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Abstract 

 

Responsible investment has seen strong global growth, of which significant institutional investors, such as 
pension funds, are the main drivers. However, a considerable gap exists with respect to what drives 
responsible investment. This thesis aims to narrow this gap and focuses on the following research 
question: “Which drivers explain the responsible investment of European pension funds?” Responsible 
investment refers to the consideration of environmental, social and corporate governance factors in 
investment decision-making. Pension funds are organisations which ensure pension payments for retirees, 
and form one group of institutional investors. Pension funds receive assets from employees, mainly in the 
form of statutory pension payments, and manage these assets profitably to ensure necessary pension 
payments. 
 
To answer the research question, the researcher held ten face-to-face interviews with ten key financial 
decision makers of pension funds in Belgium and Finland, and conducted a survey of more than 250 
pension funds in 15 European countries. Five articles and an introductory article, which provides a 
theoretical framework, constitute the thesis.  
 
The theoretical framework and the results of the five articles indicate that pension fund-level drivers also 
are important when explaining responsible investment in the context of pension funds. This level, 
impacted by macro-level drivers (culture, institutions, organisations, economics and finance), comprises 
the characteristics of pension funds and their key financial decision makers. Although micro-level drivers 
such as heuristics, beliefs, values, attitudes and motives are essential to explaining responsible investment 
in the context of pension funds, key financial decision makers may be unaware of their influence.  
 
More specifically, Article 1 showed on a macro level that, in particular economic openness, the size of the 
pension industry, as well as cultural values of masculinity (femininity) and uncertainty avoidance, can be 
associated with differences in responsible investment. Article 2 pointed out that during the financial crisis 
(Economics and Finance), the attitudes of key financial decision makers of pension funds were not a 
negative driver of responsible investment. Article 3 found that practical struggle is a negative driver for 
responsible investment by pension funds and that heuristics, such as the use of readily available 
information, may impact the way the key financial decision makers of pension funds think about 
responsible investment. Article 4 confirmed the findings of Article 3 with regard to practical struggle and 
demonstrated that the pension fund level (i.e. responsible investment practices) can impact the macro 
level. Article 5 found that several pension fund characteristics (legal origin, pension fund ownership type 
and size-related variables) drive responsible investment and that the pension fund level matters when 
examining the drivers of responsible investment by pension funds. 
 
To conclude, responsible investment by pension funds responds to drivers that are embedded in the 
environment in which the pension funds function, the characteristics of the pension funds as well as the 
ways in which their key financial decision makers think. In general, the contribution to sustainable 
development is that pension funds – including those with no responsible investment strategy – seem to be 
positive towards responsible investment.  
 
The results may be helpful when considering the practice of responsible investment in different 
economies, which, consequently, may prove interesting to researchers, decision makers at national and 
international levels, responsible investment organisations such as UN PRI and Eurosif, institutional 
investors and responsible investment service providers. Future research is encouraged to investigate in 
greater detail what motivates or discourages pension funds towards or from responsible investment.  

 

 
Key words: responsible investment, pension funds, drivers of responsible investment 
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Tiivistelmä 

 
Vastuullinen sijoittaminen on vahvassa kasvussa globaalisti. Instituutiosijoittajat, kuten eläkerahastot, 
vastaavat valtaosasta tätä kasvua. Vastuullisen sijoittamisen edistäjiä ja estäjiä ei kuitenkaan kunnolla 
tunneta. Tämän väitöskirjan tavoitteena on selvittää näitä edistäjiä ja estäjiä seuraavan 
tutkimuskysymyksen kautta: Mitkä tekijät selittävät eurooppalaisten eläkesijoittajien vastuullista 
sijoittamista? (”Which drivers explain the responsible investment of European pension funds?”). 
Vastuullinen sijoittaminen tarkoittaa ympäristötekijöiden, sosiaalisten tekijöiden ja hyvien hallintotapojen 
huomioimista sijoituspäätöksenteossa. Eläkerahastot ovat organisaatioita, jotka hallinnoivat ja sijoittavat 
eläkevarojamme sekä muodostavat yhden merkittävän instituutiosijoittajien ryhmän. Pääosin eläkerahastot 
vastaanottavat varoja työnantajilta pakollisten eläkemaksujen muodossa ja sijoittavat niitä turvatakseen 
eläkkeiden maksun. 
 
Tutkimuskysymykseen vastatakseen tutkija haastatteli kasvotusten eläkerahastojen avainhenkilöitä 
Belgiassa (viisi avainhenkilöä) ja Suomessa (viisi avainhenkilöä), yhteensä kymmenessä eläkerahastossa. 
Tulokset auttoivat saamaan paremman käsityksen eläkerahastojen vastuulliseen sijoittamiseen 
vaikuttavista tekijöistä ja auttoivat online-kyselytutkimuksen suunnittelussa. Yli 250 vastausta kattava 
kyselytutkimus koski 15 Euroopan maan eläkerahastoja. Tämä väitöskirja koostuu viidestä artikkelista 
sekä teoreettisen viitekehyksen sisältävästä yhteenvetoartikkelista. 
 
Teoreettinen viitekehys ja viisi artikkelia osoittavat, että eläkerahastotason tekijät ovat myös keskeisessä 
asemassa eläkerahastojen vastuullista sijoittamista selitettäessä. Tässä tutkimuksessa eläkerahastotaso 
koostuu organisaatioita kuvaavista piirteistä sekä  organisaatioiden avainhenkilöistä. Makrotason tekijät 
(kulttuuri, instituutiot, organisaatiot, talous ja rahoitussektori) vaikuttavat eläkerahastotasoon, kuten myös 
mikrotason tekijät (heuristiikat, usko, arvot, asenteet ja motiivit). Eläkerahastojen avainhenkilöt eivät 
kuitenkaan välttämättä ole tietoisia mikrotason tekijöiden vaikutuksista ajatteluunsa. 
 
Artikkelin 1 mukaan makrotason tekijöistä talouden avoimuus, eläkerahastosektorin koko ja kulttuurisista 
arvoista maskuliinisuus / feminiinisyys sekä epävarmuuden välttäminen ovat yhteydessä vastuullisen 
sijoittamisen eroihin. Artikkeli 2 osoitti, että finanssikriisin aikana eläkerahastojen avainhenkilöiden 
asenteet eivät olleet kielteisiä vastuullista sijoittamista kohtaan. Artikkelin 3 tulokset viittaavat siihen, että 
käytännön hankaluudet estävät vastuullista sijoittamista: heuristiikat, kuten saatavilla olevan tiedon käyttö, 
voivat vaikuttaa eläkerahastojen avainhenkilöiden ajattelutapaan vastuullisesta sijoittamisesta. Artikkeli 4 
vahvisti artikkelin 3 tulokset 15 maan osalta ja osoitti, että vastuullisella sijoittamisella on potentiaalia 
vaikuttaa makrotason tekijöihin. Artikkeli 5 osoitti, että useat eläkerahastojen piirteet (maa, josta 
eläkerahasto tulee (legal origin), eläkerahaston omistajuuden tyyppi (ownership type; public / corporate 
pension fund) sekä kokoon littyvät muuttujat) selittävät eläkerahastojen vastuullista sijoittamista. Artikkeli 
osoitti myös, että eläkerahastotason tekijöillä on merkityksensä eläkerahastojen vastuullista sijoittamista 
selitettäessä. 
 
Eläkerahastojen vastuullinen sijoittaminen selittyy siis tekijöillä, jotka ovat osana eläkerahastojen 
toimintaympäristöä, eläkerahastojen piirteillä sekä eläkerahastojen avainhenkilöiden ajattelutavoilla. 
Kestävän kehityksen näkökulmasta katsottuna tutkimuksen kontribuutio on se, että myös ne eläkerahastot, 
joilla ei ole vastuullisen sijoittamisen strategiaa, vaikuttavat olevan positiivisia vastuullista sijoittamista 
kohtaan. 
 
Tutkimuksen tulokset voivat olla hyödyllisiä eri maiden talouksille vastuullisen sijoittamisen 
kysymyksissä. Tarkemmin sanottuna alan tutkijat, päätöksentekijät kansallisella ja kansainvälisillä 
tasoilla, vastuullisen sijoittamisen organisaatiot, kuten YK:n vastuullisen sijoittamisen periaatteet ja 
Eurosif, instituutiosijoittajat sekä palveluntarjoajat voivat hyötyä tuloksista. Tulevaisuuden tutkimus on 
tervetullutta selvittämään yksityiskohtaisemmin tekijöitä, jotka edistävät ja estävät eläkerahastojen 
vastuullista sijoittamista.  
 

Avainsanat: vastuullinen sijoittaminen, eläkerahastot, vastuullisen sijoittamisen edistäjät ja estäjät 
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1. Introduction 

 

Although the existing literature identifies some drivers of responsible investment, a wide gap 

with respect to what drives responsible investment nevertheless remains. This study aims to 

narrow this gap and focuses on the following research question: “Which drivers explain the 

responsible investment of European pension funds?” Responsible investment refers to the 

consideration of environmental, social and corporate governance factors in investment decision 

making (UN PRI 2011a, Eurosif 2010). Although words such as ethical investment and socially 

responsible investment commonly serve to describe investments that account for non-financial 

issues, this study uses the term “responsible investment” to describe all varieties and synonyms of 

responsible investment1.  

 

Pension funds are organisations which ensure the pension payments for retirees and form a group 

of institutional investors (OECD 2009a, 2011a). Pension funds receive assets from employees 

mainly in the form of statutory pension payments and manage these assets profitably to ensure 

necessary pension payments. Classifications that can serve to characterise pension funds on a 

European level include (see UN PRI 2011b, OECD 2009a, 2011a; see also Dam and Scholtens 

2012) pension fund ownership type (public or private pension funds; the Scandinavian pension 

system, however, shares characteristics of both), pension plan funding type (defined benefit, 

defined contribution or hybrid), and pension plan status type (statutory or complementary 

pensions or both). In addition, size-related variables (especially portfolio size) help to 

characterise pension funds. Appendix 1 shows key figures of the pension industry for the 

countries in this study. 

 

Four concepts catalyse the study. Firstly, responsible investment and its closely related affiliate, 

corporate social responsibility (CSR), have become the topic of numerous studies and have drawn 

the attention of companies and institutional investors. CSR appears to focus on issues impacting 

multiple stakeholders, whereas responsible investment is a way of evaluating a company’s 

response to different stakeholder groups (Hockerts and Moir 2004). In other words, institutional 

investors that take into account responsible investment criteria in their investment decision 

making seem to take into consideration the CSR of the companies in which they invest. 

Institutional investors, such as pension insurance companies, are also often companies; 

                                                
1 The 1st article uses the term “socially responsible investment”. 
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consequently, their CSR impacts the way in which they conduct their business (i.e. their 

investment of pension assets). As a result of this close relation, one may expect that factors 

driving CSR may potentially drive responsible investment also.  

 

Second, pension funds are an important group of institutional investors that have, to a growing 

extent, begun to consider responsible investment. The Eurosif report (2012a), for example, 

indicates that institutional investors account for more than 90% of the growth of responsible 

investment. In the OECD area, institutional investors (comprising of pension funds, mutual funds 

and insurance companies) are a major force in many capital markets (OECD 2011b, 2012). 

Pension fund assets account for as much as 34% of GDP in OECD countries (OECD 2011a, 

2009b), which makes them the largest investors in most industrialised countries. Consequently, 

they have the potential to impact the CSR of companies, especially through collective 

engagement (OECD 2012).  

 

Thirdly, a deeper insight into what drives the responsible investment of European pension funds 

yields novel information on a topic that remains largely unstudied, although the drivers of 

responsible investment as such have seen greater, if limited, study. Fourth, the outcome of the 

study can have positive practical consequences: for example, from a broader economic 

perspective, research on the drivers of responsible investment plays a pivotal role for various 

stakeholders, such as labour unions, employer organisations, NGOs and decision-makers on 

different levels. From an academic viewpoint, few findings have identified the positive and 

negative drivers of responsible investment; consequently, additional insight into this area is 

necessary to advance in solid theory building as well as enabling this information to benefit 

economies. Deeper knowledge would, for example, enable decision makers on both the national 

and EU levels to design incentives that encourage responsibility in pension fund investments. 

Interest in and the need for such encouragement is growing, as the recent financial crisis of 2007-

2009 caused pensioners in some countries to receive a smaller pension than expected due to 

losses in pension fund investments of 22% on average during the financial crisis (OECD 2009b), 

and because the age pyramid structure in EU countries calls for sustainable and durable pension 

systems. 

 

Currently, no theory explains why institutional investors such as pension funds pursue 

responsible investment. This is somewhat surprising, as Eurosif (2010) has for several years 

reported a growing share of assets to be responsible investments; furthermore, a comparison of 

their 2008 and 2012 reports shows that responsible investment has more than doubled from 
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€2.665 billion to €6.763 billion2 (Eurosif 2008, 2012a). Eurosif’s results are based on the self-

reports of asset managers and asset owners, such as pension funds, and include both institutional 

and retail assets (Eurosif 2010). The results are not without their methodological shortcomings, 

but they are the only figures available free of charge. Furthermore, the United Nations Principles 

for Responsible Investment (UN PRI), has strengthened its position, with more than 1100 

institutions that have now (spring 2013) become signatories of the UN PRI. Of these, about 250 

are asset owners, which include institutional investors such as pension funds. As such, it seems 

that these voluntary principles embody the commitment of institutional investors to responsible 

investing.  

