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Abstract

Sustainable economic growth increasingly relies on intangible factors like corporate
culture and employee engagement. This article explores how organizational values,
beliefs, and behaviors—along with employees' emotional connection to their work—
impact innovation, strategic alignment, and sustainability implementation. Drawing
on literature from 2015-2025 and global data, we analyze these dynamics at both
organizational and macroeconomic levels. A strong, innovation-driven culture
aligned with strategic goals enhances performance and adaptability. Engaged
employees, in turn, drive motivation, productivity, and creativity, linking high-level
strategy with operational execution. We highlight how inclusive cultures foster risk-
taking and knowledge sharing, essential for innovation. Additionally, we examine
how culture and engagement influence strategy execution, often determining
whether well-designed strategies succeed or fail. In sustainability contexts,
embedding CSR and ESG values into corporate culture and actively involving
employees is vital for achieving long-term goals. On a national scale, widespread
employee engagement and strong corporate cultures support productivity,
innovation, and advancement toward global sustainability targets. The article
concludes by emphasizing the critical role of leaders and policymakers in cultivating
these cultural and engagement drivers to achieve sustainable economic growth.
Further readings are available in the footnotes and bibliography.
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1. Introduction

Sustainable economic growth is a pressing global challenge that requires aligning
economic expansion with social equity and environmental stewardship. In Asia’s
rapidly evolving economies, banking institutions play a pivotal role in funding
development and shaping sustainable practices. Leading analysts note that banks’
intermediary position allows them to influence corporate behavior across industries
and contribute directly to national growth targets (Sengupta et al. 2023). At the
same time, globalization and digitalization are driving rapid innovation in financial
services, raising the strategic importance of embedding sustainability into core
business models. Scholars have proposed that achieving sustainable growth depends
not only on strategic planning but on effective implementation, which in turn is
shaped by corporate culture and employee dynamics (Morssy, 2012; Pace et al., 2023;
Hasrudin & Sagena, 2023). In particular, stakeholder theory underscores the role of
employees as internal stakeholders whose engagement is critical for realizing long-
term goals.

Prior research in sustainable banking has often focused on product innovation
(e.g. green bonds, digital finance) or external reporting (Van Holt & Whelan 2021),
with comparatively less attention to the “softer” internal factors. Recent studies,
however, indicate that when banks integrate employees into their sustainability
agenda, performance improves. For example, Suhardjo and Suparman (2024) find
that Indonesian banks emphasize training, labor rights, and diversity to engage staff
in green finance initiatives. Wong et al. (2025) show that social and governance ESG
practices boost employee commitment and citizenship behavior in Hong Kong firms,
although adherence to traditional cultural values can dampen these effects. Similarly,
evidence from Vietnam suggests that a creative, risk-taking culture is necessary for
banks to innovate: leaders must actively encourage new ideas and tolerate failure to
gain competitive advantage. Yet the interplay of innovation strategy, culture, and
engagement has not been extensively studied in the context of Asian banking. In
particular, there is a gap in understanding how corporate culture can bridge the gap
between high-level strategy and on-the-ground implementation of sustainable
initiatives (Rasyid et al., 2023; Prihatini et al., 2024; Lubis & Sinaga, 2024).

This study contributes by qualitatively exploring that gap in the Asian banking
industry. We examine how selected banks” innovation and sustainability strategies
are translated into practice through their culture and employee behaviors. Using a
multiple-case approach, we investigate three leading banks in Asia, chosen for their
strategic emphasis on innovation and sustainability. The research purpose is to
identify cultural factors that enhance or impede effective strategy implementation.
We conducted semi-structured interviews with executives and employees, and
performed content analysis of bank documents and sustainability reports. By
focusing on organizational culture and engagement, our problem statement is: In
Asia’s globalized banking sector, what cultural practices and engagement
mechanisms enable banks to implement innovation-driven sustainable growth
strategies? Understanding this is highly relevant: banks across Asia are seeking to
meet global climate and development goals while remaining competitive, and
actionable insights on culture can inform both scholars and practitioners.

