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Abstract

Corporate scandals are not a phenomenon that is unique to the banking industry. 
However, the examples of misconduct of individual bank employees or even of entire 
banks that popped up in recent years have promoted the interest in business culture and 
business ethics in the banking industry. Honesty is one important cultural and ethical 
dimension. Based on their results of a survey in a large, international bank Cohn et al. 
(2014a), for example, conclude that the banking industry’s business culture favours dis-
honest behaviour of employees. The present paper applies the design of Cohn et  al. 
(2014a) to a small sample of regional cooperative banks in Germany in order to verify 
their outcome. The results of Cohn et al. (2014a) cannot be confirmed. There is no evi-
dence of more dishonesty among employees of the banks in the sample relative to a con-
trol group. Business culture in the banking industry differs between banks or group of 
banks, a fact that needs to be considered e. g. by legislators.
Keywords: banking, business culture, corporate culture, business ethics
JEL Classification: C12, M14, G21, G41

„Was wir bewundern und nicht besitzen, 
ist die angelsächsische Kultur im Geldgeschäft.“

(Alfred Herrhausen, 1930–1989)1

I.  Introduction

On Monday, 27 November 1989, Deutsche Bank AG announced the takeover 
of Morgan Grenfell, a UK merchant bank (Deutsche Bank 2014). With this 
transaction Deutsche Bank gained a stronger foothold in the international in-
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1 “What we admire and do not have is the Anglo-Saxon culture in financial trans-
actions” (as cited in Büschgen 1995, p. 851; own translation).
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vestment banking business which is dominated by Anglo-Saxon institutions. 
The introductory quote, made by the speaker of Deutsche Bank’s management 
board in the context of the acquisition (Büschgen 1995, p. 851), reflects the rele-
vance of business culture as a driving factor in, and as a goal of, that particular 
transaction.

This almost 30-year old example underlines that culture in the banking indus-
try has not just become relevant since the financial crisis of 2007–2008. Large 
corporate scandals are not a phenomenon of just the banking industry, but the 
misconducts of many banks or particular employees of these banks that have 
become public after 2007–2008 significantly raised the public and academic in-
terest in culture and business ethics in the banking industry.

Recent academic literature pursues a wide range of questions in the very gen-
eral area of business culture and ethics in the banking industry. Some authors, 
for example, discuss whether a code of conduct, i. e. a common understanding 
of ethical and moral principles, already exists for the banking industry and 
which principles such a code should contain. This discussion is important be-
cause legislators around the globe have taken immediate action after the finan-
cial crisis. Such action should have been based on such a common understand-
ing as it intends to correct deficiencies and to promote a specific conduct 
deemed to be adequate.

In the opinion of Mass (2017, p. 258), for example, the banking industry is 
lacking a specific code of conduct. Consequently, the author proposes a meth-
odology for developing a series of distinct codes for each business area (Mass 
2017, p. 275).

Based on personal interviews with capital market professionals, Kummert 
(2013, p. 344) also finds no indication for an institutionalized concept of ethics 
and morality in the industry as such. However, the interviewees individually act 
in all conscience and disclose a conflict between the goal of moral integrity and 
economic targets. Thus, the general criticism that capital market professionals 
lack an understanding of ethics and morality does not seem to be justified as 
Kummert (2013, p. 344) concludes.

With respect to the existence of an institutional code of conduct, Graafland/
van de Ven (2011) point out the relevance of business principles as communicat-
ed by banks. They analyse the principles of eight banks and identify three main, 
common virtues (Graafland/van de Ven 2011, pp. 610–613): honesty & trans-
parency, due care for customer interests, and accuracy & professional expertise.

The virtue of honesty as one dimension of business culture in the banking in-
dustry is the focus of Cohn et al. (2014a). More specifically, the authors try to 
find empirical evidence for deficiencies in honesty norms and, thus, in the busi-
ness culture of the banking industry. Based on an experimental design and a 
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questionnaire distributed to employees of a “large, international bank” (Cohn 
et  al. 2014a, p. 86), they can confirm the existence of different honesty norms 
among respondents. The authors suggest that the industry’s prevalent business 
culture supports dishonesty and, thus, contributed to the reputational loss expe-
rienced by the industry (Cohn et al. 2014a, p. 88).

While the study and its results have received widespread attention, its ap-
proach and the interpretation of results have also been criticised (e. g. Stöckl 
2015; Vranka/Houdek 2015). One particular aspect of the interpretation by Cohn 
et  al. (2014a) is the point of origin for this paper: The authors transfer their 
findings obtained for a large bank with an international focus to the banking 
industry as a whole, a generalisation that fails to take into account that the busi-
ness culture might differ between individual banks or bank groups. Differences 
in business models, organization, ownership and/or regional scope of activity, 
for example, can either result in cultural differences or are themselves the result 
of a different cultural approach.

