choices replicating real 

life decision-making. Respondents were presented with an array of choices and they were asked 

to identify their most and least preferred alternatives for each option displayed (Louviere et al., 

2015). Figure 1 shows an example of the pictorial BWS design.  

By encouraging respondents to make a choice, BWS overcome many problems 

associated with regular surveys (Louviere et al., 2015; Auger et al., 2007). In the process of 

selecting best and worst options respondents are forced to distinguish between alternatives 

provided. These decisions yield more accurate outcomes than Likert (Breffle et al., 2011; Jia 

et al., 2018; Ogba and Johnson, 2010; Meyerding, 2016) or similar scales (Auger et al., 2007; 

Jaeger et al., 2008). Refer to Figure 1 for a best and worst choice task. 

 
Insert Figure 1 about here 

 

Data analysis 

A balanced incomplete block design (BIBD) based on a type I balanced lattice plan 

(Cochran and Cox, 1992) was applied. Guided by the former research of Louviere et al. (2008), 

the best–worst data analysis was performed to determine which community investment causes 

(alternatives) were preferred, at an aggregated level. The best–worst data was analysed in 

Microsoft Excel for Mac (V 16.17). See Box 1 which provides an overview of calculations.  



 

Insert Box 1 about here 

  

With these data, it was possible to further validate the findings from the qualitative 

study with regards to community’s preferences. To ensure that participants perceived 

community investment causes similarly, each theme was defined (see definitions in Table 2). 

Results 

Study 1 – Semi-structured interviews 

The interviews highlighted respondent’s experiences with and knowledge and beliefs 

about current CSR banking practices in the community. Participants indicated that the local 

branches could form lasting community partnerships over the longer term, invest in 

infrastructure in the suburb to communicate the benefits of banking via community banks. 

Many participants suggested that long-term investment, such as partnering with selective 

organisations for more than three years, could be a way to achieve impact in the community. 

Participants were specific, even suggesting tiered sponsorships structures to ensure longevity 

and mutually beneficial partnerships. Furthermore, many participants indicated the needs of 

infrastructure and the lasting benefits that infrastructure provision has for the community. They 

believe both the banks and the community would benefit from tangible infrastructure because 

it provides a wider group of people with benefits over the long-term.  

“I would suggest having tiered support where they pick two or three, that's who 

we want to back… being able to say we're not here for the next 12 months, we're 

here for the next five years.“ ~ 48-year-old, male community influencer 

“…you can make a much bigger impact by focussing on a few things and doing 

them well…invest over a five- or ten-year plan, that would make the most 

impact. ~ 30-year-old, male community influencer 

Interviewees also suggested to include residents in decision-making processes. For 

example, introducing a grant application process to let citizens apply for funding grants or 

forming an advising committee or jury that represents the community when making investment 

decisions.  



You would build a team or committee with different key voices, including those 

who have the ear of different community groups, with a finger to the pulse to 

make the best decisions for the community. ~ 30-year-old, male community 

influencer 

A total of eight social investment preferences emerged through the thematic analysis 

(Youth facilities & activities; Community groups; Crisis & prevention support; Physical 

activity promotion; Infrastructure investment; Supportive environment; Business partnerships; 

and, Financial support) and these are discussed hereafter.  

1. Youth facilities and activities 

This theme was focussed on providing young people with space and resources that 

would enrich their lives and keep them out of trouble while helping them find their purpose. 

Examples were school and education programs, youth centres and groups, skate parks, and 

playgrounds.  

“We’ve seen a 50 percent increase in the number of students in the area …a 

thousand additional students a year moving in.” ~ 64-year-old, male 

community influencer 

“[Invest] into our young people… though our schools and through 

organisations that provide services [for youth]” ~ 64-year-old, male 

community influencer 

 “Safe play facilities, kids can be stranded from parks and action adventure type 

skate parks. No high crime, but if kids don’t have something to do and get bored 

and take it out on whatever is around.” ~ 36-year-old, male community member 

Throughout all interviews there was a consensus regarding the need of investment for youth 

facilities and activities to provide youth residing in the local area with valuable opportunities 

to learn, grown and develop. 

2. Community groups  

This theme included service and community groups, arts and culture, engagement 

activities, neighbourhood and community centres. The theme encompasses activities for all 

community members, regardless of age and gender. Due to the fast growth, there is a lack of 

engaging activities for residents that are available in the local area. Many participants voiced 



their support for community groups (e.g. groups supporting participation in activities to 

become part of a community) and inclusivity (e.g. opportunities for association with other 

community members for people of all ages).  

