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Introduction

As banks publicly recalibrate their climate strategies—scaling 
back targets, removing climate-linked remuneration, and 
stepping back from alliances—the real story lies beneath 
the headlines. In her latest report for CCE, Culture meets 
climate, Tina Mavraki argues that leadership culture, not 
external pressure alone, is shaping these decisions. Drawing 
on over 15 senior-level interviews and engagement with 
350 stakeholders, the report shows that how banks manage 
their internal cultures is directly influencing their approach to 
climate risk, strategy, and communication. Yet, despite this, 
most banks still underestimate or mismanage the cultural 
foundations that drive effective climate action. 

This report builds on Mavraki’s 2024 publication, Leadership Insight: corporate 
culture, which introduces the Corporate Supermap and the Five-step 
Sequence: effective tools for improving culture to create long-term value. 

Research

•	 15 confidential bank insider 
interviews 

•	 350 engagements with 
directors, investors, senior 
executives, and policymakers 

•	 65 interviews with senior 
executives for the original insight

https://climatehughes.org/corporate-culture-tina-mavraki/
https://climatehughes.org/corporate-culture-tina-mavraki/
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Behind banks’ current 
climate pivots, it is their 
leadership and decision-
making that counts
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Background 

The new climate tone from the US administration 
is pulling banks in different directions on their 
climate strategies. But behind the stark headlines, 
we should focus on the quality of leadership and 
decision-making - not necessarily the decisions 
themselves. In short, we should be paying closer 
attention to the state of these banks’ corporate 
cultures. 

As part of my wider research on culture involving 
over 400 participants, I recently conducted 15 
senior-level confidential interviews within banks 
on this topic.  It became clear that each bank faces 
unique operating exposures and serves different 
client bases, which shape what is most prudent 
for its climate strategy in the current environment. 
However, the state of culture performance around 
climate management is quite variable – concerning 
in quite a few cases, constructive in others. Key 
issues emerged, including excess share of voice, 
emotional decision-making, shifting accountability, 
risk disconnects, and middle-management 
exclusion. All of these have material implications for 
client service, talent performance, cost control, and 
brand value. 

Despite culture evidently driving climate 
management, banks still don’t give corporate 
culture the strategic attention it deserves. Nor 
do they involve their culture expert teams in their 
strategic climate pivoting process. Why? 

Nine months ago, I published a detailed policy 
paper on the financial materiality of corporate 
culture at banks, in collaboration with the Centre for 
Climate Engagement, Cambridge. I then embarked 
on a 6-month engagement with 350 senior 
participants. My overall conclusion is that corporate 
culture remains largely misunderstood and 
mismanaged at banks. Because the foundations are 
missing, culture is typically reduced to a regulatory 
agenda item and a set of disconnected statistics. 
Its practical operating and financial significance 
escapes the attention of boards and executive 
leadership. As a result, banks’ culture executives 
have a marginal impact on the business. This leaves 
banks exposed operationally and financially in an 
increasingly complex operating environment. 

Banks cannot control their external environment – 
but they can control the state of their culture.  By 
stitching back their culture performance - bit by bit 
and business application by business application 
- banks have a unique opportunity improve their 
operational and financial performance and better 
insulate themselves against external turmoil. 
Climate pivoting is a great occasion to do just that.