 

Eurosif, which represents one of the few sources that provides a comprehensive overview of the 

responsible investment market in Europe, argues that institutional investors such as pension funds 

drive the responsible investment market (Eurosif 2012a). As an organisation, Eurosif is a non-

profit partnership of European national Sustainable Investment Forums with the mission to 

promote sustainability in European financial markets via lobbying, research, events and 

networking (Eurosif 2012b). Member affiliates include institutional investors, financial service 

providers, academic institutes, trade unions and NGOs (Eurosif 2012b). National responsible 

investment markets are characterised by large differences in size, growth and market share with 

respect to traditional asset management (Eurosif 2012a).  

 

Thus the topic of this study relates to headlines that are common in both the academic literature 

as well as the news. Rather than attempt to explain responsible investment by using the 

framework of an existing theory, this study builds a theoretical framework for pension fund 

responsible investment. By accounting for macro- and micro-level drivers, this study suggests 

that a particular pension fund level should also be considered when explaining the drivers of 

responsible investment in the pension fund context. To address the research question “Which 

drivers explain the responsible investment of European pension funds?”, the researcher held ten 

face-to-face interviews with ten key financial decision makers of pension funds in Belgium and 

Finland and conducted a survey of more than 250 pension funds in 15 European countries. The 

countries selected for the survey come from the Eurosif 2008 report. In addition to the 13 

countries in the Eurosif 2008 report, this research also includes Luxemburg and Iceland. 

 

                                                
2 Figures are reported in long scale, where one billion has 12 zeros; short scale figures, where one billion has 9 zeros, 
would thus be € 2 665 billion and €6 763 billion, or  € 2.665 trillion and € 6.763 trillion, where one trillion has 12 
zeros). 
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The main results and contributions of this study indicate that, by accounting for the macro level, 

economic openness and the size of the pension industry as well as cultural values of 

masculinity/femininity and uncertainty avoidance seem to drive differences in responsible 

investment. These findings are based on a case study of four Nordic countries, the results of 

which may prove helpful in laying the foundation for an international theory of responsible 

investment. Drawing from the macro and micro levels, and by examining a particular pension 

fund level, this study finds that the country of legal origin of the pension fund, the ownership of 

the pension fund and several size-related variables together drive responsible investment on the 

pension fund level. The results also indicate that the financial crisis of 2007-2009 is not a 

negative driver, as it did not negatively affect the way in which the key financial decision makers 

of pension funds view responsible investment. Therefore, the interview data suggest that the 

decision to consider responsible investment is a deliberate choice, even in times of turmoil. 

“Practicalities”, however, seem to be negative drivers: the interview data indicate that the key 

financial decision makers in pension funds report difficulties when putting the common definition 

of responsible investment into practice. This study also concluded that the UN PRI has the 

potential not only to support institutional investors (e.g., pension funds) in this struggle and to 

help them adopt responsible investment practices, but also to show them that responsible 

investment can be applied across fields. The field of global environmental governance, for 

example, could benefit from responsible investment. These findings with respect to the drivers of 

responsible investment, which draw from macro and micro levels and focus on a particular 

pension fund level, build the theoretical framework and help to bridge the theoretical gap that 

exists regarding what drives the responsible investment of (European) pension funds.  

 

In all, the results indicate that drivers embedded in the environment in which the pension funds 

operate, the characteristics of the pension funds themselves as well as the way in which key 

financial decision makers think together guide responsible investment by pension funds. The 

theoretical framework of this study suggests that these drivers, which occur on macro (i.e. 

culture, institutions, organisations, economics and finance) and micro (i.e. heuristics, beliefs, 

values, attitudes and motives) levels, should be accounted for and a particular pension fund level 

should also be considered when explaining the drivers of responsible investment in the context of 

pension funds. The contribution, on a general level, to sustainable development is that pension 

funds – including those with no responsible investment strategy – seem to support responsible 

investment. This positiveness may prove beneficial for responsible investment if decision makers 

create incentives to promote responsible investment.  

 



 15 

The text adheres to the following structure: The next section is the literature review on 

responsible investment, followed by data and methodology. Section 4 presents the results, and the 

last part, discussion. The five articles of the study then follow. 

 

 



 16 

2. Existing literature on responsible investment 

 

Several somewhat overlapping literature streams in the existing literature identify positive (and 

negative) drivers of responsible investment. To build a theoretical framework, this study 

classifies the existing literature as follows: literature streams that focus on macro-level drivers 

and streams that focus more on the micro (individual) level. This section first presents streams 

that focus on macro-level drivers (Sections 2.1 and 2.2), and then streams that focus more on 

micro-level drivers (Section 2.3). By using this approach, this study links the levels in a pension 

fund context and thus helps us to understand the embeddedness of factors that can impact 

responsible investment by pension funds.  

 

2.1 Drivers related to institutions, organisations and culture 

 

Louche (2004) suggests that, from an institutional viewpoint, responsible investment is becoming 

mainstream: it has shifted from being an activist tool to a commercial project, and has become a 

symbolic action for sustainable banking and a symbol for sustainable firms. DiMaggio and 

Powell (1983) explain this mainstreaming, suggesting that organisations tend to resemble one 

another as they exert pressures on the other organisations in their field. Louche (2004) continues, 

noting that the responsible investment community exerts coercive pressures (i.e. pressures on 

which the firms depend) related to social and environmental issues affecting firms. In addition, 

responsible investment as such impacts corporate legitimacy, since complying with the standards 

of responsible investment (e.g. sustainability indices) provides a way to boost corporate 

legitimacy. Louche (2004) furthermore considers the formation of the institutional field to be a 

multi-faceted process of continuous movement between the micro (individual actors) and macro 

(organisational field) levels where many interests, issues and worlds weave together. These 

different actors use responsible investment as a common reference point, although they may 

assign different meanings to the term responsible investment.  

 

Juravle and Lewis (2008) argue that the agency problem, fiduciary duty and financial 

performance relate to negative drivers of (i.e. impediments to) responsible investment. Another 

finding by Haigh (2011) is that policy makers have offered no guidance on how the outputs of 

climate science might best be used to allocate managed capital. Juravle and Lewis (2008) show 

that negative drivers of responsible investment exist on institutional, organisational and 
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individual levels. On the institutional level, the authors refer to the suggestions of DiMaggio and 

Powell (1983) regarding three types of pressuring mechanisms the organisations face. Coercive 

or regulatory mechanisms represent the constraints with which organisations must comply (e.g. 

the fiduciary duty of pension funds). Normative pressures relate to how the organisation 

“positions” itself with respect to its peer organisations and to which contextual expectations it 

decides to conform. Mimetic pressures are typical of high-risk environments, such as those in 

which investment organisations operate. Avoiding reputational problems can lead to herding 

behaviour, which entails mimicking the steps of other investment organisations (Guyatt 2006). 

Also, Clark and Hebb (2005) suggest that, due to the fear of possible financial losses, institutional 

investors such as pension funds are increasingly sensitive to reputational attacks on the 

companies they hold in their portfolios. In the framework of Juravle and Lewis (2008), 

institutional impediments comprise three types of pressures: regulatory, normative and mimetic, 

and investment value chain. These findings are in line with those of Husted and Allen (2006), 

who suggest that institutional pressures guide decision making with respect to CSR in 

international settings. 

 

As negative drivers on the organisational level, Juravle and Lewis (2008) propose differences 

between organisation types, time-related differences in investment horizons and internal/external 

location of the fund’s management. For example, the internal/external location of the fund’s 

management results in a situation where views of how the funds should be invested lie not in the 

hands of the fund’s management, but with external asset managers who actually make the final 

decisions. The external management of the fund may also have more resources to engage with the 

companies in question, and their remuneration is likely to be evaluated against benchmarks on a 

regular basis; the remuneration for the fund’s internal management, in contrast, is likely to come 

in the form of salaries, which may not include short-term bonuses (Juravle and Lewis 2008). 

Furthermore, the authors list organisational culture and underlying beliefs as possible negative 

drivers of responsible investment practices. In the framework of Juravle and Lewis (2008), 

organisational negative drivers consist of structure/processes, dominant values and basic beliefs.  

 

Organisational decision making in pension funds can indeed be a positive or negative driver of 

responsible investment, as can regulations to which pension funds must adhere. Although 

exploring the organisational structures and decision making in responsible investment on the 

European level is beyond the scope of this study, several authors (e.g. Barraquier 2011, Hung 

2011, Luis Godos-Diez and Fernandez-Gago 2011, Williams 2011) suggest that management 

impacts the social responsibility of companies (i.e. one might also expect this to be true of 



 18 

institutional investors such as pension funds). Furthermore, in the context of pension funds, 

regulations do indeed play a crucial role with respect to investment strategies: “The regulation of 

pension fund asset management should be based on the basic retirement income objective of a 

pension fund and assure that the investment management function is undertaken in accordance 

with the prudential principles of security, profitability, and liquidity using risk management 

concepts such as diversification and asset-liability matching” (OECD 2006). Thus when 

accounting for responsible investment criteria, pension funds must at the same time ensure 

satisfactory profit. Richardson and Cragg (2010) even suggest that responsible investment 

actually entails conflicting goals: on the one hand, responsible investment aims to deliver a 

higher financial return in the long run, yet on the other hand, still aims to account for ESG 

factors. Academic discussion of pension fund fiduciary duties and responsible investment 

includes Richardson’s (2007) finding that confusion abounds among investment decision makers 

regarding the extent to which their fiduciary duties permit responsible investment, as pension 

funds are legally obligated to act prudently and in the best interests of their beneficiaries. 

Furthermore, Richardson (2011) suggests that legal reforms could strengthen reliance on the 

satisfaction of the beneficiaries as a means of responsible investment. 

 

Drivers of responsible investment can also be related to the shareholders and stakeholders of 

pension funds. Dam and Scholtens (2012) investigated European companies and found that 

ownership by employees, individuals, and companies is associated with relatively poor corporate 

social policies of the companies in which they invest, whereas ownership by banks, institutional 

investors and states seems to be neutral in this respect. In other words, ownership type relates to 

CSR policies, so companies should take into account the backgrounds of their shareholders in 

relation to their CSR strategy. Thus, ownership type not only seems to drive CSR policies, but 

may also apply to the CSR practices of pension funds, including the ways in which they invest. 

The responsible investor point of view is that companies with CSR practices are potential 

investment targets, as satisfactory CSR reporting offers greater transparency, an important 

characteristic of responsible investment.  

 

Jones (1995) suggests that the stakeholder model of the instrumental stakeholder theory should 

serve as a central paradigm for the fields of business and society. The theory merges the 

stakeholder concept, economic concepts (agency theory, transaction cost economics and team 

production theory), insights from behavioural science and ethics, and implies – in contrast to 

rationality-based neoclassical economic theory – that trusting, trustworthy and cooperative 

behaviour gives the company in question a competitive advantage. Thus, altruistic behaviours 
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(CSR) may actually be productive (i.e. they may be positively linked to the company’s financial 

performance and therefore drive responsible investment).  

 

Culture- and country-specificity may also be potential drivers of responsible investment. 

Bengtsson (2008a) and Sandberg et al. (2009), for example, suggest that culture helps explain the 

emergence of responsible investment. Scholtens and Sievänen (2012) show that masculinity 

(femininity) and uncertainty avoidance, which are among Hofstede’s (1980, 1991) cultural 

indicators, relate to differences in responsible investment in the Nordic countries. Morgan (2007) 

suggests that a national business systems approach can help us to understand the interaction 

between organisations, national contexts and international flows of capital, labour, technology 

and knowledge. Social norms and values, which reflect specific characteristics in different 

cultures, are believed to influence the decision making behaviour of households and companies 

(Bénabou and Tirole 2010). Scholtens and Dam (2007) found that when accounting for culture, 

the ethical policies of companies in industrialised countries show significant international 

differences.  

 

Country-specific regulations can indeed play a role in the emergence of responsible investment. 

Bengtsson (2008ab) and Sandberg et al. (2009) explain the emergence of responsible investment 

in Scandinavia via country-specific regulations and institutional settings, although these studies 

do not clearly identify the institutions in question. The institutional parameters studied by 

Scholtens and Sievänen (2012) do not attribute responsible investment to the role of institutions. 

Rather, their findings indicate that in addition to culture, economic openness and the size of the 

pension industry relate to differences in responsible investment in the Nordic countries. In the 

Netherlands, taxation appears to drive responsible investment (Scholtens 2005). Studies by La 

Porta et al. (1998, 2000) suggest that the protection extending to shareholders and creditors varies 

from one legal origin to another, and that the country of legal origin is a crucial element in 

understanding corporate governance and its reform. Sievänen et al. (2012a) found that the legal 

origin, ownership of the pension fund and other variables related to the size of the fund influence 

the responsible investment of pension funds. Cox and Schneider (2010) suggest that the legal and 

regulatory environment may affect the responsible investment of pension funds, as well as the 

perceived legitimacy of corporate social performance among companies; institutional investors 

may seek to improve companies’ corporate governance practices or invest in companies which 

already have satisfactory corporate governance practices (Aggarwal et al. 2009). Clark and Hebb 

(2005) and Hebb and Wójcik (2005) found that in the value chain of global institutional investors, 

adherence to global standards and codes occurs when actors in the investment value chain 
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demand higher standards of corporate and social behaviour than the national regulatory 

frameworks currently require. 

 

2.2 Drivers related to economics and finance 

 

The research relating to economics and finance includes the viewpoint of neoclassical economic 

theory and is to some extent interconnected with the drivers of the previous section. Rationality is 

assumed to drive presumably efficient markets, and individuals, capable of unbiased forecasts of 

the future, maximise their utility by following the axioms of expected utility theory (Rubinstein 

2001, Thaler 1999). However, in light of the continuing debate over market (in)efficiency 

(Rubinstein 2001, Thaler 1999), is it then rational to invest by considering ethical criteria in 

decision-making? It seems that there is no answer to this yet with regard to either short-term or 

long-term investment. 