 “Social isolation, I know quite a lot of senior people in the community that just 

can’t get out, either due to transport or health, so having some connection with 

the older generation, but also trying to connect them with the younger ones in 

some way.” ~ 42-year-old, male community influencer 

“Places more culturally appropriate for people to attend where they don’t feel 

like they need to be someone that they’re not, they can just be who they are.” ~ 

42-year-old, male community influencer 

Given the fast growth of the local area and the fact that opportunities for engagement 

to include all members in the community were lacking a need for more financial support 

for community groups in the local area was evident. 

3. Crisis & prevention support  

This theme highlighted the need for domestic violence and drug prevention support, 

refugee care, chaplaincy, and safe zones. Given the areas strong population growth over the 

last decades paired with its lower socio-economic status, community members are in need of 

assistance, support and resources to ensure community wellbeing and cohesion.  

“…we’ve got a very high domestic violence rate. It’s one of the DV capitals of 

the Gold Coast unfortunately.” ~ 41-year-old, male community influencer 

“You’ve got five hotspot areas on the Gold Coast for police call outs for youth 

as well and one of them is right here. ~ 37-year-old, female community member 

 “I think, just education programs around the effects of drugs and domestic 

violence would be a big one here…just general well-being where students have 

access to be able to go somewhere where they can just hang out in a safe zone.” 

~ 26-year-old, male community influencer 

Participants identified the need for crisis and emergency relief funding or services such as 

policing, crisis housing, and food bank services. Multiple interviewees acknowledge that the 

local area is facing multiple social issues which need further investment to combat problems 

faced.  



4. Physical activity promotion  

This theme comprised funding for membership fees for sports clubs, sporting uniforms 

and more sporting equipment to enhance accessibility in the local community. Participants 

indicated that the local area has a high interest in sport, however, many families do not have 

enough resources at their disposal to support their children to participate in local sports clubs.   

“If [the community bank] were able to sponsor sporting equipment, sports 

clubs, or even put some money in to a sports club so those families who couldn’t 

afford it could play sport…its grass-roots stuff.” ~ 43-year-old, female 

community influencer 

Sports, just like culture and recreation, are essential elements of a healthy and prosperous 

community and interviewees were advocating for more physical activity promotion.   

5. Infrastructure investment  

Infrastructure investment consisted of the need for more public transport options and 

road development to improve access to areas with employment opportunities and decrease 

areas of traffic congestion. Given the rapid expansion over the past twenty years along with a 

large part of the population being young transient families, stress has been put on existing 

infrastructure. 

“…there's a lack of public transport in the northern Gold Coast…being able to 

provide a simple go card which provides a level of funding for a family or a 

young teenager to then at least go and get started.” ~ 48-year-old, male 

community influencer 

“[There is a] lack of public transport for the younger generation to and from 

jobs at the bigger shopping centre.” ~ Male community member (age unknown) 

Furthermore, all participants voiced their need for investment in roadways, expressing 

frustrations with traffic in the area during peak hours, referring to the major arterial road as a 

“carpark” in peak commuting times. Better public transport can enable people to travel via 

alternative means and widens economic access further enabling employment. 

“It’s a bit of a carpark and especially on the northern Gold Coast. If there’s an 

accident the people in our suburb can’t get out of the area because the whole 



road network goes into meltdown. It’s something which is a grinding issue for 

these areas.” ~ 41-year-old, male community influencer 

 “The flip side of what I think about is trying to get out of our suburb in the 

mornings… The traffic in the mornings, that’s really quite bad.” ~ 43-year-old, 

female community influencer 

Interviewees clearly expressed their frustrations and limitations regarding limited access to 

public transport and a lack of alternatives to avoid busy roads.  

6. Supportive environment  

This theme includes establishing parks with equipment, shade spots, environmental 

revegetation and/or community gardens. Participants who mentioned this cause valued the 

aesthetics and health benefits of parks and green spaces and many expressed interest in 

establishing or maintaining facilities that will support the environment in the long-term.  

“The only other thing is obviously people want more parks and green space 

and… with this is you actually have local swings or play equipment put in these 

parks.” ~ 41-year-old, male community influencer 

“Across the river there is a massive block of land there, near the furniture store. 

If we could put a community farming land in there, with a fruit and veg shop in 

there, that would solve a lot of the hassles.” ~ 46-year-old, male community 

member 

7. Business partnerships 

This theme includes forming new partnerships to support people in need and included 

financial support to sponsor events, host annual donor breakfasts and support warehousing for 

community organisations. This theme was primarily mentioned by community influencers who 

recognised the value-added role a community bank may play in delivering needed support for 

the community.  

