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Abstract
Purpose – The innovation brought by FinTech is strategically transforming the business models of banking
entities, their operational efficiency and their relationship with customers and stakeholders. Although the
financial drivers behind FinTech investments have been extensively explored, there remains a gap in the extant
research regarding the influence of governance factors on these kinds of investments. This study seeks to address
this gap by investigating whether and how governance composition and characteristics are associated with
investments in FinTech projects, exploring a sample of Cooperative Credit Banks (CCBs) operating in Italy, a
unique context where these small institutions represent more than half of the banking sector and that often face
difficulties in adopting innovative and digital tools.
Design/methodology/approach – This study adopted a quantitative approach. Specifically, multiple
regressions analyses were performed on a sample of 230 Italian CCBs during the period 2017–2022.
Findings – We find that the presence of a corporate social responsibility committee, managers with high IT
skills, Board’s gender diversity, younger generation of managers and their educational level can significantly
stimulate FinTech investments.
Originality/value – The study contributes to enriching the literature on FinTech and digital transformation in
the banking sector, offering particular insights for regulators and managers of CCBs, who are particularly
sensitive to innovation matters and increasingly inclined to strategically satisfy the needs of a 4.0 clientele.
Keywords Innovation, Strategy, Governance factors, FinTech investments, Cooperative credit banks
Paper type Research paper

1. Introduction
In the last decades, technology and innovation systems deeply changed the worldwide
economy, strategically improving the effectiveness and the availability of financial services
for both consumers and economic entities (Aduba and Asgari, 2022; Troise and Camilleri,
2021; Peter et al., 2020). At this regard, banking institutions have been hit by the rapid
phenomenon of digital transformation, which has changed banks’ business strategies, their
organizational structures’ efficacy (Li et al., 2022) and the competitiveness in the whole
industry (Marchini et al., 2019). FinTech, as defined by Schueffel (2016), represents the
innovative application of technology to improve financial services, strategically transforming
banking entities and their operational models.

However, while the international context is rapidly welcoming such an innovative change,
the process is not homogenous and differences across countries still exists (Bank of Italy,
2022). For instance, the Italian context may represent an interesting field of investigation for
empirical research on FinTech ecosystems. Filotto et al. (2021) highlight that such country is
lagging behind European Union (EU) countries in welcoming FinTech projects broadly. In a
recent paper of Bank of Italy (2022), regulators highlight that investments in financial
technologies’ services are still low in this country if compared to other EU countries, mainly
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because of the persistence of traditional business model that hinder the technological changes.
Moreover, it should be noticed that Italian cooperative credit banks (CCBs) are among the
most important financial institutions in the country, as they represent more than half of the
Italian banking sector (Zedda et al., 2024).

At this regard, several scholars argued that investments in FinTech might be of greater
strategic importance for CCBs as compared to larger banking groups. The rationale behind this
argument lies in the unique characteristics and operational constraints of CCBs, which often
face more significant challenges in terms of technological innovation, cost efficiency and
customer engagement. Unlike large banking groups, which possess extensive resources and
established technological infrastructures, CCBs typically operate with limited financial
and technological capabilities (Caldarelli et al., 2016). Consequently, innovative investments
in FinTech become critical for CCBs, as they enable these smaller institutions to enhance their
digital capabilities, improve service delivery and remain competitive in an increasingly
digitalized financial landscape. This strategic perspective is supported by a body of literature
that highlights the potential of FinTech investments for CCBs, emphasizing their role in
fostering innovation, expanding access to financial services and driving the sustainable growth
of such institutions (Arneret al., 2016; Zedda et al., 2024). Furthermore, digital transformation
has become a critical strategic priority for organizations navigating competitive and
technological pressures (Troise et al., 2022a), further emphasizing the need for governance-
driven innovation.