 

The readiness and capability of institutional investors to accept possible lower financial 

performance of responsible investment, and the question of whether responsible investment 

yields different financial returns are naturally related to the core drivers of responsible 

investment. For example Wen (2009) found that one of the central drivers of responsible 

investment among institutional investors is financial expectations. Renneboog et al. (2008b) 

found that institutional investors are not necessarily prepared to accept lower financial returns in 

the pursuit of ethical goals. For pension funds, their fiduciary duty requires them to maximise the 

financial return on invested contributions (Sethi 2005, OECD 2006, Richardsson 2007, 2009, 

Woods and Urwin 2010; see also Section 2.1). A study by Richardsson (2011) indicates that, 

contrary to common beliefs that responsible investment is a poor match for the fiduciary duties of 

prudent investment, responsible investment actually seems to match these requirements well.  

 

Does responsible investment then result in different financial returns? It seems that there is 

presently no answer to this question. Although several studies have found that responsible 

investment delivers returns at least similar to those of conventional investment (e.g. Bauer 2005, 

2007, Cortez et al. 2009, Derwall et al. 2005, Derwall and Koedijk 2009, Galema et al. 2008, 

Kempf and Osthoff 2007, Statman and Glushkov 2009, Renneboog et al. 2011), other findings 

suggest otherwise (e.g. Adler and Kritzman 2008, Fowler and Hope 2007). Either way, financial 

performance is likely to be a key positive or negative driver of responsible investment. Because 

responsible investment takes into account aspects of environmental, social and corporate 
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governance in addition to profit, the performance of responsible investment in all areas is also 

worth examining. The challenge, however, will likely involve measuring and understanding these 

areas, which have thus far led to only a limited number of studies. One finding by Marshall et al. 

(2009) suggests that in their investment decision-making, institutional investors take into account 

certain social measures. Semenova and Hassel (2008) showed that the reputational benefits of 

environmental preparedness raise a company’s market value, and that environmental performance 

can also lead to operational benefits to financial performance. Scholtens (2010) suggests that the 

assessment of sustainability indicators with respect to environmental performance should be 

further developed with a special emphasis on transparency and clarity. 

 

2.3 Drivers that include a behavioural element 

 

The research that includes a behavioural element usually refers to approaches where the unit of 

analysis is an individual rather than an organisation, institution or market. Although individual 

and institutional investors are usually examined separately, institutions consist of individuals who 

actually make decisions. Accounting for their relationship (i.e. how individuals in institutions, 

pension funds or organisations) actually influences decision making, so the stance of the 

institution is therefore logical. Although examining the decision making processes in 

organisations is not the focus of this study, I hypothesise that individuals influencing decision 

making – in this study, key financial decision makers – not only provide input into pension fund-

level decision making, but also oversee it (see e.g. Barraquier 2011, Hung 2011, Luis Godos-Diez 

and Fernandez-Gago 2011, Williams 2011). The findings of Norburn and Birley (1988) support 

this hypothesis: individuals who hold a manager- or director-level position are considered the 

most suitable and cognizant sources of organisation-level information. Consequently, salient 

topics (such as responsible investment) are likely to command their attention (Cycyota and 

Harrison 2006). In addition, an emerging body of literature applies behavioural elements, such as 

behavioural finance and “universal ownership”, to other units than the individual. 

 

The possible limitations of neoclassical economic theory have encouraged scholars to look 

elsewhere for explanations for various phenomena in the financial markets, especially in 

behavioural finance, which is the study of finance based on credible assumptions about how 

people behave; such behaviour is often confirmed by psychological experiments (Forbes 2009). 

Juravle and Lewis (2008), for example, relate negative drivers of responsible investment on an 

individual level to possible limitations of the efficient market hypothesis and thus to behavioural 
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finance and heuristics. In the behavioural finance literature, actions in the financial market, where 

various types of investors – including institutions – invest, are expected to be momentarily 

affected by anomalies of rationality (Forbes 2009; Barberis & Thaler 2003; Thaler 1999). Thus 

the field of behavioural finance applies psychological elements to the financial markets, 

involving both individual and institutional investors, and uses indicators from the financial 

markets to uncover evidence of psychological biases and their impact on the financial markets 

(Forbes 2009; Nofsinger 2008; Shefrin 2000, 2007).  

 

Thus, some drivers that explain the responsible investment of pension funds could potentially 

appear in the literature that contains behavioural elements. Tversky and Kahneman (1973, 1981) 

and Simon (1955) have pioneered the study of behavioural aspects in decision making. The work 

of Simon (1955), for example, suggests that the assumptions of classical economic rationality are 

strong with respect to the limitations of human rationality, namely information, cognitive 

limitations and time. In short, Simon challenges the concept of whether rationality, information, 

cognitive capacities and time can be fully available to individuals. Rather, bounded rationality is 

the form of rationality that is likely to exist in real life (i.e. the desire for satisfactory solutions 

rather than optimal ones) (Simon 1955). Further insight into decision making by Tversky and 

Kahneman (1973, 1981) suggest that framing decisions and using rules of thumb do not 

necessarily imply irrationality.  

 

Examples of studies that show how behavioural aspects impact investment decision making 

include that of Kaustia et al. (2008), who found that the anchoring effect (i.e. initial starting 

value) largely impacts students’ expectations of long-term stock returns, whereas the impact with 

investment professionals, though much smaller, remains statistically significant. Another finding 

by Kaustia and Perttula (2012) is that investment professionals are overconfident with respect to 

their own investment skills. Studies suggest that overconfident investors, who show a better-than-

average bias, also trade more frequently (Abreu and Mendes 2012).  

 

Documenting the cognitive biases of institutional investors is relatively uncommon, however, 

although some of the documented cognitive biases of individual investors are apparently 

applicable to institutional investors as well. To the best of the researcher’ knowledge, Guyatt 

(2006) and Clark et al. (2006) are among the only studies that have attempted to explore the role 

of cognitive biases from the point of view of institutional investors. Guyatt (2006) identifies 

behavioural elements in an institutional investor setting: short-termism in the investment process, 

herding/gravitation towards decisions that are defensible, and a separate evaluation of longer-
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term governance and responsibility issues from the investment process may hinder the 

responsible investment of pension funds. Clark et al. (2006) studied trustees of pension funds in 

the UK to assess the consistency of their decision-making with respect to problems relevant to 

their roles and responsibilities. The study found that many respondents were inconsistent across 

related problems requiring the application of probabilistic judgement. The study also showed that 

trustees were more consistent than many undergraduates, who served as a comparison group 

(Clark et al. 2006). In addition, Sakuma (2012) found that when explaining the (non) 

conformance of asset managers to responsible investment criteria, behavioural elements seem to 

play a more crucial role than institutional pressures. Other findings include those of Sievänen 

(2011) and Sievänen et al. (2012b), who suggest that difficulty in defining and implementing 

responsible investment can negatively affect the responsible investment of pension funds. 

 

Another aspect is that responsible investors (organisations) believe in higher financial returns 

over the long-run, which explains the growth in assets documented as responsible investments 

(Eurosif 2012a, UN PRI 2011a). Investment beliefs, meaning conjectures and working 

assumptions about the investment world, also serve to explain pension fund behaviour (Woods & 

Urwin 2010). Authors such as Langley (2008), Monks (2001), Hawley and Williams (2000) and 

Useem (1996) examine the concepts of “universal owners” and pension fund capitalism. They 

suggest that large pension funds have the power to impact and direct investments in the financial 

market. By virtue of their diversified shareholdings, these universal owners are seen as entitled to 

influence corporate behaviour (Hawley and Williams 2007, Thamotheram and Wildsmith 2007).   

 

Drivers of responsible investment can also be investigated from the perspective of motivation. 

Derwall et al. (2011) suggest that the responsible investment market includes both values-driven 

and profit-seeking investors (see also Bauer and Smeet 2011). The findings of Kaustia and 

Torstila (2011) also suggest that values impact investment; they found that left-wing voters and 

politicians are less likely to invest in stocks. Two studies by Lewis and Mackenzie (2001, 

2000ab) found that a substantial minority of individual investors believe that responsible 

investment leads to losses. Glac (2009) concludes that the way in which individual investors 

frame a decision situation plays a significant role in determining the likelihood of choosing 

responsible investment. Another finding by Lewis and Mackenzie (2001, 2000ab) is that 

responsible investments are chosen for reasons other than profit; therefore, compared to their 

peers, ethical investors appear to be committed to responsible investments despite possible 

financial underperformance. Sievänen (2011) offers further support of commitment to responsible 

investment by pension funds – even during the recent financial crisis (see also Sakuma 2012). 



 24 

 

Pro-social literature streams also seem to support the search for drivers of responsible investment. 

Pro-social refers to products, services and behaviour that address people’s social conscience 

(Nilsson 2008). To begin with, the findings of Starr (2008) indicate that responsible investment 

resembles pro-social behaviour. Responsible investment as a pro-social positioning strategy 

appears to encourage socially responsible investors to incorporate some of their concerns about 

the environment and social issues into their investment decisions (Nilsson 2008). In the case of 

pension funds and their key financial decision makers, pro-social behaviour can be related to 

accounting for ethical issues in investment decision making. In other words, social responsibility 

plays a role. Bénabou and Tirole (2010) suggest that the adoption of a long-term perspective can 

explain not only corporate social responsibility, but also social responsibility practices on behalf 

of stakeholders as well as those initiated by insiders. Eurosif (2010, 2011) suggests that the 

consequences of the financial crisis of 2007-2009 have heightened institutional investors’ 

awareness of the need to integrate ESG risks into investment decision making. For example, 

environmental and social crises such as the BP Deepwater Horizon disaster have demonstrated 

that environmental and social risks have significant and long-lasting financial consequences. 

Such examples may have benefitted responsible investment from the perspective of attitude. In 

short, attitude entails “judgment” in the form of liking or disliking something (Verplanken & 

Holland 2002, Verplanken, Holland & Van Knippenberg 2002). 

 

The motivations for pro-social behaviour are driven by a complex set of interconnected motives 

(Bénabou and Tirole 2010). Image concerns in particular seem to play a major role in 

understanding pro-social behaviour: more specifically, the public disclosure of pro-social 

activities by (institutional) investors appears to be a strong incentive to engage in them (Bénabou 

and Tirole 2010). This may also relate to the responsible investment strategies of pension funds, 

as public disclosures may positively impact the image of the pension fund. A report by UNCTAD 

(2010) states that only 49 of the 100 largest pension funds globally list responsible investment 

practices on their web pages. In addition to image concerns, stakeholder pressure may play an 

increasing role as a motivator to consider responsible investment. 

 

Lindenberg and Steg (2007) find that goal frames, or in other words multiple motives, are 

important in understanding pro-social behaviour. Each of the three goal frames may be active at 

the same time, but it is the strength of the goal frame that determines which goal frame becomes 

the focus and has the greatest impact on the behaviour (Lindenberg and Steg 2007). When the 

focus is on the normative goal frame, one behaves according to norms and what is the “right” 



 25 

thing to do. When the focus is on the hedonic goal frame, behaviour is guided by how one feels at 

the particular moment. A focal gain goal frame refers to guarding and improving one’s resources 

(Lindenberg and Steg 2007). The normative goal frame may play a role in pro-social behaviour. 

In addition to motives, pro-social behaviour relates to values. Schwartz (1992, 1994) defines a 

value as “a desirable transsituational goal varying in importance, which serves as a guiding 

principle in the life of a person or other social entity” (1992). De Groot and Steg (2009) find that 

altruistic (self-transcendent or pro-social) and biospheric (ecocentric) considerations provide the 

most stable basis for pro-environmental behaviour. By strengthening these values and 

simultaneously decreasing the conflict between egoistic (self-enhancement or pro-self) and 

altruistic and biospheric values, it is possible to promote pro-environmental behaviour.  

 

Thus the literature with a behavioural element identifies drivers such as heuristics, beliefs, values, 

attitudes and motives that can explain the willingness of key financial decision makers of pension 

funds to account for ethical issues and to transform that willingness into investment decision 

making for the particular pension fund.  
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2.4 Conclusion 

 

The conclusion of the previous literature on responsible investment appears in Figure 1, which 

describes the theoretical framework of this study.  

MACRO  

Culture
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Organisations

Economics

Finance

(Other)

MICRO  

Heuristics

Beliefs

Values
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(Other)

PENSION FUNDS
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Figure 1. Theoretical framework 

 

Drivers such as culture, institutions, organisations, economics and finance can potentially drive 

responsible investment and thus form the macro level of the theoretical framework. The micro 

level of the framework includes drivers with a behavioural element such as behavioural finance 

(heuristics), universal ownership (beliefs) and pro-social behaviour (values, attitudes and 

motives). Based on a literature survey, however, neither the macro nor the micro level drivers as 

such highlight what drives the responsible investment of pension funds. This is why it is 

important to examine pension funds empirically and find indications of how macro- and micro-

level drivers actually appear in the context of pension funds. Drawing from macro and micro-

level drivers, this study suggests that the pension fund level should be examined when explaining 

responsible investment. This level, impacted by macro-level drivers, comprises the characteristics 

of pension funds and their key financial decision makers. Although drivers such as heuristics, 

beliefs, values, attitudes and motives are essential to explaining responsible investment in the 

context of pension funds, key financial decision makers may be unaware of their influence.  