“…there is actually a benefit of bringing together area donors. So not just 

focused about who we're giving money to but how we're actually helping the 

coalition of the willing.” ~ 48-year-old, male community influencer 



“If they partnered with the State or Federal Government they could go 

halves…Often when partners get together in concert with the government they 

can provide bigger investment.” ~ Male community influencer (age unknown) 

“Maybe the role that the bank needs to give consideration to is being the 

coordinator of an annual donors' breakfast which is about focusing the lens of 

well what do we give or what are our experiences?” ~ 48-year-old, male 

community influencer 

8. Financial support 

This theme includes financial relief funding (e.g. scholarships, emergency relief 

funding), micro-credit, interest free loans, budgeting and financial training. According to some 

participants, many residents in the local area face financial stress. Some respondents indicated 

that financial stress was often a result of limited financial literacy.  

 “… educating them how to be workers, so we don’t have to live week-to-week 

to pay our bills… I guess, finance planning would be a big help.  ~ 26-year-old, 

male community influencer 

“We probably get about 15 to 20 enquiries a day here and 80 percent of them 

will be accommodation crisis of some description; rent arrears, homeless, 

couch surfing. Accommodation is an issue.” ~ 43-year-old, female community 

influencer 

Community influencers were particularly invested in providing more financial literacy 

training in an attempt to help community members live beyond their financial means. 

Study 2 – Quantitative BWS questionnaire 

The best–worst questionnaire was completed by 102 people with an average age of 39.6 

years old who are working and residing in the local community. In total, 65% of these 

respondents were working part-time or full-time. Of these respondents, 65% were female.  

The BWS helped to rank the eight community investment areas identified in study 1. 

Community members were presented with all investment preferences and they were asked to 

identify both the most and least preferred alternatives based on the options displayed (Louviere 

et al., 2015). The BWS results for the community investment causes are reported in Table 1. 



Table 2 presents the data at an aggregate level, identifying community investment causes most 

and least preferred by respondents.  

BWS analysis provides a “rank order of preference” and “relative importance” 

regarding choice likelihood. Examination of individual-level choices indicated high levels of 

deviation from the mean (high heterogeneity) and suggests that different people have different 

preference structures. Therefore, the top six investment options can be considered as most 

preferred given they are all at least two thirds as important as the most important investment 

cause, whereas the other two investment causes (business partnerships and financial support) 

were less than half as important as the most important cause. The six investment options are – 

ranked from most to least important – (1) infrastructure, (2) crisis and prevention support, (3) 

community groups, (4) youth facilities and activities, (5) supportive environment, and (6) 

physical activity promotion. 

Insert Table 2 about here 

Discussion 

This study aimed to demonstrate how banks can better align their CSR investments 

towards community preferences. A citizen-centred approach was outlined to demonstrate how 

immediate tangible benefits for both the bank and the communities can be identified to 

empower citizens in a community banking investment process. Specifically, this paper 

demonstrated how community investment preferences can be attained through a mixed-method 

research approach serving as an important starting point for CSR for community banks. The 

contributions of this study are discussed hereafter by highlighting the role of citizen 

involvement in CSR decision-making, the alignment of CSR investments to community needs 

and the long-term strategic role of CSR. 

Citizen involvement in CSR and CSM decision-making 

While citizen centricity in program design is prevalent in the social change literature 

(Andreasen, 2002; The National Social Marketing Centre, 2010; French, 2011), little is known 

about a more citizen-centric CSR investment decision-making processes within banking 

(Adamson and Bromiley, 2013; Ashton et al., 2017; Narayanan et al., 2017). This study marks 

a first attempt to involve citizens in the CSR and CSM decision-making process, exploring 

preferences and citizens’ willingness to be involved in community investment decision-making 

through a mixed-method research design. First, depth interviews were used to identify key 



investment areas with community leaders and citizens. Next, a Best Worst research 

methodology was applied to elicit citizen preferences for a community bank’s CSR 

investments. Past research indicates that active citizen involvement leads to the development 

of community groups, partnerships, and social and political action (Narayanan et al., 2017), 

which empowers communities (Koelen et al., 2004; Laverack, 2006; Sardu et al., 2012). In 

addition, involving users during the development stage of investment projects may help to 

avoid costly CSR and CSM failures (Ostrom et al., 2015), thereby assisting to build long-term 

partnerships and sustainable CSR and CSM solutions. Banks that seek to better align their CSR 

and CSM activities to the needs of the communities they serve can benefit. For example, Gold 

et al. (2018) outlined one model derived from a Kenyan case study, which demonstrated the 

importance of creating a “we feeling” between all relevant stakeholders. The results indicate 

that collaborative networks actively including local communities may foster communities’ 

self-help capacity, while creating a positive feed-back loop for company performance (Gold et 

al., 2018).  