Recent climate 
pivot headlines 

•	 scaling back climate 
targets

•	 dropping climate 
remuneration metrics 

•	 losing sustainability 
heads 

•	 withdrawing from NZBA

https://climatehughes.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/12/20241205-Leadership-Insight-corporate-culture.pdf
https://climatehughes.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/12/20241205-Leadership-Insight-corporate-culture.pdf
https://www.ft.com/content/93bb3ae2-2910-42e9-aa3a-584c27011efe?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.ft.com/content/93bb3ae2-2910-42e9-aa3a-584c27011efe?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://pinnacleofinvestment.com/2025/02/18/barclays-and-natwest-remove-climate-targets-from-annual-executive-pay/
https://pinnacleofinvestment.com/2025/02/18/barclays-and-natwest-remove-climate-targets-from-annual-executive-pay/
https://sustainabilitymag.com/articles/what-led-to-the-departure-of-barclays-groups-cso?
https://sustainabilitymag.com/articles/what-led-to-the-departure-of-barclays-groups-cso?
https://www.reuters.com/sustainability/cop/us-finance-ceos-challenged-leaving-climate-pacts-by-democratic-lawmakers-2025-05-15/
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the current climate 
debate at banks  
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In my recent interviews with 15 board directors and 
senior executives, I sought to understand not only 
their climate decisions but also the leadership and 
decision-making context behind them. I asked 
questions such as: 

•	 What commercial purpose does these 
decisions serve, across which business lines 
and what time horizons? 

•	 Who actually decides, who owns, and who is 
accountable for these decisions? 

•	 How clearly, coherently, and effectively are 
these decisions communicated and endorsed 
across the organisation? 

•	 What are the expected outcomes in terms of 
profitability, share of wallet, and client loyalty - 
and against what risks? 

•	 How are culture experts involved in the strategic 
climate pivoting process?

These questions map directly to the five pillars of 
corporate culture: purpose, leadership, internal 
dynamics, governance, and behaviours. In my 
culture policy paper, I analysed these pillars 
extensively and argued that it is the congruence 
between them that determines the effectiveness of 
culture performance. The congruence determines 
whether a bank is likely to come together - or 
fragment further apart – when determining a 
strategy and executing it profitably.

The two sides of the current climate debate:
Side 1: Tariffs and geopolitics are dwarfing risk-management focus.  

The fear of outright litigation and losing US state contracts is real. 

Notwithstanding banks’ engagement efforts, their clients are ultimately 

responsible for their choices. Policy coordination and clarity are materially 

behind. 

Side 2: Physical events are eating into balance sheets.  

Climate-led business interruptions (e.g., water security and employee health) 

are affecting interest repayments. Bankability is receding together with 

insurance capacity. Insurance premia are eating into project Internal Rates 

of Return. Credible credit assessment is now conducted at the asset and the 

holding company  level.

https://climatehughes.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/12/20241205-Leadership-Insight-corporate-culture.pdf
https://www.bankingriskandregulation.com/geopolitics-and-tech-disruption-dominate-cro-summit/?xnpe_tifc=bDnp4DYZhfe_xIVjx._X4jpsafeWaeiWhFWlRf8LtuJLE9PLRds1Rf89hf8Wajxcbus-rFYjhkhsbDVl4Fb8xfnJ4dYT&utm_source=exponea&utm_campaign=BRR%20-%20Weekly%20Digest%20-%20Newsletter%20-%2023.05.25&utm_medium=email
https://www.washingtonpost.com/climate-environment/2025/03/24/epa-green-bank-grants-biden/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.ft.com/content/93bb3ae2-2910-42e9-aa3a-584c27011efe?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.ft.com/content/93bb3ae2-2910-42e9-aa3a-584c27011efe?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.reuters.com/business/finance/us-regional-banks-with-florida-operations-brace-hurricane-fallout-2024-10-28/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.ft.com/content/c907d5f7-1a85-4527-8970-d0e157138f7e?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.americanprogress.org/article/managing-the-climate-change-fueled-property-insurance-crisis/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.americanprogress.org/article/managing-the-climate-change-fueled-property-insurance-crisis/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
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The insights gathered varied widely. Some banks 
are navigating this process constructively, quite 
a few dysfunctionally, and many in between. Here 
are some of the dysfunctional and constructive 
themes that emerged, organised by culture pillar:

On the dysfunctional side, some banks are 
adjusting their corporate purpose and strategic 
climate direction based on emotion, arguing 
that it was never the role of banks to sacrifice 

profit for climate preservation. As a senior 
executive put it: "The top is too far removed 
from reality. It feels like a broken telephone 
one to two levels down the chain." In leadership 
and behaviours, executive teams are often 
deferring key decisions and responsibilities to 
their boards, feeling ill-equipped to manage the 
consequences of their decisions. This 'passing 
the hot potato' dynamic undermines expert 
input, increases confusion, and fuels fight-flight-

freeze reactions throughout the organisation. 
"The board needs to make a decision here, 
and they're not coming clean yet on climate. 
The conversation is now down to very senior 
people in the bank", explained a senior 
manging director. Elsewhere, dominant 
board chair voices and vocal investors are 
skewing the bank's strategic direction. On 
internal dynamics, some sustainability heads 
are being removed or merged into other 
functions, citing that climate strategy is now 
fully integrated. Where this isn't the case, 
confused instructions, office politics, and 
operating gaps ensue. Some senior climate 
executives reported that "the lawyers are 
now in the room", meaning that litigation risk 
and short-term liabilities are dominating the 
discussion, crowding out the commercial 
case and other forms of expertise.  On 
governance, most banks have scaled back 
their climate risk teams, but kept climate 
reporting units intact, signalling confused 
priorities and possible greenwashing risks. 
Others have halted further internal climate 
analysis or ceased strategic risk transfer 
discussions with the insurance sector, 
despite public warnings from insurers. 
"Climate is over", shared a senior risk officer. 
"We're withdrawing climate from the agenda 
and we're withdrawing from climate risk 
initiatives. It's whatever the line of command 
says".

https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2025/apr/03/climate-crisis-on-track-to-destroy-capitalism-warns-allianz-insurer?utm_source=chatgpt.com
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The prudential risk management consequences 
are serious. Credit risk models are in danger of 
becoming more  backward-looking, setting their 
banks up for more accidents waiting to happen, 
like in the 2025 Los Angeles fires.   Top-to-middle-
management and risk-to-front-line disconnects 
waste time and resources, cost banks money, 
and may even threaten a bank's survival. From 
a commercial perspective, intermittent or 
slower client servicing weakens pricing power, 
client loyalty, increases complaints. Removing 
climate from their perimeter risks missing out on 
profitable green growth opportunities, as recently 
highlighted by the London Stock Exchange Group. 
Broadly, strategic back-and-forth erodes brand 
equity and inflates operating costs.

By contrast, banks navigating their climate pivots 
constructively are leaning into their central and 
on-the-ground climate expertise. They are 
synthesising business intelligence to update 
business forecasts. They are dispassionately 
calculating their green share of wallet which 
is "increasing significantly in target areas for 
some banks", as a senior executive reported. 
They are focusing on their green margins and the 
commercial cost of losing their green brand equity 
value, which they may soon have to rebuild. This 
senior banker's take on leadership and governance 
as quite telling and representative this peer group: 
"We're at table stakes here; we are trying to 
maintain a coherent strategy. Prudence needs 

to prevail over ideology. Our bank's essential 
governance is coming closer to the real issues 
at hand and is managing them in a balanced 
and pragmatic way. This sends clear messages 
throughout the organisation". Some banks are 
executing their client engagement plans quietly, 
adjusting their language to manage external 
signals carefully, and planning on a three-five-
year business horizon. "Climate risk is now being 
replaced by terms like resiliency and supply chain 
risk mitigation", shared a board director.  What 
these banks seem to have in common is a strong 
and visible CEO, with a strong sense of ownership 
and dynamic strategic clarity. "We see our CEO 
walk the floor regularly. He's firm, committed, 
active, and opportunity-focused. This gives us a 
clear sense of direction", shared a senior banker. 
Another said: "Our CEO has a profound sense 
of long-termism and business. He's the one 
anchoring the conversations in the bank."  This 
says a lot about how important leadership is in 
setting the cultural tone around climate. 