 

The following section on data and methodology explains how this study obtains evidence for the 

drivers of responsible investment. 
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3. Data and methodology 

 

This study answers the research question through strong empirical testing and partially with an 

exploratory approach (Articles 2 and 3), which refers to examining a phenomenon with no or a 

limited number of previous studies (Stebbins 2001). This is the case with the drivers of 

responsible investment, especially when the focus is on the pension fund level (four of the five 

articles). To characterise the philosophical position, this research may be considered positivistic 

(i.e. applying chosen scientific methods to the empirical world). More specifically, positivism 

means that legitimate knowledge can only be found from experience. Johnson and Duberley 

estimate that positivism is the mainstream philosophical position of management studies. The 

logic required to arrive at the results of the study is more inductive than deductive. The former 

draws from observed cases more general statements, whereas the latter is concerned with the 

formulation of hypotheses and theories from which particular phenomena can then be explained. 

Thus the starting point of induction is to proceed from empirical results to theoretical ones, 

whereas the starting point of the latter is theory, which is tested via hypotheses. (Eriksson & 

Kovalainen 2008). 

 

This study aims to investigate the research question with a two-step approach:  

 

1) Qualitative approach: a total of 10 interviews in Belgium and Finland in order to better 

understand the field and help inform the development of the survey. 

 

2) Quantitative approach: Online survey in 15 European countries.  

 

In this study, qualitative and quantitative approaches complement each other in the following 

ways. The qualitative study helped inform the development of the quantitative study and aimed to 

ensure that the variables intended for measurement are appropriate from the viewpoint of the 

research question as well as from the viewpoint of the participants (Hirsjärvi et al. 1997). 

Furthermore, the study used simple quantification of qualitative results, because doing so this 

helps to put them into perspective (Hirsjärvi et al. 1997).  

 

Lastly, one of the articles of this study focuses on a case study of four Nordic countries (Article 

1: “Drivers of Socially Responsible Investing: A Case Study of Four Nordic Countries”). Unlike 

the other articles, this article is not based on collected empirical data, but builds on existing data 
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that are themselves based on four domains (institutions, economics, finance and culture) and 

several indicators per domain. The article attempts to explain differences in responsible 

investment in four Nordic countries and to lay a basis that can contribute to the formulation of an 

international theory of responsible investment. 

 

3.1 Qualitative data and methodology 

 

The qualitative data consist of ten interviews with the key financial decision makers of five 

pension funds in Belgium and five in Finland. The interviews of the ten pension fund 

representatives took place face-to-face in the spring and at the beginning of the summer of 2009. 

In four Belgian pension funds, the interviewee was the key investment decision maker. In one of 

these interviews, a representative from one of the fund’s asset management companies was 

present. In the fifth interview, the interviewee was the key administrative decision maker. In four 

Finnish funds, the interviewee was the key investment decision maker. The CEO and the legal 

adviser were present during part of one of these interviews. In the fifth pension fund, the 

interviewee was the key responsible investment expert. For two funds, the interviews lasted 

approximately half an hour, for one fund, approximately three quarters of an hour, and for the 

remaining interviews, one to two hours. At the beginning of each interview, the researcher 

informed the interviewee that the aim was to determine how the fund approaches and considers 

responsible investment, and that the researcher would protect the fund’s anonymity. 

 

The interviews were exploratory in that the researcher had no hypothesis for what might drive the 

responsible investment by the pension funds. This is why the researcher prepared a semi-

structured questionnaire to support the interviews, but let the interviewees direct the discussion 

and speak freely in order to obtain a genuine insight into each fund’s situation (Bodgan & Biklen 

2007, Crotty 1998, Eriksson & Kovalainen 2008). The questionnaire included questions about 

which considerations are at play when pension funds decide whether to deploy resources within 

the field of responsible investment. Thus, the approach of pension funds to responsible 

investment was the key topic.  

 

The researcher analysed the recorded and transcribed interview material by simple classification 

(Hirsjärvi et al. 1997, Eskola & Suoranta 1998). The classification took place by marking the 

central themes and their sub-themes for each pension fund into a spreadsheet program. One could 

argue that Articles 2 and 3, which are based on the qualitative data, also resemble case or field 
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studies that rely on objectivism (i.e. an objective reality that can be discovered through research) 

(Eriksson & Kovalainen 2008). 

 

Belgium and Finland became the target countries for two reasons. Firstly, they are at very 

different stages when it comes to the practice of responsible investment: in Belgium, responsible 

investment has an established position, whereas in Finland, responsible investment has only 

recently gained momentum (Eurosif 2008, 2010, 2012a). Secondly, the researcher found it natural 

to include her home country (Finland) and the country in which she conducted two years of this 

study. Owing to the sample size, the study aimed not to compare country-specific differences, but 

to attempt to obtain greater insight into the field, to conduct a pre-study for the survey, and to 

learn how the key financial decision makers of pension funds approach responsible investment. In 

Belgium, the estimated size of the total responsible investment market is €96.9 billion3 (Eurosif 

2012). Indirect and direct financing related to certain weapon types is forbidden in Belgium. 

Pension funds are requested to list in their annual reports how they take into account 

environmental, ethical and social viewpoints. Taking these viewpoints into account is not, 

however, required. Finland was included in Eurosif’s report for the first time in 2008. The 

Finnish market, largely driven by institutional investors, is only now beginning to grow larger. 

Eurosif (2008, 2010, 2012) estimates that this is due to a few factors, including a previous lack of 

asset managers for responsible investment and a previous lack of NGOs and media attention. 

However, indicators now show that responsible investment is gaining momentum in Finland, and 

the €107.6 billion4 in responsibly invested assets under management is expected to grow. This 

argument is supported by the foundation of Finland’s Sustainable Investment Forum, FINSIF, in 

June 2010 (FINSIF 2010). Responsible investment by pension funds has also received additional 

attention in the FinnWatch and SaferGlobe Finland report by Simola et al. (2010).  

 

In qualitative business studies, it is common to use convenience sampling instead of more 

systematic sampling techniques, which are common to quantitative studies (Eriksson and 

Kovalainen 2008). For this study, the pension funds were selected by addressing the central ones 

with the aim of including a good mix of pension funds from different sectors. Thus, portfolio size 

(if available) was one criterion. The sampling also took into account the sector of the pension 

fund. The sample of ten pension funds mainly included funds with statutory pensions. Seven of 

the pension funds related to a corporation or to part of a public sector. Of the corporate pension 

funds, the majority were in business-to-business, and two were in business-to-business and retail 

                                                
3 Figures are reported in long scale, where 1 billion has 12 zeros. 
4 Figures are reported in long scale, where 1 billion has 12 zeros. 
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businesses. Two pension funds also catered to the pensions of the entrepreneurs. Only one of the 

funds targeted employers from several private industry sectors. Two funds focused on the 

pensions of one specific sector. Four pension funds felt they possessed a responsible investment 

strategy. Two had none, but felt that their fund nevertheless engaged in responsible investment to 

some extent. The four remaining funds felt they did not take into account responsible investment 

considerations, such as environmental, social and corporate governance factors (ESG), in their 

investment strategy. For reasons of anonymity, this text does provides no detailed characteristics, 

as the number of central pension funds in both countries is limited. 

 

The qualitative data thus helped inform the survey and provided deeper insight into the field. 

Furthermore, two articles of this study – “Responsible Investment by the Pension Funds after the 

Financial Crisis” (Article 2) and “Practicalities Bottleneck to Pension Fund Responsible 

Investment?” (Article 3) – are based on the qualitative data. In addition to the interview material 

described above, an additional round of interviews took place for Article 2. This was because the 

article in question was to be part of a book about responsible investment in times of turmoil. 

Because the first round of interviews did not address the financial crisis of 2007-2009, the second 

round of interviews conducted by phone did. The added value of the first round of interviews for 

the article in question was that the interviewees spontaneously commented on the financial crisis. 

The researcher was therefore able to collect interview data that could not otherwise have been 

found by enquiring about the financial crisis directly. More specifically, in the analysis, the 

researcher picked up all the comments which mentioned the financial crisis directly or clearly 

linked to it. To evaluate the findings, the researcher triangulated the data from the two rounds of 

interviews with the data from the annual reports of the pension funds to complement the 

interpretation. Eriksson and Kovalainen (2008) also mention a member check as a way to 

improve the quality of the study. A member check entails letting the participants of the study 

assess the interpretations of the researcher, which took place when confirming the right of the 

researcher to cite the pension funds in the two articles in question. Reliability (i.e. the extent to 

which repetition of the study would yield the same result) divides qualitative researchers 

(Eriksson and Kovalainen 2008), as does validity, which refers to the accuracy of the description 

vs. reality. This study sought trustworthy results by triangulating the interview data and by using 

a classification that focuses on what the interviewees say instead of drawing interpretations. 

 

The researcher conducted the second round of interviews with the same persons as in the first 

round. These interviews were carried out over the telephone and lasted 15 to 30 minutes. The 
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second round of interviews focused on the impact of the financial crisis. The researcher asked the 

following questions about the financial crisis: 

 

1. Has the financial crisis impacted your pension fund’s thoughts about responsible investment? 

If it has, in which ways? 

2. Has the financial crisis impacted your pension fund’s way of doing responsible investment? If 

it has, in which ways? 

3. How has the financial crisis influenced your pension fund’s portfolio composition? How 

permanent are these possible changes? 

4. How does the crisis affect the way you view the responsibilities of your fund against the 

sponsor(s), the employees who pay a premium, and the persons who receive a pension? 

5. What would you - with hindsight – have wanted to do in another way? 

 

 

As for the limitations of the qualitative study, the small sample size limits the possibilities to 

generalise the findings, although generalisation seldom occurs with qualitative studies (Eriksson 

and Kovalainen 2008). The aim was to help inform the development of an online survey, provide 

insight into the real lives of pension funds and assess how the pension funds were impacted by 

the financial crisis (“Responsible Investment by the Pension Funds after the Financial Crisis” 

(Article 2)), as well as examine how their comments fit the existing literature on the drivers of 

responsible investment (“Practicalities Bottleneck to Pension Fund Responsible Investment?” 

(Article 3)). One can argue, however, that these key financial decision makers take part in the 

decision making of the pension fund, and that the results therefore indicate which drivers may 

affect the responsible investment of pension funds, which is in line with the suggestion that key 

decision makers are the best sources of company-level information (Norburn and Burley 1988). 

Furthermore, the empirical analysis of how the key financial decision makers of the pension 

funds determine their stance towards responsible investment (i.e. which drivers explain 

responsible investment in pension funds) is a topic with relatively few contributions.  

 

3.2 Quantitative data and methodology 

 

Because this study aimed to explore the drivers of responsible investment by pension funds on a 

European level, an online survey turned out to be the best alternative. A survey enabled the 

collection of a large number of responses, and online questionnaires enable data collection from 
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anywhere in the world (de Leeuw et al. 2008). Planning the questionnaire and conducting the 

survey built on both the researcher’s previous experience and the book on survey methodology by 

de Leeuw et al. (2008). Two pillars formed the basis for the content of the questionnaire: the 

existing literature streams and the findings of the qualitative data. In addition, the researcher used 

selected questions about pension fund characteristics from the UN PRI assessment survey with 

the permission of UN PRI (UN PRI 2010). The researcher used the e-questionnaire platform of 

the University of Helsinki to formulate the questionnaire and implement the survey. 

 

An important aspect is to analyse whether a survey reaches the target group (de Leeuw et al. 

2008). For example, online consumer surveys may reach individuals who use the internet, but 

may exclude individuals who do not. Furthermore, one’s willingness to participate in online 

consumer surveys is likely to vary between individuals across different life stages (e.g. students 

vs. career-oriented individuals). In the setting of this study, the researcher assumed the key 

financial decision makers of pension funds to be e-mail and internet users. The sampling aimed 

for a full sampling per country whenever possible. Furthermore, the researcher informed the 

interviewees that the data collection was for academic purposes only and that participation was 

anonymous. 

 

The pension fund survey data consist of 15 countries: Austria, Belgium, Denmark, Finland, 

France, Germany, Iceland, Italy, Luxemburg, Norway, Spain, Sweden, Switzerland, the 

Netherlands and the United Kingdom. The data collection took place in spring and summer 2010 

with the aim of investigating the approach of pension funds towards responsible investment. Of 

these countries, 13 appear in Eurosif 2008 report. Eurosif is the main market data provider for 

responsible investment. To cover all Nordic and Benelux countries, the data also include Iceland 

and Luxemburg. Despite the choices of country, the aim was not to investigate country-specific 

differences, but rather to offer a general view of pension funds in Europe. This European-level 

approach is especially worthwhile as the number of academic studies that investigate the pension 

fund level, and the pension fund level from a European perspective, remains limited. To the best 

of the researcher’s knowledge, Eurosif reports (2008, 2010, 2012) and the UN PRI annual 

assessment survey (2011b) are the only reports that offer a general overview of the assets 

documented as responsible investment by institutional investors, though not specifically of 

pension funds. These reports are not academic studies, however, and their focus is mainly on the 

number of assets documented as responsible investments and on the responsible investment 

screening techniques the respondents used. 
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The sampling used registered pension funds, the financial authorities of each country, and the 

directory of “Pension funds and their advisers 2008” (Wilmington 2008) as sources of contact 

information. Due to significant differences in the number and size of pension funds as well as the 

availability of information and research resources, the researcher was unable to include all 

registered pension funds in each country. The study targeted all registered pension funds from the 

following countries, but due to missing or incorrect contact information, the number of pension 

funds contacted may differ from the number on the registers provided by the authorities: Austria 

26, Belgium 161, Denmark 57, Finland 67, Iceland 30, Luxemburg 10, Norway 119 and Sweden 

113. For Italy (93), France (37) and Spain (30), the sample consisted of the funds listed in the 

directory only. With respect to Germany (177), Switzerland (168) and the Netherlands (147), the 

researcher applied the above-mentioned inclusion criteria in addition to a portfolio size-based 

inclusion. The inclusion criteria for the portfolio size was > €10 million, > €100 million, or > 

€150 million in each country, respectively. As such, the study focuses on above-median-size 

pension funds. Differences in these limits relate to the number and size of the pension funds in 

these countries. For the United Kingdom (97), the researcher drew the sample from the directory, 

which included the 100 largest pension funds in terms of portfolio size. One can argue that this 

results in an unbalanced sample, but because this study analyses pension funds in Europe, the 

researcher purports that a detailed documentation of the sampling provides a clear overview of 

the data. The data thus targeted pension funds regardless of their type or whether they engaged in 

or were familiar with responsible investment. To ensure a diversity of pension funds in the 

sample, the researcher clearly communicated this intention to the key financial decision makers 

of the pension funds.  