Prompted by the abovementioned arguments, in this paper we want to shed light on how
certain CCBs’ internal dynamics may strategically drive the level of investments related to
FinTech initiatives in the Italian banking sector. In particular, the focus of the present research
is on a set of potential governance drivers of FinTech investments related to Italian CCBs.
The majority of studies did not consider Board of Directors (BoD) composition and
characteristics as potential predictors for FinTech projects implementation. So far, with
reference to the banking sector, the research contributions on FinTech investments remain
quite limited to financial and economic explanatory variables (i.e. Bhattacharya and Bloch,
2004; Bartoloni, 2013; Campanella et al., 2023; Trequattrini et al., 2022), although it is well
known the role of governance arrangements in shaping decision-making process linked to
banks’ level of investments and strategic innovation choices (Xie et al., 2021; €Oberg, 2024).

In order to bridge this lack of literature, we analyse a set of 230 Italian CCBs during the
period 2017–2022, exploiting multiple regression models that rely on Ordinary Least Square
(OLS) assumptions, and we regress our measure of FinTech investments on a set of
well-known variables associated to governance arrangements. Specifically, we formulate
several hypotheses to test if (1) the presence of corporate social responsibility (CSR)
committee; (2) the level of BoD’ IT skills; (3) the degree of BoD’ gender diversity; (4) the
BoD’members education; and (5) the age of BoD’members are significantly associated to the
level of FinTech investments.

Consistently with the developed hypotheses, main results from the analyses show that the
presence of a CSR committee, highly-IT skilled BoD, Board’s gender diversity and their
degree of educational level can significantly stimulate FinTech investments in Italian CCBs.
Interestingly, our results also suggest that older generation of directors aremore prone to invest
in FinTech projects if compared with younger one, coherently with the stream of studies
positing that young managers have lower risk-appetite for innovative projects (e.g. Ginesti
et al., 2021). Furthermore, our additional test reveals that during COVID-19, the associations
found in the main analysis are significantly stronger if compared with the prior period,
consistent with the rationale that during the recent pandemic crisis, the digitalization
particularly captured the attention of banks’ governance structures to exploit widely the
innovation opportunities of the context (Zuo et al., 2021).

This paper has several contributions. First, it aims to enrich the line of studies on the drivers
of digital transformation in the banking sector (Filotto et al., 2021; Plekhanov et al., 2023; Elia
et al., 2023), by responding to the recent call by Campanella (2023) and Trequattrini (2022).
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Second, this study expands awareness as to the drivers of innovation in CCBs, which aligns
with the nascent literature examining strategic innovation systems and digital transformation
in smaller economic entities (Troise et al., 2022b; Verma et al., 2023). Moreover, the research
makes easier the understanding of the digitalization process’ speed, particularly in the
countries highly leveraged by such kind of banking institutions. Third, with reference to
managers and regulators, our research can encourage the former to strategically spread the use
of digital infrastructures as it allows a more intense competition (Shim and Shin, 2016), while
it may address the latter to stimulate more effective governance standards able to welcome
faster innovation nudges.

The remainder of the paper is organized as follows. Sections 2 and 3 examine, respectively,
the theoretical framework and themain issues raised in the existing literaturewith regard to the
FinTech investments. Section 4 discusses the research design. Section 5 presents the findings
of this study’s analysis, and section 6 provides concluding remarks.

2. Theoretical framework
The theoretical framework of this study is rooted in the Upper Echelons Theory, which
postulates that organizational outcomes are a reflection of the experiences, values and
cognitive bases of its top executives (Hambrick and Mason, 1984). Within the context of
Italian CCBs, this theory provides a robust foundation for examining the governance-driven
factors influencing FinTech investments. The Upper Echelons Theory emphasizes that
managerial characteristics, such as educational background, age, gender diversity and specific
skill sets, profoundly shape strategic decision-making processes, particularly in resource-
constrained environments (Harymawan et al., 2020; Naranjo-Gil et al., 2009).