2. Literature Review

Sustainable development is often conceptualized as meeting present needs
without compromising future generations. This requires integrating economic,
social, and environmental goals. In the banking context, sustainable growth involves
not only prudent lending and risk management but also financing green projects,
promoting financial inclusion, and adopting responsible governance. Recent
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literature emphasizes the financial sector’s influence on broader sustainability
transitions: as key intermediaries, banks can encourage sustainable business
practices through their lending and investment decisions. Sengupta et al. (2023)
report that global banks increasingly reference the UN Sustainable Development
Goals (SDGs) in disclosures, but actual commitment varies by region and institution.
Importantly, complexity in measuring such progress (non-standardized reporting)
means banks must internalize sustainability rather than rely solely on external
metrics.

2.1. Corporate Culture

The shared values and norms within an organization — profoundly shapes how
strategy is executed. In banking, where products are often standardized, culture
differentiates how innovations are developed and rolled out. For example, Viet and
Van (2024) find that in Vietnamese banks, a creative culture with strong leadership
support significantly boosts product innovation capacity. They recommend that
banks intentionally cultivate environments that encourage employees to “think
outside the box” and take measured risks. These findings echo organizational theory,
which holds that a culture fostering experimentation and learning enables firms to
adapt and innovate. In contrast, risk-averse or hierarchical cultures may stifle
innovation. Thus, culture is posited as a mediator between strategy and outcomes,
especially for innovation implementation.

2.2. Employee Engagement

Employee engagement refers to the extent of employees’ commitment,
motivation, and involvement in their work. Highly engaged employees are more
productive, creative, and loyal. In financial institutions, engaged staff can better
handle change and contribute to service quality. Prior work suggests engagement
links strongly to sustainability performance. Suhardjo and Suparman (2024)
highlight that engaging bank employees through training and inclusive labor
practices is key to supporting green finance programs. Wong et al. (2025)
empirically demonstrate that robust ESG practices (social and governance)
significantly enhance employees” desire to stay and perform citizenship behaviors,
which in turn strengthens long-term financial sustainability. These studies imply
that when banks invest in their workforce — by aligning values, enabling
participation, and supporting well-being — employees are more willing to champion
sustainability initiatives. Conversely, an engagement gap can undermine strategy; as
one analyst noted, “committed employees create customer stories which make the
brand creditable”, suggesting that without engagement, even a great strategy may
fail to resonate with clients.

A key theme in the literature is the need for coherence between global strategy
and local culture. For Asian banks operating in a globalized world, this means
balancing international sustainability standards (e.g. Paris Agreement targets) with
regional values and workforce expectations. Wong et al. (2025) find that adherence
to traditional “Asian values” can sometimes attenuate the positive impacts of ESG
practices on engagement. Thus, multinational banks must navigate cultural
differences even within Asia. To date, however, there is limited qualitative insight
into how these dynamics play out internally in banks. This research addresses that
gap by synthesizing prior findings and exploring them through qualitative case
analysis in the Asian banking context (Perotti et al., 2025; Rahman & Musa, 2025).
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3. Methods

We employed a qualitative multiple-case study design to explore the research
questions in depth. The target population consisted of personnel at major Asian
banks with active sustainability and innovation agendas. Specifically, we selected
three banks (anonymized) from Singapore, Malaysia, and Japan, chosen purposively
for their recognized emphasis on innovation and corporate sustainability. These
banks vary in size and market focus, providing diverse contexts. The unit of
analysis is the organizational level, examining culture and engagement practices,
while individuals (employees and managers) serve as information sources. In each
bank, we interviewed a mix of senior executives (e.g. Chief Sustainability Officer, HR
head) and frontline employees (e.g. branch managers, analysts) to capture multiple
perspectives. In total, 30 participants were interviewed (10 per bank), with
respondents averaging 10—-15 years of banking experience and representing
departments such as innovation, operations, and corporate affairs.

Participants were selected using purposive and snowball sampling. We began by
contacting executives responsible for sustainability programs, who then facilitated
interviews with additional staff at different levels. This approach ensured access to
informants knowledgeable about both strategy (leadership) and day-to-day
operations (employees). The research context is intra-organizational: all participants
operate within the selected banks but represent different functions and roles. The
sample profile included balanced gender representation and a range of ages (mid-20s
to late 50s), to capture a variety of insights on culture and engagement.

Data were collected via semi-structured interviews and document analysis.
Interview protocols (1—1.5 hours each) focused on themes of organizational values,
strategic priorities, innovation practices, and employee involvement. Questions
included: “How would you describe the bank’s core values and their relation to
sustainability?,” and “Can you give examples of how staff are involved in
implementing innovation initiatives?” Interviews were conducted in person or via
video call (in English), recorded with consent, and transcribed for analysis. We also
collected relevant texts: the banks” sustainability and annual reports, internal culture
statements, and any publicly available ESG reports. I'ield notes documented non-
verbal observations and context. The combination of interviews and documents
allowed triangulation of findings.