The learnings from this study point towards six preferred community investment causes 

that are citizen centric and reflect the voice of the community. Therefore, to meet the 

preferences of the local community, banks within this region should invest in (1) infrastructure 

(e.g. road safety: less busy roads and better public transport accessibility), (2) crisis and 

prevention support (e.g. domestic violence & drug prevention support, refugee care, 

chaplaincy, safe zones, more policing, crisis housing and food bank services), (3) community 

groups (e.g. service and community groups, arts and culture, engagement activities and 

neighbourhood and community centres), (4) youth facilities and activities (e.g. school 

programs, youth centres and groups, skate parks and playgrounds), (5) supportive environment 

(e.g. parks with equipment, shade spots, environmental revegetation and a community garden), 

and (6) physical activity promotion (e.g. free membership fees for sports clubs, free sporting 

uniforms, more sporting equipment to share or accessible in parks). Investment in causes 

identified by citizens will help the bank to better connect with its community members and a 

single-item question in our second study indicated that up to 31% of surveyed community 

members are willing to switch their banking to a bank that aligns its CSR and CSM investments 

more closely to identified community needs. 



Aligning CSR investment preferences to community needs 

Utilising CSR initiatives to affect consumers’ preference is common practice (Lu et al., 

2015) increasing profits (Luo and Bhattacharya, 2006). Corporate social marketing literature 

suggests that CSR initiatives should align with the organisation’s corporate identity and the 

community’s values to create social cohesion between all relevant stakeholders (Gold et al., 

2018) which in turn creates positive feedback loops for a bank’s performance in form of an 

increased competitive advantage and strengthened brand equity (Hoeffler and Keller, 2002). 

Therefore, it is expected that aligning investment practices to citizens’ preferences increases 

both social performance and the bottom line. Guiding CSR investment decisions based on the 

community’s preference may increase awareness of the banking model, extend reach in the 

community, and attract new customers to the bank (Luo et al., 2015; Luo and Bhattacharya, 

2006). It is recommended that banks frequently survey clients and the wider community to 

understand evolving investment preferences, given needs can and will change within dynamic 

communities. Survey results should also be reported back to the community to increase 

transparency and accountability. Additionally, this research found that an investment advisory 

committee should be formed to represent the preferences of the community, serve as a 

promotion channel through enhanced word of mouth from trusted citizen peers and serve as a 

sounding board to the board and management of the community bank which, in turn, is likely 

to increase the bank’s customer base. The implementation of a community advisory committee 

can help to align investments with wider community needs and preferences and can prevent 

top-down CSR decisions. They are also deemed essential to ensure a long-term strategic 

approach to CSR investment which is discussed next. 

Approaching CSR investment with a long-term strategy 

A need for lasting community impact was expressed by participants in this study. This 

is in line with previous research that indicates long-term CSR initiatives are more efficient 

when compared to short-term and ad-hoc investments (Yang, 2016). CSR initiatives should 

persist for at least 3–5 years to benefit a firm (Mullen, 1997). Previous research indicates that 

prioritising solutions for identified problems, would lead to financial gains in the longer run 

(Rangan et al., 2012). Instead of small, ad-hoc and non-continuing investments, long-term 

investment partnerships with a select number of community groups and non-profit 

organisations (e.g. domestic violence safe housing or food banks) were suggested, to address 

the most preferred community investment causes through joint efforts. Long-term relationships 

that are built on acknowledgement of the strengths of both partners offer an opportunity to 



deliver lasting impact (Mckinsey, 2009). While selective, long-term partnerships would mean 

that fewer local community groups and organisations would benefit from CSR investment, the 

impact made could be more substantial and additional investments could be made possible over 

time through increase patronage in the community bank.  

Further, a long-term strategic approach to CSR investment that aligns to pressing 

community needs, may help banks to improve their negative public image in a genuine way. 