 

The data collection took place in three phases. The first phase was preparation, which consisted 

of preparing a list of included pension funds. The sampling source was, firstly, the financial 

authorities of each country, and secondly, the “Pension funds and their advisers 2008” directory. 

The researcher first compiled the preliminary country-specific lists. The researcher then 

completed them by conducting internet searches and by calling the pension funds as needed in 

order to obtain the contact details of the key financial decision maker(s). The availability and 

“reachability” of this information varied widely, and in some cases the survey targeted the 

“person responsible for the investments”. For some countries, the researcher excluded some funds 

based on their portfolio size, which was then related to the total number of pension funds in that 

country. The researcher excluded the pension funds for which obtaining contact information 

(address, e-mail address and phone number) proved impossible. 
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The second phase was the data collection, which consisted of contacting the (named) key 

financial decision maker(s) of each pension fund by mail in spring and summer 2010. The 

researcher sent a total of 1332 letters, each of which explained the study and encouraged 

participation regardless of whether the pension fund was familiar with responsible investment. 

Furthermore, the letter communicated that the respondents would receive a small gift if desired. 

For the Nordic respondents (Finland, Sweden, Norway, Denmark and Iceland), this gift was some 

Belgian chocolate. For the respondents from the other countries, the present was a knife made of 

juniper wood, which is a traditional Finnish wooden knife used for butter, jam, and other similar 

spreads.  Approximately two weeks after sending the letter, the researcher sent an e-mail to the 

(named) key financial decision makers with a link to the online questionnaire. The e-mail 

encouraged recipients to participate and to forward the link to their colleagues who work with 

investments. The researcher also informed the recipients about the possibility of anonymous 

participation. The third phase consisted of a total of three rounds of reminders sent by e-mail in 

spring and summer 2010. Altogether 281 respondents participated in the survey. The researcher 

had no interest in any specific type of pension fund nor did she try to rank the respondents based 

on any criteria. The researcher did, however, classify the pension funds based on whether they 

had a responsible investment strategy, which appears to be an established way of classifying 

pension funds (e.g. Gootjes & al. 2011, Peijnenburg & al. 2011, UNCTAD 2010), and because 

this classification offers greater insight into the drivers of responsible investment among different 

response classes. 

 

To ensure the reliability of the results (i.e. that repeated trials would yield the similar results), the 

researcher tried to conduct the sampling, collect the data and analyse them according to careful 

working procedures. The survey data have evident limitations: for example, the sampling was 

inconsistent for each country, and the number of participating pension funds varied from country 

to country. However, the researcher finds the data to be fairly representative on the European 

level (15 countries) because by now, Eurosif reports 2008, 2010, 2012 and UN PRI reports on 

progress 2007-2011 have been among the only free sources of responsible investment practices 

for institutional investors (including pension funds). In addition, these reports focus only on 

investors that have adopted responsible investment practices and who have agreed to participate, 

whereas the data used for this study also include pension funds with only some or no responsible 

investment practices. This wider scope potentially indicates the behaviour of conventional 

pension funds with respect to responsible investment. Furthermore, the reports of Eurosif aim to 

capture the main investors of each country, even though the 2010 report discloses only the 

institutions contacted rather than those who responded, which reduces transparency. That said, 
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the researcher hopes to highlight that pension funds are a target group whose investment practices 

and approach to responsible investment is not necessarily easy to obtain and collect. 

 

The validity of the results (i.e. how accurate the results are with respect to reality) can be 

somewhat challenging to determine. The researcher’s main attempts to ensure validity are as 

follows. First, the questionnaire is based on the interview results, existing literature and feedback 

from responsible investment experts in both academia and practice. Second, the researcher 

encouraged the pension funds to participate regardless of whether they were familiar with 

responsible investment. Third, the participants had the opportunity to respond anonymously, 

which potentially encourages the respondents to provide truthful answers. Fourth, when 

contacting the pension funds, communication was provided in the language of the target country, 

when possible. Fifth, the researcher provided help with completing the questionnaire (in English), 

if needed. The main points that limit the validity include the somewhat inconsistent sampling in 

the countries and that only certain types of pension funds may have responded. 

 

To identify what drives the responsible investment of pension funds, the researcher chose the 

dependent variable to be whether the pension fund has a responsible investment strategy. This 

variable was measured on a Likert scale, where 1 = completely disagree, 7 = completely agree 

and 8 = I do not know. The researcher excluded the last response class (8, 0.4% of respondents) 

from the analysis, as well as from the independent variables that she related to the responsible 

investment strategies of pension funds. The seven-step scale resulted in 32.2% of the respondents 

choosing the most neutral alternatives (3-5) (i.e. more than one third of the respondents chose 

alternatives that do not clearly indicate whether the pension fund engages in responsible 

investment). To ensure a clear analysis, the researcher classified the respondents into three 

classes as follows: pension funds which have no responsible investment strategy (classes 1-3; 

37.0% of respondents; “conventional pension funds”), neutral ones (only class 4; 10.9%; “neutral 

pension funds”), and pension funds with a responsible investment strategy (classes 5-7; 51.8%; 

“pension fund with a responsible investment strategy”). Due to the large quantity of data in the 

most neutral response classes, the researcher found it suitable to use a multinomial logistic 

approach (see Lemeshow and Hosmer 1984, Hosmer and Lemeshow 1989, Collet 2003) instead 

of binominal logistic regression (i.e. classifying pension funds only into “conventional pension 

funds” and “pension funds with a responsible investment strategy”). Examples of studies in 

finance that use multinomial logistic regression include, among others, Chatterjee et al. (1996), 

Chi (2009), Ongena and Đlkay (2011). However, due to the lack of basic knowledge about the 

drivers of responsible investment on the pension fund level, the researcher and co-authors found 
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it necessary to focus on the basic characteristics of pension funds with the multinomial logistic 

regression; consequently, the future publications will focus on further investigations and models. 

 

Thus, the classification for the variable of whether the pension fund has a responsible investment 

strategy and the preparations for the analysis were the same for Article 5 “Drivers of responsible 

investment: The Case of European Pension Funds” and Article 4 “From struggle in responsible 

investment to potential to improve global environmental governance through UN PRI”. Article 5 

sought to examine which pension fund characteristics are connected to the responsible investment 

strategies of pension funds. The researcher characterised the relationship of the eight chosen 

characteristics with respect to the existence of a responsible investment strategy by calculating 

the proportions of the existence within each category of the four factors and four classified 

variables. The researcher then compared the proportions of “conventional PF”, “neutral PF” and 

“PF with a RI strategy” by using the odds ratio, which this section explains in greater detail later 

on. 

 

The eight pension fund characteristics were the following (Article 5: “Drivers of responsible 

investment: The Case of European Pension Funds”): 

 

1. Legal origin. The researcher formed this variable from the variable “Please specify your 

country”, which consisted of 15 alternatives corresponding to the participating countries. The 

variable country of legal origin consisted of four classes based on La Porta et al.’s (1998) 

classification, namely: German origin (Austria, Germany, Luxemburg and Switzerland), French 

origin (Belgium, France, Italy, Spain and the Netherlands), Scandinavian origin (Denmark, 

Finland, Iceland, Norway and Sweden), English origin (or common legal origin; the United 

Kingdom) and the fifth class was “Country not specified”. Luxemburg and Iceland were not 

included in La Porta et al.’s (1998) classification. For Luxemburg, the researcher took the 

example of Chiou et al. (2010) and included it in the German origin. Based on the established 

geographical terminology of “the Nordic countries”, the researcher included Iceland in the 

Scandinavian origin.  

 

2. Ownership of the pension fund. The respondents chose the closest alternative on the following 

scale: Public pension fund, corporate pension fund or other pension fund (see UN PRI 2011b). 

Because the respondents could choose multiple responses, the researcher formed an additional 

class of “corporate and other pension fund”.  
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3. Pension plan funding type. The respondents chose the closest alternative on the following 

scale: Defined benefit, defined contribution, hybrid or other (see OECD 2009a, UN PRI 2011b). 

 

4. Pension plan status type. The respondents chose the closest alternative on the following scale: 

Statutory, complementary, both, other (see OECD 2009a, UN PRI 2011b).  

 

5. Number of employees the pension scheme covers (number of participants/members) (see UN 

PRI 2011b). The respondents inserted their answers as free text. Again, the researcher formed the 

following classes based on the distribution of the responses: 0-199, 200-999, 1000–4999, 5000–

24 999, 25 000–99 999 and > 100 000.  

 

6. Number of staff the pension fund employs (see UN PRI 2011b). The respondents inserted their 

answers as free text. For the analysis, the researcher formed the following classes, which are 

motivated by the distribution of the responses: 0-3, 4-9, 10-49, 50-199, and > 200 persons. 

 

7. Number of persons currently receiving a pension (see UN PRI 2011b). The respondents 

inserted their answers as free text. Again, the researcher formed the following classes based on 

the distribution of the responses: 0–99, 100–999, 1000–4999, 5000–14 999, 15 000–49 999 and > 

50 000. 

 

8. Portfolio size (as of 31 December 2009) (see UN PRI 2011b). The respondents provided their 

answers as free text in boxes that indicated whether the question was referred to hundreds, 

thousands or millions. Furthermore, the respondents chose the currency in question. The 

researcher converted the currencies into euros using the currency rates of the Finnish National 

Bank on 31 December 2009. The researcher classified the responses based on their distribution: 

€0-99 million, €100-499 million, €500-999 million, €1000-4999 million, €5000–9999 million, 

€10 000–49 999 million, €50 000–99 999 million and > €100 000 million. 

 

For the article “Drivers of responsible investment: The Case of European Pension Funds” (Article 

5), the researcher compared the three response categories of the variable of whether the pension 

fund has a responsible investment strategy (“conventional PF”, “neutral PF” and “PF with a RI 

strategy”) to each other using the odds ratio, which is a typical measure in (multinomial) logistic 

regression and in statistic software programs such as PASW. 
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More specifically, the odds ratio is a measure of the discrepancy between two proportions and 

carries information about both the direction and the size of the effect (Hosmer and Lemeshow 

1989, Lemeshow and Hosmer 1984, Rita and Komonen 2008; see also Champagne and 

Kryzanowski 2008, Gaganis et al. 2010 and Laitinen 2011 as examples of logistic regression 

studies in economics). The odds ratio also has the most statistical properties, which an ideal effect 

measure should have (Rita and Komonen 2008). The researcher used “neutral PF” as a reference 

group to calculate the odds ratios. In detail, the odds ratios are calculated by first transforming the 

two proportions under comparison into odds. The odds corresponding to a proportion p is defined 

as  

p

p

−1
, meaning the ratio of the probability that an incident occurs to the probability that it does 

not (Rita & Komonen 2008). The odds of the proportions of the “conventional PF” and “PF with 

a responsible investment strategy” for each independent variable are then compared to the odds of 

the “neutral PF” by calculating their ratio (i.e. the odds ratio). The researcher used PASW 

Statistics 18.0 software for the analysis.  

 

For odds ratios below one, the researcher used the technique proposed by Rita and Komonen 

(2008): divide the number one by an odds ratio of less than one, which makes the results easily 

comparable to odds ratios that are greater than one. An exponent of “-1” is added to inform the 

direction of the effect. This technique is especially useful because, from below, odds ratios are 

limited by zero, whereas from above, there is no limit (Rita & Komonen 2008). In other words, 

the neutral value of an odds ratio (1) can decrease only by 100%, whereas its increase is not 

limited by any percentage (Rita & Komonen 2008). Thus, this technique makes it easy to 

compare the size of effects in opposite directions. 