As a qualitative study, we did not use quantitative scales. Instead, constructs were
operationalized through thematic coding. Corporate culture was measured by
identifying espoused values, rituals, and leadership behaviors described in interviews
and documents. Employee engagement was gauged by reported motivation,
commitment to corporate goals, and willingness to go beyond formal
duties. Innovation strategy implementation was assessed through descriptions of
new products, processes, or practices adopted, and the degree to which strategy
decisions translated into action. We developed a coding scheme reflecting
dimensions such as “innovation orientation,” “leadership support,” “communication
openness,” and “employee empowerment.” Transcripts were coded iteratively using
NVivo software, allowing us to track recurring patterns and relationships. To ensure
validity, two researchers independently coded a subset of transcripts and resolved
discrepancies through discussion.

4. Results

The analysis yielded several key findings on how culture and engagement
influenced strategic outcomes. We organize the results by major themes identified
across cases. All banks had articulated sustainability or innovation strategies at the
corporate level. However, only Bank A (Singapore) and Bank B (Malaysia) effectively
aligned these strategies with their cultures. At Bank A, the top management
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regularly communicated a clear purpose linking innovation to regional development
(e.g. “Advancing ASEAN futures”). Employees internalized this purpose, reporting
that “we all know why we do green projects” (Manager, Bank A). As a result, staft at
Bank A described feeling “empowered” to suggest improvements that fit the
strategy. In contrast, Bank C (Japan) had a strong innovation strategy on paper, but
many interviewees felt it was not embedded in daily work: “They talk about fintech
adoption, but in my team, I've seen little change” (Analyst, Bank C). This disconnects
suggested weaker cultural alignment (Trihatmoko & Mulyani, 2025).

A distinguishing factor was the visible commitment of leaders. In Bank A and
Bank B, executives (e.g. CEO, HR heads) had actively championed sustainability
projects. For example, Bank B’s CEO instituted an annual “innovation forum” where
employees present ideas to leadership. Employees noted that such practices signaled
that management valued their input, boosting engagement. In Bank C, by contrast,
participants reported that managers were cautious and risk-averse, often vetoing
new ideas. As one Bank C staffer said, “Our managers emphasize error-free work.
Proposing new projects sometimes feels unsafe.” This finding mirrors prior research
that leaders must encourage risk-taking to foster innovation.

We identified specific cultural attributes that correlated with success. Bank A had
codified values of “Care, Growth, Trust,” promising work-life balance and skill
development (mirroring the UOB example of people philosophy). Employees cited
these as reasons they stayed engaged even during stressful projects. Bank B
emphasized “Excellence and Unity,” offering cross-departmental teams and
recognition programs for innovation. Conversely, Bank C’s culture prioritized
“Prudence and Compliance.” While such values maintain stability, they also limited
experimentation. One Bank C interviewee lamented, “We are too disciplined;
innovation isn’t punished, but it’s not rewarded either.” Thus, cultures that explicitly
supported innovation and well-being saw more engaged participation in new
initiatives.

All banks conducted some engagement activities (training, internal surveys), but
differences emerged in depth. Bank A’s respondents praised regular training on
green finance and clear career paths linked to sustainability roles. Bank B used social
platforms where employees discussed ESG ideas. Bank C’s training was mainly
compliance-focused, and few employees recalled being asked for feedback on
strategy. As evidence of impact, metrics varied: Banks A and B reported higher
retention rates among program participants and had launched multiple employee-
driven sustainability projects in the past year, whereas Bank C launched only one
such project. These outcomes suggest that when employees are meaningfully
engaged in strategy (e.g. through participation or development opportunities), they
help implement innovation strategy more fully.

Interestingly, one bank (Bank B) exhibited a highly hierarchical traditional
structure, yet it still achieved strong engagement outcomes. Interviews revealed that
this was due to a recent cultural change initiative that empowered a middle-
management team as champions of change. Employees noted that even in a top-down
organization, granting “small pockets of autonomy” (Team Lead, Bank B) enabled
bottom-up innovation. This nuance shows that even firms with entrenched cultures
can improve engagement by selectively delegating authority. It also suggests that
“Asian values” of hierarchy can be balanced with empowerment—an insight that
aligns with Wong et al. (2025) on the moderating role of cultural values.