This might especially be relevant for the German banking industry which is 
characterized by three different sectors or pillars of banks. The three sectors 
mainly differ in the typical legal form of organisation and in the business objec-
tives pursued by the individual banks within these sectors.

Thus, this paper adopts the design of Cohn et al. (2014a,b) in order to verify 
if their results for a large, international bank apply to the banking industry over-
all, or whether there are indeed cultural differences within the banking industry 
that lead to different honesty norms. The study uses the example of four coop-
erative banks. Cooperative banks form one of the three sectors in the German 
banking industry. This sector is not only interesting for its particular history 
and cultural values but also because it contains a large number of relatively 
small banks that operate regionally. The contrast to a large, international bank is 
ideal.

The remainder of the paper is organized as follows: Chapter II. contains a 
brief introduction to the German banking industry and the sector of coopera-
tive banks, in particular. Chapter III. summarizes the approach of Cohn et  al. 
(2014a,b), provides a brief discussion of its reception and outlines, where this 
paper deviates from that approach. However, these deviations are not signifi-
cant. The data is described and analysed in chapter IV. Chapter V. concludes.
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II.  The German Banking Industry

1.  Overview

As has already been briefly mentioned, the German banking industry consists 
of three different sectors: (private) commercial banks, savings banks and coop-
erative banks.2

The sector of commercial banks includes Germany’s largest banks such as 
Deutsche Bank AG or Commerzbank AG but also relatively smaller banks such 
as Bankhaus Lampe KG or Bank Schilling & Co AG as well as branches of for-
eign banks. Although this sector is rather heterogeneous in its composition, a 
common characteristic is that the vast majority of its banks operates under a 
private legal form such as a corporation (Aktiengesellschaft) or a partnership 
(Personengesellschaft). They typically operate for profit and are owner-focussed. 
At the end of 2017, this sector was composed of 263 banks with total assets of 
€ 3,129,618m (Deutsche Bundesbank 2018). This yields an average of assets of 
€ 11,899.7m per bank with a large dispersion, of course.

Savings banks are mostly institutions governed under public law. The statuto-
ry capital is typically provided by local municipalities, cities or counties which, 
however, are not responsible for the liabilities of a given savings bank. Savings 
banks are governed by federal state law, which means that details such as the 
function of these banks differ between federal states. In Hesse (Hessen), for ex-
ample, the function of a savings bank is to provide banking services under the 
restriction of serving common welfare and to promote local economic, regional 
political, social and cultural interests (Article 2(1) SpkG-HE). In their opera-
tions savings banks significantly rely on superordinate institutions, the Landes-
banken and Dekabank, in order to realize economics of scale and scope. For 
2017, Deutsche Bundesbank (2018) reports 391 savings banks, seven Landes-
banken and Dekabank with total assets of € 2,060,808m (average: € 5,164.9m).

As of the end of 2017, the third sector consisted of 917 credit cooperatives 
plus its superordinate institution, DZ Bank AG, with total assets of € 1,142,106m 
(Deutsche Bundesbank 2018, DZ Bank 2018). Except for DZ Bank, which pro-
vides key services to individual credit cooperatives, the banks operate in the le-
gal form of a cooperative which is governed by the German Cooperatives Act 
(Genossenschaftsgesetz, GenG). According to Article 1(1) GenG a cooperative 
promotes the economic, social or cultural interests of its owners through a joint 
business operation. The owners are called members, the number of members 
must not be not be limited, and – irrespective of the size of the capital contribu-

2 This paper adopts the English terminology used by Deutsche Bundesbank in its 
banking statistics.
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tion – each member is entitled to one vote in the cooperative’s equivalent of an 
annual general meeting (Articles 1(1), 43(3) GenG).

Through its articles of association, the individual cooperative bank usually 
opens its business to non-members, but the regional focus is traditionally limit-
ed to its historic business territory. Although consolidation among cooperative 
banks is ongoing, the sector is still the largest sector in terms of the number of 
institutions. The average bank is considerably smaller than in the other two sec-
tors with average total assets of € 1,244.1m (2017).

2.  Relevant Characteristics of Cooperative Banks

The large, international bank studied by Cohn et al. (2014a) would belong to 
the sector of private commercial banks. In contrast, the bank sample used in this 
study comes from the sector of cooperative banks. From the preceding overview 
it should be apparent that these two banking sectors are likely to differ in terms 
of business culture.

For the cooperative sector’s particular business culture three characteristics 
may be of special importance:

1. The business model focuses on members who are also customers. Al-
though a cooperative bank has a high number of non-member customers, a 
large overlap between the group of owners and the group of customers is a dis-
tinctive feature of this sector. The interests between owners and customers 
should differ to a lower degree than for banks in the other sectors.