In the case of CCBs, the applicability of theUpper Echelons Theory is evident in the study’s
exploration of Board of Directors (BoD) composition and its association with FinTech
adoption. The study highlights that attributes like the presence of CSR committees
(Elmaghrabi, 2021; Orazalin et al., 2023), the technological proficiency of board members
(Ginesti et al., 2021) and gender diversity (Rao and Tilt, 2016; Ginesti et al., 2021) are critical
drivers of innovation. These characteristics align with the theory’s assertion that the personal
values and experiences of executives influence their perception and prioritization of
innovation opportunities.

Moreover, the research integrates this theoretical perspective with empirical findings,
demonstrating that governance elements such as educational attainment and the age diversity
of board members significantly correlate with FinTech investment decisions (Bhagat and
Bolton, 2008; Mothe and Nguyen-Thi, 2021). The younger generation of managers is often
associated with openness to technological innovations, while older managers bring risk
tolerance necessary for such investments, creating a balanced decision-making framework
(Ginesti et al., 2021; Holmstrom, 1999). These findings reinforce the Upper Echelons Theory
by showcasing how the interplay of cognitive diversity among board members fosters
organizational innovation in FinTech, even amidst constraints like limited financial resources
and technological infrastructure.

This framework underscores the strategic importance of aligning governance structures
with innovation goals, particularly in CCBs where governance dynamics are pivotal to
navigating digital transformation. By grounding its hypotheses and interpretations in the
Upper Echelons Theory, the study contributes to a nuanced understanding of how leadership
characteristics can shape technological advancements in the banking sector, offering insights
for both academic inquiry and practical application.

3. Literature review and hypotheses development
To date, the literature concerning digital transformation and FinTech focuses more on the
effects attributable to the adoption of these technological changes (Marchini et al., 2019)
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neglecting instead a deep examination of the drivers that encourage their implementation in the
banking system and, in turn, within CCBs ecosystem (Campanella et al., 2017). However,
scholars recognize that factors able to determine the capital expenditures in FinTech projects
are mainly linked to financial matters (Bartoloni, 2013; Trequattrini et al., 2022). For instance,
it is recognized the impact of banks’ capital structure (Campanella et al., 2023), banks’ growth
(Bhattacharya and Bloch, 2004), public support and institutional funding (Bakhshi et al.,
2015) on the choice to pursue innovative and risky projects. Conversely, if compared to
financial matters, governance arrangement dynamics have been quite overlooked although
they address future investments (Al-Gamrh et al., 2020) and innovation opportunities
(Becker-Blease, 2011; Xie et al., 2021). At this regard, corporate governance arrangements
significantly influence firm performance and innovation (Bhagat and Bolton, 2008),
underscoring the potential role of board characteristics in driving FinTech adoption. In
addition, effective governance structures enable organizations to balance exploration and
exploitation in innovation (Tushman and O’Reilly, 1997), a dynamic particularly relevant for
driving FinTech investments in resource-constrained environments.

The presence of a CSR committee, for example, can particularly lead Board of
Directors (BoD) to undertake FinTech investments for the following reasons. First of all,
CSR committee is an internal organization body that guarantee a higher sustainable and
environmental, social and governance (ESG) performance (Elmaghrabi, 2021; Radu and
Smaili, 2021; Orazalin et al., 2023). Scholars demonstrate that the use of financial
technologies influences the ESG practices in the banking sector (Dicuonzo et al., 2024).
Indeed, FinTech solutions widely exploit blockchain solutions, and the related high
traceability of financial products promotes higher transparency and more ethical behaviour
among managers in business organizations (Shahzad et al., 2023). Rastogi et al. (2023) argue
that FinTech improve the financial inclusion, whereas digital payment technologies allow to
disadvantaged individuals to access more easily at banks’ services and such circumstance
would favour the sustainable economic growth worldwide (Dicuonzo et al., 2024).