 

For Article 4 “From struggle in responsible investment to potential to improve global 

environmental governance through UN PRI”, the researcher used the same response categories 

(“conventional PF”, “neutral PF” and “PF with a RI strategy”). However, because the above 

article aimed to confirm for the qualitative findings whether the struggle with responsible 

investment indeed exists, this study simply compared the means of the selected variables and 

confirmed the findings by using an independent samples t-test. The variables were: “It is difficult 

to define what responsible investment means in practice” and “Credible implementation of 

responsible investment is difficult”. These variables were measured on a similar Likert scale as 

the question regarding the existence of a responsible investment strategy (1 = completely 

disagree, 7 = completely agree, 8 = I do not know). For robustness checks, the researcher used 
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two similar variables from a set of alternatives which measure impediments to responsible 

investment. More specifically, the question was: “What prohibits responsible investment in your 

organisation?” The respondents assessed each alternative (a total of seven) on the following 

scale: 1 = no impact, 7 = very large impact, and 8 = I do not know. The robustness check 

variables were: “Defining responsible investment is difficult” and “Credible implementation is 

difficult”.  
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4. Outcome of the study and discussion 

  

The overall results of the study indicate that drivers embedded in the environment in which the 

pension funds function, the characteristics of the pension funds and the ways in which the key 

financial decision makers of the pension funds think together drive responsible investment by 

pension funds. In other words, this study suggests that pension fund-level drivers also are 

important when explaining responsible investment in the context of pension funds. This level, 

impacted by macro-level drivers (culture, institutions, organisations, economics and finance), 

comprises the characteristics of pension funds and their key financial decision makers. Although 

micro-level drivers such as heuristics, beliefs, values, attitudes and motives are essential to 

explaining responsible investment in the context of pension funds, key financial decision makers 

may be unaware of their influence.  

 

The limitations of this study, described in detail in the methodology section, include limited 

possibilities to generalise the findings (qualitative part) and somewhat inconsistent sampling 

(quantitative part). Furthermore, the empirical findings do not fully cover the magnitude of the 

suggested framework. However, the findings of this study have increased our knowledge of the 

drivers of the responsible investment of European pension funds in the following way: 

 

The first article, “Drivers of Socially Responsible Investing: A Case Study of Four Nordic 

Countries”, explored what drives the differences in responsible investment in four countries, as a 

case study of Finland, Sweden, Norway and Denmark.5 These countries were of particular 

interest, as their business community and government policy is usually regarded as an example 

for firms and governments elsewhere due to their excellent performance in international rankings 

such as the Human Development Index and the Environmental Performance Index. Furthermore, 

the Nordic countries are often considered homogenous in many respects (Ervasti et al. 2008). It 

appears, however, that the countries differ substantially with respect to the size and composition 

of responsible investment (Eurosif 2010). Although some authors (Bengtsson 2008a, 2008b, 

Eurosif 2008, 2010 and Sandberg et al. 2009) have suggested that country-specific regulations 

and institutional factors explain the emergence of responsible investment, none of these studies 

actually proves that these drivers play a role. Thus, no theory explains responsible investment at 

the country (macro) level.  

                                                
5 Data for several indicators was missing for the fifth Nordic country, Iceland, and therefore this country was not 
included in the article.  
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This article sought foundations for such a theory and aimed to answer the question of why 

countries differ in the relative size and composition of their responsible investment. More 

specifically, the article investigated whether the differences between the four countries could be 

associated with key characteristics in economics, finance, culture and institutions which previous 

studies have not addressed. For these four domains, there existed a hypothetical connection in the 

literature with the specific domain of responsible investment. In addition, quantitative 

information was available about the domain for each country. The results suggest that responsible 

investment is not a general feature of the economy, but is specifically linked to certain actors in 

society and to particular characteristics. Both pension funds and non-governmental organisations 

appear to play a pivotal role in responsible investment. The latter may place responsibility on the 

agenda, which the former may act on. Economic openness does not result in more responsible 

investment, but it does appear to support broad responsible investment. Furthermore, the size of 

the pension industry appears to be related to differences in responsible investment: the larger this 

industry, the more scope there is for norm- and value-based investing, as well as for responsible 

investment in general. This supports Scholtens’s (2006) hypothesis that finance relates to CSR. If 

the pension industry accounts for ESG criteria, it impacts the equities and bonds they hold in their 

portfolios, as responsible investors prefer investment targets with satisfactory CSR. As for 

culture, two specific cultural features relate to responsible investment: uncertainty avoidance and 

masculinity/femininity. The former appears to be related to a strong preference for core 

responsible investments such as norm- and value-based investing. Feminine societies, such as 

Norway and Sweden, clearly feel at ease with responsible investment. This is in line with the 

hypothesis of Bauer and Smeets (2011), which suggests that values-driven investment resonates 

more among women. As for institutional variables, none of them corresponded to the pattern of 

responsible investment in the Nordic countries despite the claims of several authors (Gjølberg 

2009a, 2009b, Sandberg et al. 2009, Bengtsson 2008b).  

 

The second article, “Responsible Investment by Pension Funds after the Financial Crisis” 

examined how the pension funds were affected by the financial crisis with respect to their 

approach to responsible investment. More specifically, this article aimed to answer the following 

questions in an exploratory way: 1) How did the financial crisis impact pension funds? and 2) 

How did the impact relate to their approach to responsible investment. These questions were 

worth studying, as the reasons to invest in a responsible manner – whether for the sake of better 

governance, regulations and transparency (Eurosif 2008, Bengtsson 2008) – can apparently be 

linked to the underlying causes of the financial crisis of 2007-2009 (see, e.g., Hellwig 2009, 
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McSweeney 2009, Dăianu and Lungu 2008, Crouchy et al. 2007). Several authors suggest these 

same factors to be the underlying causes of the financial crisis, but in slightly different ways. The 

article aimed to formulate suitable headings for these factors and to comprehend that headings, 

such as transparency about the value of the funds, liabilities, and risk management as well as 

governance and regulations, can be connected to the motives to invest responsibly. 

 

The researcher interviewed the key financial decision makers of ten pension funds in Belgium 

and Finland in two consecutive rounds of questions. The qualitative analysis yielded results that 

to date have appeared nowhere else. The main results indicate that the financial crisis impacted 

the pension funds in many ways, but changed little in their approach to responsible investment. 

Responsible investment appears to be a deliberate choice of pension funds, also in times of 

turmoil. In general, the pension funds called for better governance, regulations and transparency 

in financial markets. Furthermore, the financial crisis apparently did not increase pension funds’ 

interest in responsible investments thus far. However, they do seem to have regarded it as more 

relevant than before the crisis, and in no case did they hold a negative attitude towards 

responsible investment. 

 

The aim of the third article, “Practicalities Bottleneck to Pension Fund Responsible Investment”, 

was to discover how key financial decision makers of pension funds determine their stance 

towards responsible investment. Based on ten interviews with the key financial decision makers 

in five Finnish and five Belgian pension funds, the results suggest that practical impediments 

with respect to how to define and implement responsible investment are negative drivers of 

pension fund responsible investment. Responsible investment seems to hamper or even deter 

pension funds in adapting their investment and risk strategies and policies. This is why key 

financial decision makers of pension funds wished for additional coherence and practical 

guidelines in this field to enable them to take ethical considerations into account in their 

investment strategies and their implementation. The willingness of pension funds with no 

responsible investment strategy to continue with their existing investment strategies rather than 

examine other alternatives suggests that the availability of information affects the stance the 

pension fund key financial decision makers form towards responsible investment. In other words, 

the article suggests that the interviewees may use the availability heuristic to simplify decision 

making, which means they rely on readily available information rather than examine correct 

alternatives (Tversky & Kahneman 1973). 
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The research on negative drivers of responsible investment has received little attention in the 

literature. The analysis of Juravle & Lewis (2008) of impediments to responsible investment is 

perhaps the most comprehensive such work. It distinguishes between individual, organisational 

and institutional impediments, and emphasises the interaction between the levels. The results of 

this article focused on the individual impediments in particular, and offered more insight into 

how heuristic simplification may act as an impediment to responsible investment.  

 

The fourth article, “From struggle in responsible investment to the potential to improve global 

environmental governance through UN PRI”, sought confirmation of whether negative drivers of 

responsible investment indeed exist. The survey data indicated that this is to some extent the case, 

especially with pension funds that have not yet adopted responsible investment practices. The 

analysis covered solution seeking for this struggle, namely investigations into whether UN PRI 

has the potential to help institutional investors such as pension funds in this struggle. The article 

concluded that UN PRI can help pension funds to adopt responsible investment practices such as 

engagement, a powerful form of responsible investment, to impact the management of investee 

companies. As an example, the article built a bridge with respect to the potential of engagement: 

responsible investment by large pension funds can potentially help to improve any lack of 

coherence in global environmental governance, as investments in environmental sectors are likely 

to constitute responsible investments. 

 

The fifth article, “The drivers of responsible investment: The case of European pension funds”, 

concentrated on examining which pension fund characteristics drive pension funds’ responsible 

investment. By now, the existing literature has suggested that on a macro level, institutional and 

economic settings in particular can impact corporate social responsibility and responsible 

investment (e.g. Bengtsson 2008a, 2008b, Gjølberg 2009a, 2009b, Cox and Schneider 2010). 

However, none of these studies indicates on a pension fund level which fund characteristics 

potentially drive responsible investment. Therefore, this article connected eight pension fund 

characteristics to the responsible investment strategies of pension funds. The eight characteristics 

were country of origin (German, French, Scandinavian, English), pension fund ownership type 

(public, corporate, other), pension plan funding type (defined benefit, defined contribution, 

hybrid or both) and pension plan status type (statutory or complementary pensions or both), 

number of employees covered by the scheme, number of staff in the pension fund, number of 

current pensioners and portfolio size. The analysis is based on more than 250 pension funds in 15 

European countries.  
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The results indicated that the legal origin, more specifically the Scandinavian and English origins, 

most often related to the responsible investment strategies of pension funds. This supports the 

earlier investigations of authors who find a connection between legal origin and stock risks and 

performance (Chiou et al. 2010), shareholder and creditor protection (La Porta et al. 1998, 2000) 

and a connection between the national context and corporate social responsibility (Matten and 

Moon 2008). As for pension fund ownership type, public pension funds were the most likely to 

have a responsible investment strategy. Similar findings of public pension funds as pioneers in 

promoting corporate social responsibility include Sethi (2005), Wander and Malone (2006), Alm 

(2007), Juravle and Lewis (2009) and Cox and Schneider (2010). Previous studies have not 

focused on the relationship between pension plan funding type and pension plan status type, and 

the existence of a responsible investment strategy. These results offer a preliminary indication of 

a relationship between a responsible investment strategy and a defined benefit scheme (pension 

plan funding type) as well as of a relationship between a responsible investment strategy and a 

statutory pension scheme (pension plan status type). 

 

The four variables which related to the size of the fund indicated that in general large pension 

funds are more likely to have a responsible investment strategy than smaller ones. On a general 

level, this result aligns with the suggestions of various authors (e.g. Monks 2001, Hawley and 

Williams 2001, 2007) who suggest that the power of pension funds relates to their size. However, 

this study also found some evidence of a curvilinear relationship, namely a larger discrepancy 

among the small and the large pension funds versus the reference group (neutral PF), whereas this 

discrepancy was smaller among the mid-sized pension funds. This finding is in line with that of 

Barnett and Salomon (2006), who found a U-shape relationship between risk-adjusted 

performance and the screening intensity of mutual funds that engage in responsible investment: 

those funds that screen little, or the most, appear to deliver higher returns. This article’s unique 

contribution is that it provided evidence on a pension fund level of certain drivers that have been 

documented in the literature, and also found a U-shaped curve which has yet to be found in 

previous studies about responsible investment. 

 

An overall conclusion of the contribution of this study is the following. By accounting for the 

macro level, this study represents the first attempts to identify the drivers of differences in 

responsible investment between the countries through four domains: economics, finance, culture 

and institutions (Article 1). With several indicators per domain, the outcome is that economic 

openness, the size of the pension industry, and cultural values of masculinity (femininity) and 

uncertainty avoidance are related to differences in responsible investment in the four Nordic 
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countries. To the best of the researcher’s knowledge, these findings offer a contribution that 

earlier studies have not found, although the size of the pension industry supports Scholtens’ 

(2006) hypothesis that finance relates to CSR and that the cultural values of masculinity 

(femininity) support Bauer and Smeets’ (2011) hypothesis that values-driven investment 

resonates more among women. Somewhat surprisingly, however, the institutional indicators did 

not differentiate the countries, although several authors have suggested that institutions explain 

the emergence of corporate social responsibility and responsible investment in the Nordic 

countries (e.g. Bengtsson 2008b, Gjølberg 2009a, 2009b, Sandberg et al. 2009). This finding 

could also be considered a new contribution, since unlike other studies, this article actually 

measured the impact of institutional indicators.  

 

During the investigations of this study, the world encountered a financial crisis in 2008 

considered to be among the worst in history. It therefore seemed natural to investigate whether 

the financial crisis impacted pension funds’ approaches to responsible investment, as this could 

be a potential driver of pension funds’ responsible investment practices (Article 2). The 

framework to study the research question consisted of three elements, based on the literature 

about the financial crisis: 1) transparency about the value of the funds, 2) liabilities and 3) risk 

management, governance and regulations. The outcome and novel information of this study was 

that the pension funds considered responsible investment more relevant than before the crisis, and 

in no case did they arrive at negative attitudes towards responsible investment. In all, responsible 

investment seems to be a deliberate choice, even in times of turmoil.  

 

Furthermore, this study provided a more detailed analysis of the negative drivers of responsible 

investment on the pension fund level through interviews with key financial decision makers and 

brought new information to the previous framework of Juravle and Lewis (2008) (Article 3). 

More specifically, it seems that the usual definition of responsible investment – integration of 

ESG factors into investment decision making – cannot be practiced “as is”. Instead, pension 

funds seem to struggle with defining and implementing responsible investment in practice and 

may use readily available information to determine their stance towards responsible investment. 

These findings offer a new perspective on the negative drivers of pension funds’ responsible 

investment practices, as previous studies have not addressed practical challenges with respect to 

the practical definition and implementation of responsible investment. 