2. Cooperative banks do not engage in investment banking activities. At least 
the smaller banks studied in this paper refrain from market speculation and 
concentrate on accepting deposits and providing loans while investing surplus 
funds in capital market instruments. Thus, the banks and their employees 
should be less exposed to “systemic shortcomings inherent to the Anglo-Saxon 
model of capitalism” (Graafland/van de Ven 2011, p. 616).

3. Because of the smaller size of the average bank, the regional focus of a co-
operative bank should be narrower and, thus, more pronounced. Especially in 
more rural areas employees, owners and customers will live closer to each other 
and have more social interactions outside the bank, which could support the en-
forcement of honesty norms.

These characteristics have contributed to the fact that the sector of coopera-
tive banks emerged relatively unscathed from the financial crisis in contrast to 
the other two sectors, i. e. commercial banks and savings banks. This exception-
al position has been repeatedly used by cooperative banks in their external com-
munication (e. g. Böhnke 2010, BVR 2013, BVR 2016). In addition, the sector of 
cooperative bank communicates a range of values embedded in the particular 
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form of organisation including being people-focused, offering honest and trans-
parent advice, providing mutual support and adopting local responsibility (BVR 
2019). Thus, this paper also contributes to the question if employees in cooper-
ative banks honour these values and act in accordance with them.

III.  Methodology

1.  The Original Experiment

In the original study employees of the “large, international bank” were asked 
to complete an online survey (Cohn et al. 2014a, p. 86). The structure of the sur-
vey is visualised in figure 1.3

The study uses an experimental design. Participants in the survey are ran-
domly assigned either to a treatment group or a control group. This assignment 
has an impact on the actual questions shown in part 2 of the survey after a few 
warm-up questions that represent part 1. Participants in the treatment group 
(“treatments”) are exposed to a series of questions related to their professional 
context as a bank employee, while members of the control group (“controls”) 
receive questions related to leisure activities. The idea of part 2 of the question-
naire is to make a specific social identity or social category of respondents more 
salient, e. g. the social identity as a banking employee in the case of the treat-
ment group. This process is called identity priming.

In general, individuals are supposed to have multiple social identities or are 
affiliated with multiple social categories. Furthermore, social identities are relat-
ed to specific social norms and a corresponding behaviour; environmental cues 
can make a given identity more salient, i. e. they can prime a specific identity, 
with the result, that the individual’s behaviour will shift towards the respective 
norms (Benjamin et al. 2010, pp. 1913–1914).

The group of questions in part 2 represents such an environmental cue. If it is 
successful in priming one or the other social identity, then respondents will act 
in accordance with the relevant norms.4 If the business culture in a given bank, 
a given banking sector or the banking industry overall, for example, enforces 
(relaxes) honesty norms, the respondents in the treatment group should behave 
more honestly (dishonestly) than the respondents in the control group after 
completing that particular group of questions.

3 The structure is a simplification, focusing on the elements necessary for this paper. 
The original study contained additional questions related to a separate project, for exam-
ple, as discussed in Cohn et al. (2014b).

4 See Cohn et al. (2014a, p. 86) for a slightly more detailed explanation and the theo-
retical background.
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This is tested in part 3 of the survey where respondents are repeatedly asked 
to toss a coin and to report the outcome of either “heads” or “tails”. By reporting 
the winning outcome respondents can win an amount equivalent to about 
US$ 20.5 The actual winning outcome, either “heads” or “tail”, varies between 
individual tosses and is communicated to respondents before they have to re-
port the actual result. Ten tosses are conducted, and prizes summed up, so that 
respondents could win an amount between US$ 0 and US$ 200.

Prizes were awarded in the form of a gift card of a “well-known department 
store” (Cohn et  al. 2014b, p. 2). Because of budget constraints actual winners 

5 The exact amount is not reported in Cohn et  al. (2014a,b) in order to protect the 
bank’s identity. Prizes were denominated in the respective local currency and were slight-
ly higher (Cohn et al. 2014b, p. 2).

Introductory questionsPart 1: 
Warm-up

Treatment 
group:

bank-related 
questions

Part 4: 
Verify prevalent 
social identity

Control group: 
leisure-related 

questions

Ten coin tosses in�uencing the 
potential prize to be won for 

participating in the survey

By
random 
assign-
ment

Part 2: 
Make a particular 

social identity 
salient

Word quiz

Part 3: 
Identify the degree 

of dishonest 
behaviour

Part 5: 
Gather additional 

information
Concluding questions

Source: Own illustration based on Cohn et al. 2014b

Figure 1: Simplified Structure of the Survey Used in Cohn et al. (2014a)
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were determined by a random draw after the end of the study (Cohn et al. 2014b, 
pp. 2–3). In order to enforce the competitiveness of the coin tossing task, re-
spondents were informed that they would only have a chance of winning, if 
their prize was equal or higher than that of a randomly selected participant 
from a pilot study (Cohn et al. 2014a, p. 86).