Also, Devine et al. (2022) highlight that FinTech is introducing platforms that embed
sustainable criteria in investment selection, enabling investors to enter simply in Corporate
Social Investments (CSI) andmonitormore consciously their investments’ choices.Moreover,
given that FinTech solutions rely upon the use of Big Data (Stulz, 2019), CCBs can trust in
enhanced data analytics tools that allow to assess more ethically their investment decisions
(Semenova and Hassel, 2015; Dicuonzo et al., 2024).

Based on these considerations – and whereas all the innovative nudges are more disruptive
for CCBs if comparedwith large banking organizations (Arneret al., 2021) – it is reasonable to
expect a positive association between the presence of a CSR committee and the level of
FinTech investments by the Italian CCBs. Hence, we aim to test the following hypothesis:

H1. The presence of a CSR committee is positively associated with FinTech investments
in the Italian CCBs setting.

In recent years, the skills required by the banking system have changed, increasingly oriented
toward IT areas. Unfortunately, small firms, such as CCBs, denote managerial skills that are
poorly developed and specialized in terms of new technologies that actually limit the potential
for business development (Cupertino et al., 2018). Yet, the challenges posed by increasing
digitization loom and can be traced back to the achievement of at least three objectives in the
credit sector: guaranteeing data security, maintaining information transparency and promoting
innovation (Bank of Italy, 2022).

Indeed, the extensive use of technology exposes banks to greater risks deriving, among
other things, from themalfunctioning of the systems, so that people engaged in the business are
also required to protect the integrity of the information assets – in a context such as that current,
where requests for access to data multiply (as a result of the open banking model) – and to
guarantee the reliability of the information produced. In addition, the use of digital technology
and the new complex artificial intelligence algorithms for the offer of services requires greater
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attention to customer protection (Malekpour et al., 2023). In this changing scenario, therefore,
managers are required specificmanagement skills, aswell as increasingly specialized ITskills,
which should favour or enhance innovation. Therefore, within the CCBs, it is reasonable to
assume that the presence of BoD members with IT and engineering knowledge can promote
innovation and, therefore, also FinTech systems, hence the following third hypothesis:

H2. The presence of BoD members with IT skills is positively associated with FinTech
investments in the Italian CCBs setting.

Another determinant to consider in governancematters, relates to board diversity, especially in
terms of gender composition. On the empirical level, the existing evidence about the impact it
generates on innovation is, however, conflicting. Indeed, several studies show how gender
diversity on the board is positively associated with innovation in terms of R&D investments
(Miller and del Carmen Triana, 2009), exerts a favourable effect on firm performance
(Østergaard et al., 2011) and increase organizational creativity (Torchia et al., 2011). In
addition, board diversity has a positive impact on performance, shaping new ideas and
fostering innovation (Ruiz-Jim�enez et al., 2016). Recently, Arena et al. (2021) have shown
how women in top positions in the health sector facilitate the adoption of innovative e-Health
tools, given their contribution in terms of improving both human and social capital.
Furthermore, their presence confers soft management skills to the decision-making process,
thus improving managerial creativity. Conversely, other contributions disavow this positive
relationship (e.g. Ljunggreen et al., 2010; Kvidal and Ljunggren, 2014).

The driving role of women on the BoD in the development of innovative investments has
also attracted the attention of regulators (i.e. the European Union) who have become
supporters of initiatives on gender diversity in support of very high-content startups
technology (Women TechEU pilot program).

Although the literature on board gender diversity and innovation still appears to be non-
unitary, the prevalent studies agree that the presence of the female gender on the Board
encourages the implementation of innovative projects (i.e. Burke and Collins, 2001; Rao and
Tilt, 2016), improves the operating efficiency of the board itself (i.e. Ginesti et al., 2021) and it
favours the development of sociallymore performing strategies (Rao andTilt, 2016). Based on
these arguments, we expect a positive relationship between the presence of women on the
board and FinTech investments, hence the following hypothesis:

H3. The presence ofwomen on theBoD is positively associatedwith FinTech investments
in the Italian CCBs setting.