These findings are based on the coded interview data and are supported by
documented policies. For instance, Bank A’s employee handbook explicitly ties
sustainability objectives to individual performance metrics, illustrating the culture-
strategy linkage. In justifying the analysis, we note that our coding captured both
convergent views (e.g. universal praise for leadership transparency) and divergent
ones (e.g. mixed responses on risk tolerance). The cross-case comparison highlights
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that the most consistent predictors of successful strategy implementation were
cultural alignment and employee involvement.

5. Discussion

The results indicate that corporate culture and engagement are critical mediators
between innovation strategy and sustainable growth outcomes in Asian banks.
When bank cultures explicitly value innovation, trust, and purpose, employees
appear more willing to translate strategy into action. This extends prior findings by
showing the mechanism: engaged employees help bridge the “implementation gap”
in global strategies. In practice, Bank A and Bank B exemplify this: their positive
cultures created “innovation pipelines” where staft input shaped new green products
and services. These cases support the suggestion by Suhardjo and Suparman (2024)
that focusing on employee well-being and rights can underpin green initiatives.

Our findings align with stakeholder and governance theory: when employees feel
valued as stakeholders, they act in the firm’s long-term interest. For example, Bank
A’s emphasis on care and growth (with work-life balance) cultivated trust; employees
there cited intrinsic motivation to contribute to community-focused projects. This
echoes Wong et al. (2025) observation that governance-driven engagement leads to
organizational citizenship behaviors. In contrast, Bank C’s compliance-centric
culture illustrates a potential pitfall: without a supportive culture, even strong
sustainability plans may remain abstract.

A broader implication is that multinational banks must adapt universal
innovation strategies to local cultural contexts. The success of Bank B’s “innovation
forum” within a hierarchical setting suggests that formal structures can coexist with
engagement if leadership sponsorship is clear. This nuance resonates with Sengupta
et al. (20238) calls for geo-specific analysis of sustainability focus. In Asia, diverse
cultural norms mean a one-size-fits-all approach to engagement may not work. In
relation to innovation, this study confirms that corporate culture influences banks’
innovation capacity. The Vietnamese study’s recommendations echo our findings:
leadership’s active encouragement of risk and creativity was present in the more
successful banks. However, our qualitative results add depth: they show how leaders
do this — by transparent communication, by tying rewards to sustainable outcomes,
and by creating forums for idea sharing. These specific practices help fill the gap in
the literature on practical culture change in banking.

6. Conclusion

This research highlights the pivotal role of corporate culture and employee
engagement in achieving sustainable economic growth through innovation in Asian
banks. Key points include: firstly, banks must cultivate a culture that aligns with
their sustainability strategy — for example, by embedding innovation and social
responsibility into core values and daily practices. Secondly, engaging employees at
all levels (through training, participation, and empowerment) enhances commitment
to strategic goals. Thirdly, leadership commitment and communication are essential
for bridging global strategy to local implementation; visible executive support
legitimizes sustainability initiatives in the eyes of staft. Our case studies suggest that
when these factors come together, banks can more effectively implement green
products and services, thereby contributing to long-term growth.

Future research should extend this work by including quantitative measures of
performance (e.g. adoption rates of sustainable products) and comparing additional
banks across Asia-Pacific to test generalizability. Longitudinal studies could track
how culture interventions (e.g. new engagement programs) affect innovation
outcomes over time. Limitations of our study include its qualitative nature and
limited sample, which means findings are not statistically generalizable. There may
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also be response biases: employees may have emphasized positive aspects in
interviews. We tried to mitigate this by cross-checking with documents and
anonymity assurances. Nevertheless, the results should be interpreted as illustrating
patterns rather than definitive proof.

The main impact of these limitations is that our conclusions remain tentative:
corporate culture appears to enable sustainable innovation, but additional factors
(market conditions, regulation) also matter. Despite this, the study underscores an
important lesson: banks” internal culture is not a peripheral issue. It is a strategic
asset (or liability) in the quest for sustainable growth. For practitioners, this means
investing in people and culture — aligning incentives, encouraging open dialogue,
and investing in training —1is as crucial as any formal sustainability plan.
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