At present, only 20 per cent of Australian customers believe that banks are ethical and fair 

(Deloitte, 2018) and low levels of awareness for the community banking model indicate more 

can be done to align community banks with the citizens they seek to serve.  This study provides 

an important first step in overcoming social scepticism in banks CSR practices. Financial 

institutions can now follow a methodological approach to better align their CSR investment to 

community needs. Moving beyond pet projects, philanthropy, or propaganda and clearly 

communicating CSR involvement (Pomering and Dolnicar, 2009) is expected to create more 

awareness and stronger brand recognition providing clear links between the bank and its 

community, enabling them to form positive brand associations.  

Limitations & future research recommendations 

Within this mixed method research design there are limitations and opportunities for 

future research. This study was limited to one community and a sample size sufficient for 

aggregate estimation, thereby limiting the generalisability of findings and analysis to profile-

rank determination. A detailed analysis of individual data offers an opportunity to extend bank 

capacity to identify preferences for segments in the community. Further research in a wider 

cross section of communities and aligned to different banks is recommended to examine 

preference estimation levels (e.g. localised by bank branch, bank brand and/or region).  While 

eight distinct community investment causes were developed with supplementary images along 

with an in-built pop-up text box to explain the cause, some participants still experienced 

confusion and highlighted the difficulty to distinguish investment causes.  

Participants also expressed the concern that the same ranking questions were repeated, 

which is inevitable in BW design, but has been less of a problem in other BW studies (Smith 

et al., 2017). Alternate approaches that deliver equivalence are use of rank order scales when 

alternatives are limited to six options. One rank order task would assist to gain wider uptake in 

the community. A total of 283 people attempted the survey and only 102 (36%) completed the 

survey in full, which may reflect frustration with repeated choice tasks. The mobile version of 



the questionnaire lacked a user-friendly and responsive design which was a limitation of the 

Lime Survey software utilised in this study. Future research employing BW design should 

select more appropriate software that offers a more responsive and user-friendly design on 

mobile devices. 
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Box 1: Best Worst estimation formulae 

 

Interview Transcript Open Coding 

There is the physical that needs to be 

supplied, which is supporting the sporting 

clubs and service clubs and things like that 

and then there are the government services 

that always lag because they wait for 

information to appear on a census and then 

they wait another five years for funding. 

Investment causes identified: 

 

Physical activity promotion, community 

groups, infrastructure environment, and 

supportive environment 

 

Community investment attributes: 

 

Long-term investment 

The biggest issues in these young suburbs 

are clearly around delivering resources and 

delivering infrastructure for youth, for 

young people. 

Investment causes identified: 

 

Infrastructure investment, youth facilities 

 

Table 1: Examples of the open coding process 

BW = (best) - (worst) 

Ave B-W = (B-W)/r 

Ratio score = √best / worst 

Std Score = (B-W)/n*r. 

Relative importance = (100 / highest ratio score) * ratio score 

 

*n= number participants (107) 

*r = time profile appears (7) 
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Community investment causes Total 
best 

Total 
worst 

B-W Average 
BW 

Standa
rdised 
score 

Ratio 
score 

Relative 
importance 

Infrastructure investment  
(e.g., road safety: less busy roads and 
better public transport accessibility) 

253 116 137 19.57 0.19 1.48 100 

Crisis and prevention support 
(e.g., domestic violence & drug 
prevention support, refugee care, 
chaplaincy, safe zones, more policing, 
crisis housing and food bank services) 

239 110 129 18.43 0.18 1.47 100 

Community groups  
(e.g., service and community groups, arts 
and culture, engagement activities and 
neighbourhood and community centres) 

210 104 106 15.14 0.15 1.42 96 

Youth facilities  
(e.g., school programs, youth centres and 
groups, skate parks and playgrounds) 

219 129 90 12.86 0.12 1.30 88 

Supportive environment  
(e.g., parks with equipment, shade spots, 
environmental revegetation and a 
community garden) 

178 161 17 2.43 0.02 1.05 71 

Physical activity promotion  
(e.g., free membership fees for sports 
clubs, free sporting uniforms, more 
sporting equipment to share or accessible 
in parks) 
 

177 169 8 1.14 0.01 1.02 69 

Financial support  
(e.g., financial relief (scholarships, 
emergency relief funding), micro-credit, 
interest free loans, and budgeting 
training) 

95 185 -90 -12.86 -0.12 0.72 49 

Business partnerships 
(e.g.,, forming new partnerships to 
support people in need, event sponsoring 
and hosting annual donor breakfasts) 
 

57 335 -278 -39.71 -0.39 0.41 28 

Table 3: Overall results CSR investment preferences 
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