The particular setting of the coin tossing part of the survey – respondents re-
main anonymous, are not observed while tossing the coins and reporting the 
result, and are aware of the beneficial outcome before reporting – incentivises a 
dishonest behaviour (Cohn et al. 2014a, p. 86; Cohn et al. 2014b, pp. 2–3). The 
crucial question is, if treatments and controls show a significantly different level 
of dishonesty.

To verify if the questions preceding the coin tossing part were successful in 
making a particular social identity more salient and if that social identity was 
still prevalent throughout the coin tosses, the coin tossing part is followed by a 
word quiz (part 4). The word quiz consists of six word fragments which respond-
ents are asked to complete to form meaningful words. Out of the six words four 
could be completed to form either bank-related or non-bank-related words 
(Cohn et al. 2014b, p. 4). If respondents are acting under the social identity of a 
bank employee, they should show a higher rate of bank-related completions.

Part 5 concludes the survey and gathers some information on work-related 
attitudes as well as some personal information.

2.  Reception of the Original Study

As already briefly mentioned in the introduction, the methodology and the 
interpretation of findings by Cohn et al. (2014a) have received some criticism. 
One line of criticism was already addressed well before that particular study and 
refers to the method of identity priming in general: Kahneman (2012) stresses 
how simple it actually is to undermine priming effects due to insufficiencies in 
the experimental design or situation. Consequently, he questions the robustness 
of results and calls for a structured replication of respective studies.

Vranka/Houdeck (2015) provide some examples for the intricacies of priming 
effects in Cohn et  al. (2014a). They argue that the study design may have not 
only been successful in priming the banking identity but may have primed oth-
er concepts, such as the concept of money, as well (Vranka/Houdeck 2015, p. 2). 
If that is the case, then the banking identity is not necessarily the actual source 
of dishonest behaviour.

Stöckl (2015) illustrates a potential problem in the experimental design, name-
ly the additional hurdle embedded in the prize draw because respondents were 
only able to win if their prize was at least equal to that of a randomly drawn 
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subject in the pilot study. This element may place respondents in a conflict be-
tween acting honestly and optimising risky earnings as a function of expected 
payoff and payoff risk (Stöckl 2015, pp. 65–66). Thus, they may not act dis-
honestly but behave in line with a core competency required in the banking in-
dustry (Stöckl 2015, p. 66).

A second line of criticism refers to the interpretation, i. e. the linkage between 
the observed behaviour and culture. Even if the dishonest behaviour is due to 
the banking identity, the culture in the banking industry is not necessarily re-
sponsible for this behaviour. As Vranka/Houdeck (2015, p. 2), for example, point 
out bank employees may well be aware of a bad reputation banks and their em-
ployees may have outside of the banking industry. Respondents in the banking 
identity may then act not in accordance with the culture of the banking industry 
but with the expectations placed by society. Thus, the identification of causes 
and explanation of differences in behaviour is difficult because of omitted vari-
ables (van Hoorn 2018).

3.  Adopting the Original Study Design

The point of origin for this paper is the particular interpretation adopted by 
Cohn et al. (2014a), i. e. the generalisation of results to the entire banking indus-
try. Thus, the primary goal of this paper is neither to address the methodologi-
cal concerns nor to investigate the proposed linkage between behaviour and cul-
ture. However, by adopting the study design of Cohn et al. (2014a,b) as closely 
as possible and applying it to a different sample of bank employees, namely 
those of regional cooperative banks, this paper also implicitly contributes to the 
methodological discussion which calls for a replication of studies (Kahneman 
2012; Vranka/Houdeck 2015, p. 4).

For that purpose, the questionnaire, which is well documented in Cohn et al. 
(2014b), has been taken over. The adoption is limited to the five parts discussed 
in section III.1 but otherwise follows the original questionnaire and design as 
closely as possible to rule out any deviations as sources for potential differences 
in results. Still, a few deviations were necessary and are explained in this section.

Earnings resulting from coin tosses were again awarded in the form of a gift 
card, this time as a digital gift card of a well-known online retailer. The amount 
of US$ 20 that respondents could win for each coin toss, however, was replaced 
by € 10. Apart from budget constraints, differences in the pay structure and av-
erage pay level of a regional cooperative bank vs. a larger, international bank 
motivated the decision to lower the amount.6 The strength of the incentive pro-

6 In its annual report for 2017 Deutsche Bank AG, for example, reports a total of wag-
es and salaries of €4.284 billion for 29,052 full time employees which results in an average 
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vided also depends on further factors such as a difference in purchasing power 
or the odds to be among actual winners. Differences in purchasing power can-
not be assessed, as the location of the bank surveyed in Cohn et  al. (2014a) is 
unknown. The actual, exact winning odds cannot be specified ex ante, given 
that the prize budget is fixed, and the expected distribution of prizes depends on 
the degree of dishonesty in reporting the results.