 

The study also confirmed with the survey data that these negative drivers of responsible 

investment do indeed exist (Article 4). Another important finding is that the UN PRI has the 
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potential to help institutional investors such as pension funds in this struggle and to help them 

adopt responsible investment practices such as engagement. Furthermore, this study suggested 

that responsible investment by large pension funds can potentially help to improve any lack of 

coherence in global environmental governance.  

 

This study also made a detailed investigation of the pension fund characteristics that could drive 

pension funds’ responsible investment strategies (Article 5). The legal origin, the ownership of 

the pension fund and size-related variables turned out to be variables that do so, and several 

literature back-ups confirm these findings. The overall contribution of this investigation is that it 

actually tested the connection between the eight variables and the existence of responsible 

investment strategies. As for the findings, the researcher is unaware of studies that would have 

documented a connection between responsible investment strategies and their legal origin. 

Furthermore, the size-related variables showed a U-shaped curve: small and large pension funds 

are apparently related to the existence of a responsible investment strategy, whereas the middle 

ones do not so much.  

 

As for the conclusions, the large amount of empirical data has enabled the researcher to test and 

“locate” on a pension fund level some of the drivers identified in the existing literature as well as 

to demonstrate the relationship between the levels. Furthermore, the explorative approach of the 

qualitative parts of this study which helped inform the development of the survey has yielded 

results that might otherwise have been overlooked in the context of responsible investment by 

pension funds, such as challenges on the practical level.  

 

Article 1 related responsible investment with macro-level drivers and showed that some of them 

play a role. Article 2 related attitudes of the key financial decision makers of pension funds 

towards responsible investment when the financial crisis (Economics and Finance) was at hand. 

Thus the results of Article 2 point out that the environment impacts the implementation of 

responsible investment. In other words, the embeddedness of macro-level drivers in societies 

impacts the way responsible investment takes place. In short, the results of Article 2 reveal the 

interaction between macro-level drivers, such as economics and finance (Article 1), and micro-

level drivers, such as attitudes that fall on the pension fund level. Article 3 found that practical 

struggle is a negative driver for the responsible investment of pension funds and observed that 

heuristics, such as using readily available information, may impact the way the key financial 

decision makers of pension funds view responsible investment. The contribution of Article 3 to 

the theoretical framework is that micro-level drivers such as heuristics can impact the pension 
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fund level. The quantitative Article 4 confirmed the findings of the qualitative Article 3 that 

practical struggle is a negative driver of responsible investment for pension funds on a European 

level. Furthermore, Article 4 demonstrated that pension fund-level topics (responsible 

investment) can impact the macro level. Article 5 found that several pension fund characteristics 

(legal origin, pension fund ownership type and size-related variables) drive responsible 

investment by pension funds on a European level. The findings of Article 5 in particular reveal 

that accounting for the pension fund level matters when examining the drivers of responsible 

investment in the pension fund context. 

 

To summarise, the theoretical framework of the study suggests that one should account for macro 

(i.e. culture, institutions, organisations, economics and finance) and micro levels (i.e. heuristics, 

beliefs, values, attitudes and motives) as well as a particular pension fund level when explaining 

the drivers of responsible investment in the context of pension funds. 

 

Thus the overall results of this study indicate that drivers embedded in the environment in which 

the pension funds operate, the characteristics of the pension funds and the way in which the key 

financial decision makers of the pension funds think guide responsible investment by pension 

funds. In other words, a complex set of drivers impact responsible investment by pension funds.  

 

The contribution, on a general level, to sustainable development is that pension funds – including 

those with no responsible investment strategy – seem to be positive towards responsible 

investment. This positiveness can benefit responsible investment if decision makers create 

incentives to promote it.  
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5. Practical relevance and suggestions for further research 

 

One of the benefits of this study is its close relation to practice which has recently been called for 

in the Finnish media. More specifically, the overall research question and those of each article 

stem from practical issues within a topic with ample possibilities to conduct research. Although 

responsible investment has received a considerable amount of attention from scholars in recent 

years, many more studies are needed to map, for example, drivers of and impediments to 

responsible investment.  

 

The results of this study include the practical relevance of a significant institutional investor 

group that may prove useful for the following actors:  

 

1. The European Union, the OECD, national authorities: the findings can contribute to the 

design of frames for sustainable (responsible) ways to invest that are needed in 

sustainable and durable pension systems. 

 

2. Responsible investment initiatives such as UN PRI and FINSIF may use these findings 

when further developing their actions. Pension fund organisations such as TELA may also 

benefit from these findings. 

 

3. Pension funds and other institutional investors: these findings may support an 

organisation’s own decision-making. 

 

4. Screening companies: the findings can encourage them to offer products that develop the 

standardisation of responsible investment screening.  

 

5. Asset management and mutual funds companies: the findings can help to deepen the 

understanding of customers’ needs. 

 

6. Universities: the findings may prove useful for other students and researchers who wish to 

conduct research on responsible investment. 
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As for future research, the first point already covers several possibilities. If responsible 

investment is something that authorities and international organisations wish to promote, 

academic research could be helpful in investigating  what kind of incentives increase willingness 

to engage in responsible investment and what kind of incentives fit the different areas of 

economies.  

 

Responsible investment initiatives that promote responsible investment would likely be interested 

in the mechanisms that relate to the responsible investment of various investor groups. Further 

information about those mechanisms, as well as drivers of and impediments to responsible 

investment on a general level, could enhance the possibilities of these organisations to further 

develop the core of their “existence”. 

 

Although UN PRI has received more and more signatories in recent years, around 90% of global 

assets are still not invested according to responsible investment criteria. Thus, a large number of 

institutional (and individual) investors might face a bottleneck in engaging in responsible 

investment. This study is among the pioneers in determining, from a practical viewpoint, what 

drives and hinders responsible investment. In other words, there are ample possibilities to 

advance research, such as case studies, that could provide real-life examples and thereby transfer 

information to those who might want to engage in responsible investment. 

 

Already in 2001, Mistra, the Swedish foundation for economic research, requested that the 

products of screening companies be developed in a more transparent and standardised direction. 

This request seems still to be valid. Thus future academic research, perhaps in co-operation with 

authorities or with organisations that promote responsible investment, could lay clearer 

foundations for what responsible investment is, and suggest frameworks for what the screens of 

the screening companies should be on a global level. 

 

Furthermore, future research has the opportunity to examine drivers of and impediments to 

responsible investment through behavioural elements: this could lay the foundations for why 

individuals – and individuals in organisations – choose to invest in a traditional or responsible 

manner. Such an outcome might also prove helpful on a service provider level, including asset 

management and mutual fund companies, thus enabling them to identify in a more detailed way 

the needs of their customers as well as the mechanism by which they make decisions. 
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Lastly, future academic research is welcome to investigate more about drivers of responsible 

investment from different viewpoints and levels. 
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Appendix 1 
Key figures of pension industry per country

Structure of retirement-income provision, average earnings and public pension spending as a percentage of GDP

Public Private

Country

Resource-

tested Basic Minimum

Austria DB 36 700 € 12.6

Belgium x x DB 37 700 € 9.0

Denmark x x DC 330 900 DKK 5.4

Finland x DB 33 500 € 8.4

France x DB+points 31 000 € 12.4

Germany Poin ts 42 400 € 11.4

Iceland x x DB 3.48 million ISK 2.0

Italy NDC 24 600 € 14.0

Luxemburg x x DB 43 600 € 7.2

Netherlands x DB 39 700 € 5.0

Norway x x Poin ts DC 397 800 NOK 4.8

Spain x DB 21 200 € 8.1

Sweden x NDC DC 324 600 SEK 7.7

Switzerland x DB DB 72 400 CHF 6.8

United Kingdom x x DB 31 500 € 5.7

Sources: OECD: 2009, ‘Pensions at a glance: Retiremen t-Income systems in  OECD countries'

Points are earned by workers based on their individual earnings for each year of contributions. At retirement, the sum of 

pension points is multiplied by a pension-point value to convert them in toa a regular pension payment.

NDC = notional accounts (or: notional defined-contribution plans). These schemes record each  worker's contributions in 

an individual account and apply a rate of retu rn to the accounts. Both the incoming contributions and the interest charged to 

them exist only onthe books of the managing institution. At retirement, the accumulated notional capital is converted into a 

stream of pension payments using a formula based on  life expectancy.

First tier Second tier

Public

Type

Mandatory, savingsUniversal coverage, redistributive

Minimum pensions  are determined by taking account only of pension income, but they are not affected by income from 

savings or assets other than the relevant pension.

Programmes within the second tier play the role of savings in that they aim to provide retirees with  an adequate income 

relative to their previous earnings.

DB = defined benefit . When provided by the public sector, the retirement income depends on  the number of years of 

contribution during the length of the working life and on the individual earnings. 

DC = defined contribution.  These schemes are provided by the private sector. Contributions flow into an individual account 

and the accumulation of contributions and investment returns is usually converted into a pension-income stream at 

retirement.

Public pension 

spending % of 

GDP

First tier, redistributive pension schemes  refer to programmes in OECD countries that aim to prevent poverty in old age. 

These programmes are provided by the public sector and they are of three main types.

Resource-tested plans  pay a higher benefit to poorer pensioners and reduced  benefits to better-off retirees.

Basic-pension schemes  offer a flat rate to everyone or it depends only on years of work, but not on past earnings.

Average earnings
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Appendix 2 
 

INTERVIEW FRAME – FINNISH & BELGIAN PENSION FUNDS 
(The questions were only for supportive purposes and were not necessarily asked in the 

interviews) 

 
 
 
- What is the time allocated for the interview? 
- Inform: the results will stay confidential – the respondents will not be mentioned in the report. 
- Is recording allowed? 
 
1. How do you understand “responsible investment” / “investment approach”? 

 
2. Let’s discuss your investment approach / strategy  

- How would you describe your Investment approach? 
 - Why is this your investment approach? 

- Who decided it and why?  

 - What is your investment approach? 
 - When did you decide it? Will you reconsider it in the future? 
 
3. Let’s continue with (non) responsible investments  

- How did the decision of RI / non-RI come about? / How do you do RI?  

 - Why did you choose RI / non-RI? 
 - Who decided it? Who decided to discuss or not to discuss it? 

 - What….. 
- How were you involved in the decision? 

  - When did you decide it? Will you reconsider it in the future? 
 
4. How about the type of RI; can you tell about it? / How about the screens? 

(engagement, best-in-class, positive / negat. screening, other, not specified)  

- How did you determine this type of RI? 
 - Why did you choose it/them? 
 - Who decided it? 
 - What are the Types of RI you use? 
 - When did you decide it? Will you reconsider it in the future? 
 
5. And the type of criteria, can we discuss it? 

(environment, human resources, human rights, community involvement, business ethics, corporate 

governance…)  

- How did you determine this type of criteria? 
 - Why did you choose it/them? 
 - Who decided it? 
 - What are the Types of criteria you use? 
 - When did you decide it? Will you reconsider it in the future? 
 
6.  Let’s discuss the screening 

- How did the solution of the screening company come about? 

 - Why did you choose to make it this way? 
 - Who decided it? Who does the screening and why? 

 - What …. 
 - When did you decide it? Will you reconsider it in the future? 
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7. Let’s discuss the screening products 

- How would you describe the screening product(s) you use? 
- Why did you choose them? 

 - Who decided it? 
 - What is / are the product(s) (like)? What do they include? 
 - When did you decide it/them? Will you reconsider it/them in the future? 
 
 

8.  What about the usage of the products: 

- How are the products used in practice?  
- Why are they used like this (to this extent)? 
- To what extent are the products used in practise? Can you define a percentage? 
- Who uses them? 
- When (how often) do you use them? Will you reconsider their usage (%) in the 
future? 
 

9.  The reality of the usage  
- How do you know that you wishes / guidelines are used at the moment of the decision 
making? Do you have a possibility to check it? Do you do it?  
- Why are you doing /(the check-up) in this way)? 
- What is the method to confirm the usage? 
- When do you check it up? 
 

10.  Possible challenging points in your RI  

- How did you face these?  
- Why did you face them? 
- What are they? Are there conflicts of interest? Are there information asymmetries? 

How do you see them? 
- When did they occur? 
 
 

11.  Could you draw how the decision of making RI came about?  

 

(12. How have your communication practices been impacted / affected in reacting to investors who 

are concerned about CSR issues?) 
 
 
-  The recorded material: if any citations would be included into the research report, it will not be 
possible to define the pension fund. I will send the possible citations for your approval before they are 
in my report. 
 
- If I have further questions, may I contact you later on? 
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Appendix 3 
 

Online questionnaire 

 

Online version of the questionnaire available: 

 
https://elomake.helsinki.fi/lomakkeet/21265/lomake.html 

 

 

About the research  
 
Dear participant, 
 
This PhD study investigates what European pension funds think about responsible investment, 
and how they undertake it. This study is purely academic, with no commercial targets or funders. 
You will note that Professor Karel Van Hulle, Head of Insurance and Pensions at the EU 
Commission, and Matti Leppälä, Director at the Finnish Pension Alliance TELA, are my acting 
referees. They fully encourage your participation in this research. 
 
Target group of the survey: registered and main pension institutions in the following countries: 
Austria, Belgium, Denmark, Finland, France, Germany, Iceland, Italy, Luxemburg, Norway, 
Spain, Sweden, Switzerland, The Netherlands, The UK. 
 
I treat the data confidentially, and maintaining your anonymity is very important to me. 
 
I would kindly ask you to answer each question; in total, the time estimate to complete the 
questionnaire is approximately 15 – 30 minutes. Please note that some questions are similar to 
United Nations Principles for Responsible Investment "Reporting and Assessment Survey". If 
your pension institution is a PRI signatory, you can use these answers as reference. 
 