Studies based on the upper echelons’ perspective underline how the characteristics and
background of topmanagers significantly influence organizational decision-making processes
and strategic choices. Among these characteristics, the educational background of a manager
emerges as a critical determinant in shaping the firm’s propensity to innovate. According to
Harymawan et al. (2020), the educational level of a manager is directly linked to the firm’s
innovation expenditure, as higher educational attainment enhances cognitive abilities,
enabling individuals to better comprehend complex scenarios and embrace novel
opportunities. Similarly, Naranjo-Gil et al. (2009) argue that education opens individuals’
minds to diverse perspectives and fosters a more proactive attitude toward innovation.

Investing in innovation is widely recognized as a dual process: it both stimulates and is
stimulated by the creation of knowledge. For multinational corporations, innovation is not
merely a competitive necessity but a foundational element for sustaining long-term
competitive advantage in an increasingly dynamic and globalized market (Ginesti et al.,
2021). Within this context, the Board of Directors (BoD) plays a pivotal role, as its members
are responsible for steering the firm’s strategic investments, including those in emerging
technologies.

Building on these considerations, we posit that BoD members with a higher educational
background are more likely to appreciate the strategic importance of innovation and adopt a
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favourable attitude toward investing in technologies that drive innovation. In particular,
financial technology (FinTech) represents a critical domain where innovation intersects with
financial services, offering transformative potential for operational efficiency, customer
experience and competitive positioning.

The hypothesis is further supported by prior studies suggesting that a higher level of
education enhances decision-makers’ openness to technological advancements and complex
investments, as well as their ability to assess long-term benefits over short-term risks. This is
particularly relevant in the context of Italian CCBs, where the adoption of FinTech solutions
can significantly impact their ability to remain competitive while addressing the unique
challenges of the sector.

On this basis, we propose the following hypothesis:

H4. The level of BoD members’ education is positively associated with FinTech
investments in the Italian CCBs setting.

Research into cognitive abilities and decision-making across the life span suggests that
workers of different ages have distinct experiences, skills, and perceptions of technology and
new trends, providing superior solutions to organizational problems and can increase
organizational efficiency, effectiveness and profitability (Mothe et al., 2021).

In particular, younger employeesmay tend to have stronger academic skills, but be socially
inexperienced, while older employees are often less at ease with new technologies (Vaportzis
et al., 2017). Probably because, as their age increases, employees have less mental and
physical energy to sustain extensive and long-term investment projects, such as technology
innovation projects (Ginesti et al., 2021). Overall, if the different perspectives and mental
models embodied in diverse workforces improve their collective knowledge, problem-solving
capacity, and new idea generation (Østergaard et al., 2011), they should also lead to greater
technological innovation.

However, there are empirical works that provide different evidence with regard to the
impact of age for investment behaviour. For instance, some authors argue that younger
managers pay more attention to their career development and to the scrutiny of the labour
market than older managers and thus could avoid risky investments (Holmstrom, 1999;
Ginesti et al., 2021). Also, Zwiebel (1995) suggests that younger executives may avoid
innovative investments and pursue less risky projects that are easier to control for external
scrutiny.

Hence, since the literature provides mixed results on the effect of employees’ age on the
adoption of technology, we formulate a non-directional prediction as follows:

H5. There is a significant association between themembers’ age of Board ofDirectors and
FinTech investments in the Italian CCBs setting.