Table 1
Word Quiz

Fragments Possible bank-related  
completion

Examples for 
non-bank-related completions

K R E _ _ _ KREDIT 
(loan)

KREIDE, KRESSE, … 
(chalk, cress, …)

_ U T T E R N/A MUTTER, BUTTER, … 
(mother, butter, …)

_ _ L D GELD 
(money)

HELD, BALD, … 
(hero, soon, …)

B _ _ S E BÖRSE 
(stock exchange)

BUSSE, BINSE, … 
(busses, cane, …)

T _ S C H _ N/A TUSCHE, TASCHE, … 
(ink, bag, …)

S C H _ C K SCHECK 
(cheque)

SCHOCK, SCHICK 
(shock, fancy)

Source: Own design

Since it was expected that, in comparison to the original study, a significantly 
higher share of bank employees would participate in the study, participants were 
informed about a less obtrusive electronic alternative to tossing a physical coin.7 

The entire questionnaire was translated into German. This required a new 
word quiz which is outlined in table 1. As in the original study two out of the six 
word fragments only have valid non-bank-related completions in order to dis-
tract respondents from the purpose of the quiz.

of about € 147,500 per full-time employee (Deutsche Bank 2018). This was more than 1.5 
times higher than what an arbitrarily chosen cooperative bank in the sample reported for 
the same year.

7 The suggested alternative was https://www.random.org/coins/?num=1&cur=60-eur.
germany-1euro. Electronic random number generation may have certain deficiencies. 
However, they do not impact the study because it can be safely assumed that there will 
not be any significant difference in the percentage of participants among treatments and 
controls using the electronic alternative.
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Part 5 deviates from the original survey in a number of ways which, however, 
are not relevant for the ultimate results of the study (Cohn et al. 2014b, p. 29):
•	 Instead	of	directly	asking	for	the	age	and	the	experience	in	the	banking	sec-

tor8 of respondents in years, the answers have been categorized in order to 
further improve the anonymity of the survey.

•	 The	nationality	of	respondents	was	of	less	relevance	because	the	vast	majority	
of participants were German. The question was replaced by a question on 
whether the respondent is working full-time or part-time. A different number 
of working hours might result in a different degree of exposure to the bank’s 
culture.

•	 The	pre-specified	answers	for	the	question	on	the	highest	completed	level	of	
education were amended to match the German education system.

•	 Respondents	were	asked	to	specify	if	their	job	belongs	to	the	bank’s	front-of-
fice (Markt) or back-office (Marktfolge) while the original survey distinguis-
hed between “private banking and wealth management”, “trading and invest-
ment functions” and “support services”.
As in the original experiment, a pilot study was conducted. The main purpose 

of the pilot study – apart from testing the questionnaire – was to set a hurdle for 
winning. As briefly outlined in section III.1, a participant was randomly chosen 
from the pilot study. Participants of the actual survey were informed that they 
would only be among potential winners if their total prize was at least as high as 
the total prize of that participant. The amount was not communicated. It turned 
out to be equivalent to the expected outcome of the coin tossing task, €50.

The pilot study was conducted with members of the management boards of 
the participating banks which, from a testing perspective, had the advantage 
that the technical infrastructure was identical to that used by later participants. 
The board members were not informed about the actual purpose of the study 
and, additionally, had signed a non-disclosure agreement.

IV.  Empirical Analysis

1.  Description of the Data Basis

The study is based on a sample of four cooperative banks with a regional pres-
ence in eastern Hesse and western Thuringia (Thüringen). The region has a 
large but not perfect overlap with the administrative district of Fulda. Although 
this district has a rural heritage, its unemployment rate is typically among the 

8 For members of the treatment group this question was already contained in part 2 of 
the questionnaire and was changed accordingly.
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lowest in entire Hesse and it features more inbound (22,000) than outbound 
(16,000) commuters due to the presence of many small to medium-sized, main-
ly family-owned firms; the main industries are automotive supplies and machin-
ery & plant engineering, with an increasing importance of services (Region Ful-
da Wirtschaftsförderungsgesellschaft 2019).

According to total assets at the end of 2017, one of the four banks is among 
the smallest 25 % of cooperative banks in Germany, two banks belong to the 
smallest 50 % and one bank to the smallest 75 % (BVR 2018). These total assets 
roughly range from €100m to €1,000m. The average bank in the sample has to-
tal assets of €453.0m, the standard deviation of total assets is € 398.9m.