Regardless of whether your organisation undertakes responsible investment or not, your input is 
very important and valuable. As an acknowledgement for filling in the questionnaire, you will of 
course receive a summary of the main findings. In addition, I shall be sending a gift to the survey 
respondents, as a token of my thanks for their time. 
 
Thank you very much in advance. 
 
Yours sincerely 
Riikka Sievänen 
PhD student in University of Helsinki 
riikka.sievanen@helsinki.fi 
Tel. +358 400 653 640 / +32 487 688 344 
 
--- 
 
What is responsible investment?  

 
Usually, responsible investment is defined to mean those investments in which the investor takes 
into account ethical considerations, like environmental, social and corporate responsibility issues. 
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Widely used synonyms for responsible investment are for example: ethical investment, socially 
responsible investment (SRI) and triple bottom-line investment. 
 
When answering the questions, I suggest that you KEEP TO YOUR OWN PERCEPTION of 
how you understand responsible investment. The reason for this is of course that there are several 
ways to understand the concept and similarly several ways to undertake it. 
 
EVEN IF RESPONSIBLE INVESTMENT IS UNFAMILIAR TO YOU, AND YOUR 
ORGANISATION DOES NOT ENGAGE IN IT, YOUR OPINIONS ARE VERY VALUABLE. 
THE QUESTIONS FOCUS ON OPINIONS, NOT ON THE LEVEL OF EXPERTISE 
REGARDING RESPONSIBLE INVESTMENT. 

 
--- 

 

BACKGROUND INFORMATION 
 

1. Which category best describes your organisation? 

 
(Kindly indicate ”x” next to the chosen alternative.) 

 
a) Public pension or superannuation or retirement or provident fund or plan 
b) Corporate pension or superannuation or retirement or provident fund or plan 
c) Other pension or superannuation or retirement or provident fund or plan 
d) I do not know 

 
If you have additional comments, please write them here: 

 

 
2. Which kind of pension/superannuation /retirement /provident fund or plan does your 

organisation have? 
 

(Kindly indicate ”x” next to the chosen alternative.) 

 

 
a) Primarily defined benefit 
b) Primarily defined contribution 
c) Hybrid 
d) Other 
e) I do not know 
 
If you have additional comments, please write them here: 
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3. Is your pension or superannuation or retirement or provident fund or plan primarily: 

 
(Kindly indicate ”x” next to the chosen alternative.) 

 
 

a) Statutory pensions 
b) Complementary pensions 
c) Both equally represented 
d) Other 
e) I do not know 
 
If you have additional comments, please write them here: 
 

 
4. What best describes your position in the organisation? 

 
(Kindly indicate ”x” next to the chosen alternative.) 

 
 

a) President 
b) Chief Executive Officer 
c) Chief Financial Officer 
d) Financial Manager 
e) Portfolio Manager 
f) Investment Manager 
g) Investment Analyst 
h) Advisor / Specialist 
i) Assistant 
j) Secretary 
k) Other 
 
If desired, you can specify your position here: 

 
 
5. Please indicate: 

 
(Kindly indicate the figures that describe your organisation.) 

 
 

a) The approximate number of STAFF your organisation employs:  
b) The approximate number of EMPOYEES your organisation's pension 
scheme COVERS. 
c) The approximate number of PENSIONERS your organisation's pension 
scheme COVERS. 
 
If you have additional comments, please write them here: 
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7. What were your organisation's total assets (€) under management as of 31 December 2009? 

(Please round the number as you consider appropriate, related to the size of your total assets) 
 

(Kindly indicate here the size of your total assets.) 

 

 
If you have additional comments, please write them here: 
 
 
 

INVESTMENTS IN YOUR PENSION INSTITUTION 
 
Please select alternatives that best describe your opinion. 

 
(Kindly indicate the number 1 – 8 next to each sentence, according to your choice. The scale is: 

 1=Completely disagree, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7=Completely agree, 8=I do not know.) 

 

a) Our pension institution has a responsible investment strategy or policy. 
b) Our pension institution has investments that we consider to be responsible investments. 

a. Please estimate which % of your assets under management is responsible 
investments: (In this sub-question, the scale is the following. Kindly mark “x” next 

to the chosen alternative:) 

i. We do not have responsible investments 
ii. 0-20% 

iii. 21-40% 
iv. 41-60% 
v. 61-80% 

vi. 81-100% 
vii. I do not know 

 
c) I consider our pension institution is a responsible investor. 
d) Our asset managers possibly screen our assets with their responsible investment criteria, 

but we haven't agreed upon it. 
e) We use (responsible investment) screening services. 

a. If you use responsible investment services, what describes your usage the best? 
You can select multiple alternatives. : (In this sub-question, kindly mark ”x” next 

to each chosen alternative (you can make multiple choices)) 
 

i. We do screening ourselves. 
ii. We use external service providers (screening companies and / or asset 

managers) for screening. 
iii. We follow responsible investment guidelines (specify which guidelines) 

 
1. We follow the guidelines provided by: (You can write here which 

responsible investment guidelines you might possibly follow) 
 

 
iv. If you have additional comments, please write them here: 
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OPINIONS I 
 

Please select one alternative per row that best describes your opinion. 
 
(Kindly indicate the number 1 – 8 next to each sentence, according to your choice. The scale is: 

 1=Completely disagree, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7=Completely agree, 8=I do not know.) 

 
a) It is difficult to define what responsible investment means in practice. 
b) Information regarding responsible investment is easy to understand. 
c) The studies regarding responsible investment are reliable. 
d) The implementation of responsible investment is doable. 
e) Practical guidelines how to implement responsible investment are missing. 
f) The accessibility ("doability") of responsible investment should be facilitated. 
g) Responsible investment is too "green". 
h) Investing responsibly means lower financial return. 
i) If responsible investment means compromises in financial return, we cannot do it. 
j) Credible implementation of responsible investment is difficult. 
k) If you have additional comments, please write them here: 

 

OPINIONS II 
 
Please select one alternative per row that best describes your opinion. 
 
(Kindly indicate the number 1 – 8 next to each sentence, according to your choice. The scale is: 

 1=Completely disagree, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7=Completely agree, 8=I do not know.) 

 
a) Pension institutions should do responsible investment. 
b) Responsible investment is part of risk management. 
c) Ensuring the reputation of a pension fund is one of the main reasons why to decide upon 

the viewpoint regarding responsible investment. 
d) A pension institution is a responsible investor, if it takes care of its liabilities. 
e) A minimum requirement to be a responsible investor is to follow legislation and rules. 
f) To be a responsible investor, a pension fund must take into account environmental, social 

and gorvernance issues, or environmental, social and ethical issues. 
g) If only environmental, or social, or governance, or ethical aspect is taken into account in 

an investment strategy, it means a pension fund is a responsible investor. 
h) A responsible Investment strategy will make a huge difference in terms of which 

companies are held in portfolio. 
i) A responsible Investment strategy will make a huge difference in the sector composition 

of the investment portfolio. 
j) A responsible Investment strategy implies that we apply ethical screens after we selected 

for financial return. 
k) A responsible Investment strategy implies that we make a financially informed decision 

after we selected the unethical companies out of the investment universe. 
l) A required characteristic for responsible investment is transparency. 
m) Investments in countries that have severe breaches of international norms, or in 

companies in those countries, can also be classified responsible investments. 
n) Investing in domestic companies is responsible investment. 
o) Funds that promote employment are an example of responsible investment. 
p) For pension institutions, it is responsible investment to choose investments with best 

profit. 
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q) It is responsible investment to invest into companies that advance people's quality of life. 
r) It is responsible investment to invest into companies that advance people's quality of life. 
s) The aspiration for responsible investment origins from companies (investment targets) 

that follow legislation and rules. 
t) Our pension institution is likely to keep the current investment strategy instead of 

updating it. 
u) Our asset managers proactively tell us how they take into account our investment strategy 

and policies. 
v) We control regularly the implementation of our investment strategy with our asset 

managers. 
w) Asset managers and / or screening companies have proactively offered us screening 

services. 
x) Responsible investment is too expensive due to the prices of the screening services. 
y) We want to be aware of what other pension funds do regarding responsible investment, as 

it can impact our choices. 
z) Asset managers have used responsible investment as a marketing tool when in contact 

with us. 
 
If you have additional comments, please write them here: 
 
 
To what extent do the following factors drive your current investment strategy? 

 
(Kindly indicate the number 1 – 8 next to each sentence, according to your choice. The scale is: 

1= no impact, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7=very big impact, 8=I do not know.) 

 

 
a) Experiences from the financial crisis 
b) Political reasons 
c) Risk management aspects 
d) Taxational benefits 
e) Estimated future changes in national legislation. 
f) Estimated future changes in EU legislation. 
g) Our board 
h) Other organisation responsible for our investments. 
i) Competitors' investment strategies 
j) Customers 
k) Asset management companies that we use 
l) Pension fund association 
m) Pensioners 
n) Environmental considerations 
o) Ethical considerations 
p) Financial return 
q) Governance issues 
r) Media threat 
s) Prices of service providers and asset managers 
t) Social considerations 
u) Added value for future 
v) Corporate image (of our pension institution) 
x) Practicality of implementation 
y) Investment trends 
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Other main factors that may impact your investment strategy: please specify them, and 
their level of impact (1=no impact - 6=very big impact) 
 
 

If you were about to change your investment strategy imminently, how would you change it in 
respect to responsible investment? 

 
(Kindly indicate  ”x” next to the chosen alternative.) 

 
1= No responsible investments 
2= Muck less responsible investments 
3= Less responsible investments 
4= The same amount of responsible investments. 
5= More responsible investments 
6= Much more responsible investments 
7= I do not know.  
 

If you have additional comments, please write them here: 
 

 

What prohibits responsible investment in your organisation? 
 

(Kindly indicate the number 1 – 8 next to each sentence, according to your choice. The scale is: 

1= does not prohibit, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7=prohibits a lot, 8=I do not know.) 

 
a) Credible implementation is difficult. 
b) Defining responsible investment is difficult. 
c) Lack of resources. 
d) Level of financial return. 
e) No perceived interest in nor need for responsible investment. 
f) Prices of the (responsible investment) services. 
g) Threat of being considered too "green" an investor (an "eco-warrior"). 
 
If desired, you can specify additional prohibitors here: 

 
 

If the investment targets (companies) do not fulfill your investment strategy criteria, what are 

you most likely to do? Please choose the alternative that best describes your opinion. 

 
(Kindly indicate the number 1 – 8 next to chosen alternative. The scale is: 

 1=Completely disagree, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7=Completely agree, 8=I do not know.) 

 
a) We divest. 
b) We start an engagement process. 
c) We start a collaborative engagement process. 
d) We join an existing collaborative engagement process. 
e) We terminate the contracts with our asset managers / mutual fund companies. 
f) We don't do anything. 
g) Other 
 
Please write here what are you likely to do ("other"): 
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If you were about to choose a professional service provider (a screening company) to facilitate 

responsible investment for your pension institution, which of the following would impact your 
choice? 

 
(Kindly indicate the number 1 – 8 next to each sentence, according to your choice. The scale is: 

 1=No impact, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7=Very big impact, 8=I do not know.) 

 

 
a) Both asset management and screening services are from the same service provider. 
b) High level of cooperation between the screening company and our asset management 
companies. 
c) Good relationships (e.g earlier customer relationship). 
d) Long-term cooperation. 
e) Readiness of the provider to be liable for the screening results. 
f) Reputation. 
g) References. 
h) The company should be an asset management company, and screening should be 
included in their normal services and fees. 
i) The overall result of a tender (competitive bidding). 
j) Best fit to our responsible investment culture. 
k) Reliability of screening. 
l) Tailor-made services and products for our needs. 
m) The geographical coverage of screening fitting our needs. 
n) The products must be clear and comprehensible. 
o) Total price of the services and products. 
p) Ability of the provider to deliver added value for us. 
q) Ability to transform screening results into financial terms. 
 
Other factors, please specify them, and their level of impact: 

 

 

AT LAST, TWO QUESTIONS FOR PENSION INSTITUTIONS THAT 

ENGAGE IN RESPONSIBLE INVESTMENT: 
 
If your pension institution engages in responsible investment: What are the main forms? 

 
(Kindly indicate  ”x” next to the chosen alternatives. You can make multiple choices.) 

 
a) Negative screening / exclusion 
b) Positive screening 
c) Best-in-class 
d) Engagement 
e) Collaborative engagement 
f) Community investment 
g) Integration 
h) Norm-based approach 
i) Other 
j) I do not know 
k) If desired, please give additional specification here: 
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If your pension institution engages in responsible investment: To which asset classes do you 

apply responsible investment criteria? 
 

 
(Kindly indicate  ”x” next to the chosen alternatives. You can make multiple choices.) 

 
a) Listed equity (developed markets) 
b) Listed equity (emerging markets) 
c) Fixed income - sovereign and other non-corporate issuers 
d) Fixed income - corporate issuers 
e) Private equity 
f) Listed real estate or property 
g) Non-listed real estate or property 
h) Hedge funds 
i) Commodities 
j) Infrastructure 
k) Cash 
l) Other 
m) We have a "full" approach across asset classes 
n) I do not know 
 
If desired, please give additional specification here: 
 
 
 

Kindly provide your contact information. It will then be possible for me to send you a small gift 
and a summary of the results in appreciation of your time. YOUR CONTACT 

INFORMATION WILL NOT BE USED FOR ANY OTHER PURPOSES. 
 

Your name (first name & last name) 
Name of the pension institution 
Street address 
Postal code and city 
Country 
E-mail address 

 