4. Research design
4.1 Sample selection
We collect data on CCBs byOrbis BankFocus database (Bureau Van Dijk). We selected from
the banking sector all the CCBs operating in Italy. Specifically, the number of CCBs is 243 in
such country, which represent almost 10% (8%) of domestic deposits (granted loans). Starting
from this banks’ population, we only retrieved few observations related to missing financial
and/or qualitative data of CCBs. Hence, we run our empirical analysis on a final sample of 230
CCBs, which stand for almost the 95%of the Italian CCBs’ population. The empirical analysis
covers the years between 2017 and 2022.While the former is the first year subject to attention
by the Bank of Italy in the field of FinTech, the latter is the last year available with
comprehensive data from Orbis BankFocus. Overall, Table 1 shows the sample composition,
pointing out the distribution of CCBs by their geographical distribution (Panel B) and
highlighting that more than 50% of Italian CCBs are located in the North of Italy.
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4.2 Statistical modeling and variables definition
To test our hypotheses on the association between governance variables and the level of
FinTech investments in Italian CCBs, we rely on the following model explicated in equation
(1) below:

FINi;t ¼ þβ0 þ β1CSRci;t þ β2SKIi;tþβ3Wi;tþβ4EDUi;tþβ4EDUi;tþβ5AGEi;tþβ6SIZEi;t

þβ7GEOi;tþβ8TIER1i;tþβ9ROAAi;t þ β10COi;tþβ11LIQi;t þ FE Yeari þ εi;t

(1)

Based onBreusch–Pagan LagrangianMultiplier test (Breusch and Pagan, 1980) andHausman
test (Hausman and Taylor, 1981) to choice our model specifications, we run a balanced panel
fixed effects regression. Specifically, with reference to the dependent variable (FIN) we
consider the amount of FinTech capital expenditures for bank i in year t divided by total assets.

With reference to the independent variables of interest (i.e. governance variables), we
retrieved the measures on CSRc, SKI, W, EDU and AGE by prior literature that follows a
similar approach (Elmaghrabi, 2021; Ginesti et al., 2021; Radu and Smaili, 2021; Orazalin
et al., 2023). Also, we added several variables to control for further aspects that scholars in
general recognized to affect the levels’ of capital investments (Titman et al., 2004; Nguyen,
2018; Campanella et al., 2023): bank’s dimension (SIZE), geographical location (GEO),
banks’ capitalization (TIER1), bank’s profitability (ROAA), a bank’s efficiency ratio (CO) and
bank’s liquidity ratio (LIQ). Lastly, since our empirical analysis is both country- and industry-
specific, we do not need to include fixed effects for these aspects, while we consider a year
fixed effects structure (FE Year). Overall, Table 2 shows label, name, description and the
source of the variables employed in the analysis.

5. Results and discussion
5.1 Descriptive statistics
For a purpose of clarity, the following Table 3 shows the variables’ descriptive statistics. The
dependent variable FIN ranges between 0 and 0.91, with a mean of 0.48. This result is
interesting because it means that there is at least a CCB with a high ratio between FinTech
expenditure and total assets.

The 43% of the CCBs in the sample has a CSRc. This result is consistent with what can be
read on the ICCREA Group website where it is specified that all the CCBs of the group are
equipped with a sustainability governance system, understood as the integration of the three
ESG factors in the governance, in strategies and operational and control processes, which is
based on precise centres of responsibility [1].

It seems that the IT skills are considered important by HRs because the maximum value is
0.98 and themeans is 0.49; also the presence of woman seems crucial looking at themaximum
value is 0.89, but the mean value is not so high (0.39).

Table 1. Sample composition

Panel A. Sample selection process
Initial sample – Whole Population of Italian CCBs (from Orbis BankFocus – Bureau Van Dijk) 243
Missing financial from BankFocus database and/or qualitative data from banks’ annual reports 13
Final sample for empirical analyses 230

Panel B. Distribution of CCBs per geographic area
North 116
Centre 56
South and Islands 58
Total 230
Source(s): Table created by authors
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The 31% of board members holds MBA or PhD, and at least a CCB’s board recognizes a
maximum of 66%. Lastly, the average age of boards’ members is almost 59 years old.