The four banks have a similar business model of traditional banking, i. e. they 
accept deposits and invest these deposits in loans and conservative financial as-
sets. None of the banks engages in any short-term market speculation. One 
bank still has a small commodity business which focuses on selling commodi-
ties like fuel to local farmers and consumers.

The invitation to participate in the survey was sent out to all bank employees 
of the participating banks except for the largest bank in the sample where 100 
bank employees were randomly selected and invited. The following groups were 
excluded from participation: employees mainly occupied with non-bank-related 
activities, apprentices and members of the management board.

The online questionnaire was available from 16 October 2018 to 31 October 
2018. In the end, 186 respondents participated in the survey. The technical de-
sign of the questionnaire included a function to randomly assign respondents 
either to the treatment group or the control group. This assignment turned out 
to be perfect as each group contained 93 members.

In a first step, certain quality checks were conducted. Because of the specific 
nature of the study, all participants were excluded from further analysis who had 
interrupted answering the questionnaire and completed it later. In these cases, 
salience of the social identity primed in part 2 of the questionnaire could not be 
guaranteed in later parts of the questionnaire. For a similar reason, cases were ex-
cluded that obviously did not thoroughly answer part 2 of the questionnaire, e. g. 
by supplying a “.” in a mandatory open question. For these cases it was question-
able, whether making a specific social identity more salient was successful. Final-
ly, observations were removed with missing answers in other parts of the ques-
tionnaire. After these exclusions 136 observations remained for further analysis.

Table 2 provides descriptive statistics for these observations.9 It can be seen 
that more control than treatment observations have been lost as a result of the 
quality correction. The reason is that respondents especially tried to skip the 
open leisure-related questions.

9 The variables are defined in table A.2 in the appendix.
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Table 2
Sample Descriptive Statistics (N = 136)

Variable Mean Std. dev.

Treatment 0.551 0.499

Age 3.404 1.195

Male 0.471 0.501

University degree 0.140 0.348

Experience 3.485 1.241

Full-time 0.691 0.464

Back-office 0.397 0.491

Relative salary 3.757 1.164

Participation draw 0.838 0.370

Source: Own calculations

The average age is located in the class of 41 to 50 years, which is consistent 
with the results for experience (20 to less than 30 years) and the relatively small 
percentage of persons who have a completed university degree.10 Slightly less 
than 50 % of respondents are male, slightly more than two thirds of participants 
work full-time.11 Almost 40 % have a back-office position.

The answer to the relative salary was given on a scale of 1 (significantly below 
the perceived bank average) to 7 (significantly above the perceived bank aver-
age). A value of 4 corresponds to the average salary which is almost the result 
obtained. Finally, 84 % provided an email address in order to participate in the 
prize draw.

Table 3 describes both members of the treatment and of the control group in 
greater detail. As the last column shows, none of the variables analysed differs 
significantly between treatments and controls.

10 64 % of respondents have completed an apprenticeship and classified this as the 
highest level of education obtained so far. This is also consistent with the results of Age 
and Experience.

11 Part-time includes early retirement schemes.
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Table 3
Comparison of Treatment (NT = 75) and Control Groups (NC = 61)

Treatment group Control group p-value
Variable Mean Std. dev. Mean Std. dev.

Age † 3.360 1.048 3.459 1.361 0.473
Male 0.467 0.502 0.475 0.504 0.919
University degree 0.133 0.342 0.148 0.358 0.812
Experience† 3.520 1.155 3.443 1.348 0.915
Full-time 0.667 0.475 0.721 0.452 0.493
Back-office 0.427 0.498 0.361 0.484 0.434
Relative salary † 3.800 1.115 3.705 1.229 0.963
Participation draw 0.853 0.356 0.820 0.388 0.596

Source: Own calculations

For variables marked with † p-values report results of rank-sum tests, for all other variables of χ2-tests.

2.  Salience of Social Identities

In order to verify whether part 2 of the questionnaire was successful in mak-
ing a given social identity more salient and whether that social identity was still 
more salient throughout coin tosses, it is crucial to consider the way respond-
ents completed the word fragments in part 4 of the questionnaire.

The results of the word quiz are summarized in table 4. In 28.2 % of cases 
members of the treatment group completed the word fragments in a bank-relat-
ed manner. Members of the control group did so in only 20.0 % of cases. The 
difference is significant.12

When analysing the word quiz in table 1 from the perspective of a German 
native speaker it might be argued that there is a relevant ambiguity with respect 
to the third entry, because “money” is a term that is also widely used in a non-
bank context. Moreover, “gold” is an additional ambiguous, valid completion of 
that word fragment. Therefore, the second row of table 4 contains the results for 
an adjusted percentage which assumed that the third fragment could not be 
completed in a bank-related form. However, the significance of the difference 
between members of the treatment group and members of control groups is un-

12 When interpreting the order of magnitude of the completion rate and its difference 
two things should be noted. First, the maximum percentage amounts to 66.67 % (and not 
100 %) as only four out of the six word fragments offered a bank-related completion op-
tion (see section III.3). Second, the number of non-bank related completion options was 
always larger than that of bank-related options. Thus, the difference may understate the 
priming effect.
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affected by the adjustment. An additional rank-sum test results in a p-value of 
0.025 (all fragments) and 0.028 (excluding the third fragment).