The reality is nuanced, or as a senior banker put 
it: "Different dynamics are at play in each bank". 
Many banks are experiencing both constructive 
and dysfunctional dynamics at once. However, one 
thing is clear: this strategic climate recalibration is, 
at its core, a cultural issue. It has material financial 
implications that many bank leaders may be 
ignoring at their peril. 

https://www.ft.com/content/c9919c02-8328-4fa0-af4d-a108770a9f73?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.bankingriskandregulation.com/la-wildfires-expose-banks-to-hidden-financial-risks/
https://www.bankingriskandregulation.com/la-wildfires-expose-banks-to-hidden-financial-risks/
https://www.bankingriskandregulation.com/la-wildfires-expose-banks-to-hidden-financial-risks/
https://podcasts.apple.com/us/podcast/edwin-schooling-latter-ex-fca-regulator-now-mizuhos/id1619958232?i=1000712166720
https://www.ft.com/content/209212d3-2560-4523-8799-064bbfb947eb?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.bis.org/speeches/sp230914.htm?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.lseg.com/content/dam/lseg/en_us/documents/sustainability/investing-in-green-economy-2025.pdf
https://www.lseg.com/content/dam/lseg/en_us/documents/sustainability/investing-in-green-economy-2025.pdf
https://hbr.org/2021/07/why-do-so-many-strategies-fail?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://hbr.org/2021/07/why-do-so-many-strategies-fail?utm_source=chatgpt.com
file:///C:\Users\tinam\Downloads\ebrd-climate-transition-of-the-financial-sector-2025.pdf
file:///C:\Users\tinam\Downloads\ebrd-climate-transition-of-the-financial-sector-2025.pdf
file:///C:\Users\tinam\Downloads\ebrd-climate-transition-of-the-financial-sector-2025.pdf
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My engagement with 350 directors, investors, 
executives, and policy-makers on culture has led 
me to conclude that corporate culture remains 
worryingly misunderstood and poorly managed 
in banking. The financial consequences and 
implications of neglecting culture are severe, yet 
banks still don’t really appreciate the transmission 
mechanisms with which culture makes or loses 
them money. 

Interestingly, most executives strongly identify as 
recipients of their organisation's culture. Once they 
step out of their personal experiences, however, 
they fail to understand culture as an executive tool 
to further their business. 

Many use the word 'culture' loosely, making it tricky 
to pin down a useful definition. Most definitions 
centre on theoretical values and behaviours, 
missing the context provided by the banks’ 
purpose, traits, organisational and business 
planning, and financial prospects. There is a clear 
disconnect between financials, commercial 
strategy storyline, and people management. 

As a result, there is little agreement on a robust 
framework with clear metrics, measurement or 
monitoring tools, or realistic desired outcomes. 
Most culture initiatives - like DE&I or 'speak-up' 
programmes – remain disconnected from the 
business and don’t get integrated effectively 

into the bank’s governance. There is also a lot 
of confusion around what 'good' looks like in 
culture performance. Many banks fall into the trap 
of 'virtue-wishing', aspiring to unrealistic ideals 
that widen the gap with reality. Without culture 
foundations, it is hard to agree on ownership and 
responsibility in culture development, and make 
effective interventions. 

In this context, it is easy to appreciate why banking 
culture expert teams remain excluded from climate 
pivoting efforts. Given their expertise, they could 
help improve internal alignment, strengthen 
organisational cohesion between risk, front 
lines, top and middle management, and connect 
strategy to conducive behaviours. Instead, culture 
executives mainly focus on designing high-level 
behavioural prototypes and mindset frameworks, 
without testing and embedding them in real-life 
commercial scenarios like climate change – or AI,  
another big banking theme. As a senior business 
executive summarised: "Culture is never active 
in our business. It never goes into the meat of 
the situation and it’s not programmatic in its 
interventions."