Thus, members of the treatment group were significantly more likely than 
members of the control group to complete the word fragments in a bank-related 
manner. Part 2 of the questionnaire was successful in making the social identity 
as bank employee more salient among members of the treatment group. The ef-
fect was still present upon completion of coin tosses.

3.  Honesty in Coin Tosses

As already outlined in section III.1, the idea of the ten coin tosses is to verify 
if the social identity of bank employees is associated with different social norms, 
namely a different honesty norm. A certain degree of dishonesty has to be ex-
pected as a result of the specific context. It can safely be assumed that winning 
a gift card of a well-known online retailer with a value of up to €100 represents 
a material incentive to report wrong outcomes of coin tosses since the question-
naire was anonymous, coin tosses were not monitored, and respondents were 
aware of the winning outcome when reporting their own outcome for a given 
toss.

The top panel of figure 2 shows the actual distribution of earnings for mem-
bers of the control group in relation to the theoretical distribution. Dishonesty 
seems to be observable among members of the control unit because larger earn-
ings of € 60, € 80, € 90 and € 100 have been obtained more often than predicted by 
the binomial distribution. The difference is significant (rank-sum test, p-value 
0.002). On average, respondents in the control group reported 58.0 % successful 
tosses instead of the expected 50 %. The 95 % confidence interval is [0.535, 
0.626].

Dishonesty is also present in the treatment group as the middle panel demon-
strates. Here, a higher number of respondents reported earnings of € 70, € 80, 
€ 90 and € 100 than predicted by the binomial distribution. Again, the difference 

Table 4
Percentage of Words Completed in a Bank-Related Manner

Treatment group Control group p-value
Mean Std. dev. Mean Std. dev.

All word fragments 0.282 0.214 0.200 0.190 0.020
Excl. third fragment 0.229 0.179 0.161 0.155 0.020

Source: Own calculations

The percentage is based on all six word fragments; p-values report results of t-tests.
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Figure 2: Distribution of Earnings

OPEN ACCESS | Licensed under CC BY 4.0 | https://creativecommons.org/about/cclicenses/
DOI https://doi.org/10.3790/ccm.52.3.423 | Generated on 2025-07-26 12:01:09



 Honesty in Regional Cooperative Banks 439

Credit and Capital Markets 3 / 2019

is significant (rank-rum test, p-value 0.0134). The average success rate amounts 
to 56.1 % with a 95 % confidence interval of [0.523, 0.600].

The key result, however, lies in the comparison between members of both 
groups which is visualized in the bottom panel of figure 2. It is interesting to 
note that at the right tail of the distribution  – compared to members of the 
treatment group  – a higher share of members of the control group reported 
earnings of € 50, € 60, € 80 and € 90 while the reversal is true for earnings of € 70 
and € 100. The difference in distributions of earnings between both groups is 
not significant (rank-sum test, p-value 0.497). Thus, respondents in the treat-
ment group do not act significantly more honestly or dishonestly compared to 
members of the control group.

This result deviates from the key result of Cohn et al. (2014a) who found that 
members in the treatment group cheated to a significantly higher degree which 
ultimately led to the conclusion that “the prevailing business culture in the bank 
industry favours dishonest behaviour” (Cohn et al. 2014a, p. 88). The results in 
this paper cannot confirm this conclusion. The culture in the sample of banks 
seems to be different from the culture in the large, international bank examined 
in the original study.

The results of the rank-sum test are confirmed by a probit model with the 
success of the individual coin toss as dependent variable (see table A.2 in the 
appendix). Treatment remains to be insignificant as most of the other variables 
as well; especially there are no significant differences between the sample banks. 
However, a materialistic attitude (Materialism) is a significant factor: a stronger 
materialistic attitude raises the likelihood for a successful coin toss.

V.  Summary and Conclusion

Cohn et  al. (2014a) use an experimental survey among employees of a large 
bank with an international business focus to assess the business culture in the 
overall banking industry. The main focus is on honesty norms as one dimension 
of business culture. The central result is that the business culture in the banking 
industry seems to favour dishonest behaviour (Cohn et al. 2014a, p. 88).