Culture dashboards typically focus on conduct 
headline statistics, employee demographics, and 
engagement survey results. They critically overlook 
metrics like cross-functional collaboration, 
employee bandwidth, resource utilisation, change 

readiness, upward feedback penetration rates, 
and appetite for risk or initiative. However, these 
metrics are essential for robust governance, 
operational adaptation and resilience, and 
profitability in volatile times. In fact, these metrics 
ground employee well-being and inclusivity, but are 
rarely included in employee surveys. Even during 
employee restructurings, culture experts are rarely 
brought in to help restore organisational health and 
integration. 

In this context, we shouldn’t wonder why banks 
are resistant to change, operate in strict silos, 
adapt slowly to climate change and AI, or see rising 
levels of non-financial misconduct - and fraud. 
These are all likely contributors to banks’ steady 
underperformance versus other  industries. 

 

https://www.europeanfinancialreview.com/the-shift-to-digital-in-retail-banking-corporate-culture-as-a-hidden-barrier/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.europeanfinancialreview.com/the-shift-to-digital-in-retail-banking-corporate-culture-as-a-hidden-barrier/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.europeanfinancialreview.com/the-shift-to-digital-in-retail-banking-corporate-culture-as-a-hidden-barrier/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.forbes.com/councils/forbestechcouncil/2023/04/27/embracing-humanity-in-the-age-of-ai-the-importance-of-company-culture/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.forbes.com/sites/joemckendrick/2025/05/08/7-steps-to-building-an-ai-ready-corporate-culture/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.afr.com/companies/financial-services/ai-in-banking-challenges-opportunities-and-the-cloud-advantage-20250306-p5lhjx?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.fca.org.uk/data/culture-non-financial-misconduct-survey-findings
https://www.fca.org.uk/data/culture-non-financial-misconduct-survey-findings
https://www.mckinsey.com/industries/financial-services/our-insights/global-banking-annual-review
https://www.mckinsey.com/industries/financial-services/our-insights/global-banking-annual-review
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So why have banks made so little progress on culture, despite the strong 
regulatory focus following the 2008 crisis? My sense is that fundamentally, 
banks are not well-equipped to think or operate in terms of systems. The do not 
really grasp systems and interdependencies internally in their organisation, or 
externally, in response to climate or geopolitics. They appreciate the concept 
of systems thinking, but they struggle to act on it. They generally manage in 
verticals and on the basis of key themes, but they don’t necessarily synthesise 
the big picture - i.e., act horizontally, understand key interdependencies, and 
identify root causes. 

This realisation is critical for banking leaders who want to make successful 
interventions; they need to understand what their people can realistically 
absorb. Their culture interventions should be local, rooted in a specific business 
need that is financially or strategically material. Their plans need to be clear, 
simple, based on root-causes, and grounded coherently in the five culture 
pillars. Monitoring tools must go beyond behaviours and track operational and 
financial outcomes. Only after they have made a successful intervention, should 
they move to the next challenge. For practical solutions, my policy paper offers 
a culture framework and specific recommendations that banking leaders may 
wish to consult. Broad macro-culture programmes don’t work; they get lost 
in the business context, drain executive patience, and soon lose their budget 
allocation.

Today’s business environment is rife with complexity and uncertainty. Culture, by 
contrast, is an organisational and business issue that banks can take control over 
to improve their organisational health, response time, and effective adaptation 
to business challenges. In turn, these will help banks be more pre-emptive and 
operationally agile, and protect their profit margins against external threats. A 
fresh look at climate strategy processes is a good occasion to build their culture 
performance and learn one step at a time.

The root cause: banks struggle 
to operate in systems

https://thesystemsthinker.com/making-the-jump-to-systems-thinking/
https://climatehughes.org/corporate-culture-tina-mavraki/
https://climatehughes.org/corporate-culture-tina-mavraki/
https://climatehughes.org/corporate-culture-tina-mavraki/
https://www.reuters.com/business/finance/wells-fargo-ceo-goes-fixer-builder-regulators-lift-punishments-2025-06-04/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
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