In this paper it has been argued that the conclusion of Cohn et  al. (2014a) 
might fail to acknowledge that the banking industry is not homogeneous. Dif-
ferences in business models and business objectives, in ownership structures 
and regional scope of business activities are existent and may influence the busi-
ness culture of the individual bank. This may be true already at the level of the 
three sectors that form the German banking industry. Thus, this paper contrasts 
the original study of a large, international bank with a replication of the original 
survey among employees of four regional cooperative banks operating in the 
centre of Germany.
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In the survey respondents behaved significantly differently from the ones in 
the original study. While the questionnaire was again successful in rendering the 
professional identity of a bank employee salient in the treatment group, mem-
bers of that group failed to show a significantly more dishonest behaviour than 
those in the control group. Thus, we cannot confirm that the business culture in 
the four cooperative banks promotes dishonesty.

Although the study has a different origin as it does not question the method-
ological background and design of Cohn et al. (2014a), it still contributes to the 
methodological discussion. First, it represents a replication of Cohn et  al. 
(2014a), using a different sample of bank employees as proposed by Vranka/
Houdeck (2015, p.4). Second, it argues that cultural differences may result from 
the regional focus of the sample banks. Private social interactions between em-
ployees and customers are more likely and may contribute to an enforcement of 
honesty norms. This represents an interesting variation of the impact of societal 
expectations outlined by Vranka/Houdeck (2015).

The reasons of cultural differences in the banking industry discussed in this 
paper are only hypotheses. The design does not allow to verify these hypotheses, 
and further research is needed to identify the specific causes of cultural differ-
ences. However, even without knowing the specific causes, the results are an im-
portant signal for legislators who perceived ethical and moral deficiencies in the 
banking industry and sought to address them by tightening and enforcing bank-
ing regulation. The new rules have created significant burdens for the banking 
industry. These burdens especially affect smaller banks as Hackethal/Inderst 
(2015) show.

The single regulatory approach for the entire banking industry endangers sur-
vival of these smaller banks and, potentially, survival of a valuable business cul-
ture.
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Appendix

Table A.1
Maximum Likelihood Estimates for Reporting a Successful Coin Toss

(1) (2) (3)
Variable Coefficient 

(Std. dev.)
Coefficient 
(Std. dev.)

Coefficient 
(Std. dev.)

Treatment –0.046 –0.038 –0.037
(0.069) (0.070) (0.070)

Age –0.007 –0.010 –0.017
(0.036) (0.036) (0.037)

Male 0.073 0.064 0.059
(0.075) (0.076) (0.077)

University degree –0.025 –0.013 –0.011
(0.105) (0.108) (0.109)

Back-office –0.074 –0.092 –0.104
(0.076) (0.077) (0.078)

Relative salary 0.021 0.024 0.044
(0.036) (0.037) (0.039)

Bank 2 –0.100 –0.121
(0.119) (0.120)

Bank 3 –0.136 –0.191
(0.123) (0.127)

Bank 4 –0.133 –0.167
(0.118) (0.120)

Competitiveness –0.021
(0.031)

Materialism 0.058**
(0.029)

Participation draw 0.044
(0.102)

Constant 0.142 0.256 0.080
(0.132) (0.165) (0.284)

Observations (N) 1,360 1,360 1,360
Log Likelihood –927.816 –927.070 –924.927

Source: pooled probit model; own calculations

Notes: * p < 0.1; ** p < 0.05; *** p < 0.01; Experience (Full-time) has not been included because of high correlation 
with Age (Male)
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Table A.2
Definition of Variables

Variable Description

Age Age of the respondent in years:
1 20 years or less
2 21–30 years
3 31–40 years
4 41–50 years
5 51–60 years
6 more than 60 years

Back-office 1 if the respondent is working in the back-office (Marktfolge)
0 else

Bank X Dummy variable identifying the different sample banks

Competitiveness* “How important is it to you what other people think about you?”
1 Not at all important
…
7 Very important

Experience Number of years the respondent has already been working in the 
banking industry:
1 less than 5 years
2 5 years to less than 10 years
3 10 years to less than 20 years
4 20 years to less than 30 years
5 30 years or longer

Full-time 1 if the respondent has a full-time position
0 else

Male 1 if the respondent is male
0 else

Materialism* “To what extent do you agree with the statement that social status 
is primarily determined by financial success?”
1 I do not agree at all
…
7 I fully agree

Participation draw 1 if the respondent provided an email address in order to parti-
cipate in the prize draw

0 else
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Variable Description

Relative salary* “How high is your salary in comparison to that of other employ-
ees in the same firm?”

1 significantly lower than average
…
7 significantly higher than average

Treatment 1 if the respondent is part of the treatment group (salient profes-
sional identity as bank employee)

0 else

University degree 1 if the highest educational degree of the respondent is a bache-
lor or master degree of a university (or equivalent)

0 else

*: The questions are “re-translated” back into English using the exact wording of the original questionnaire as spe-
cified in Cohn et al. (2014b).
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