Looking at control variables, Size has a mean of 5.97; GEO has a mean of 0.50, suggesting
that CCGs are equally distributed on the national territory; Tier 1 has a mean of 21.48, well

Table 2. Variables definition

Label Variable Variable description Source

FIN FinTech
investments

FinTech expenditure divided by total assets at the
end of the fiscal year

CCBs annual reports

CSRc CSR committee 0 for the absence of a CSRc; 1 for the presence of a
CSRc

CCBs annual reports/
CCBs website

SKI Skills Ratio of the number of managers with ITskills and
the total number of managers. This indicator
reveals the IT skills and knowledge used by the
credit system to support technological
development processes

CCB’s websites and
Google/LinkedIn
profiles

W Female presence on
the board

Ratio between the number of women on the board
and the total number of the board. This ratio
represents the incidence of women in the BoD

CCB’s websites and
Google/LinkedIn
profiles

EDU Level of education Ratio between the number of members who holds
MBA or PhD and the total number of the board.
This ratio represents the incidence of members
with high education level in the BoD

CCB’s websites and
Google/LinkedIn
profiles

AGE Age Natural logarithm of BoD’ age CCB’s websites and
Google/LinkedIn
profiles

SIZE Dimension Log of total assets Bureau van Dijk
GEO Geographical

location
0 for Central South and Islands; 1 forNorthern Italy Bureau van Dijk

TIER1 Banks’
capitalization

The ratio of a bank’s core tier 1 capital—that is, its
equity capital and disclosed reserves—to its total
risk-weighted assets

Bureau van Dijk

ROAA Banks’ profitability Ratiobetweenoperating revenues andaverage assets Bureau van Dijk
CO Cost income Calculated by dividing the operating expenses by

the operating income
Bureau van Dijk

LIQ Liquidity ratio Liquid assets/Total deposits Bureau van Dijk
Source(s): Table created by authors

Table 3. Descriptive statistics

Variables Obs Min Max Mean Std. Dev

FIN 1,380 0 0.91 0.48 0.29
CSRc 1,380 0 1 0.43 0.49
SKI 1,380 0 0.98 0.49 0.29
W 1,380 0 0.89 0.39 0.74
EDU 1,380 0 0.66 0.31 0.93
AGE 1,380 45 73 59.11 8.35
SIZE 1,380 4.93 8.32 5.97 0.48
GEO 1,380 0 1 0.50 0.50
TIER1 1,380 8.01 79 21.48 8.56
ROAA 1,380 �2.49 3.97 1.04 0.78
CO 1,380 �52.83 250.95 36.24 34.17
LIQ 1,380 0.06 98.17 33.05 20.82
Source(s): Table created by authors
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beyond the minimum threshold identified by the Basel Accords. The average ROAA is 1.04,
CO is 36.24 and LIQ is 33.05.

Table 4 describes the correlation matrix. The dependent variable FIN is positively and
significantly correlated with W, while it is negatively and significantly correlated with EDU.
Overall, it seems that correlation between variables is not an issue. However, after the
calculation of the regression analysis, we will perform the variance inflation factor (VIF) to
corroborate these results.

5.2 Regression results
For a purpose of clarity, the following Table 5 shows the regressions results.

The presence of aCSRcommittee is positively and significantly associatedwith the level of
FinTech investments (coefficient on CSRc of 0.04, p-value <1%) suggesting that on average,
CCBs governed with the attendance of a CSR-engaged committee are more encouraged to
invest in FinTech projects if comparedwithCCBs actingwithout the help of aCSR committee.
From the perspective of the Upper Echelons Theory, this finding aligns with the notion that
boards emphasizing social responsibility reflect values and cognitive priorities that foster
innovation (Hambrick and Mason, 1984). Whereas such committee plays a crucial role in
guarantee high ESG performance (Elmaghrabi, 2021; Radu and Smaili, 2021; Orazalin et al.,
2023), this finding also entail that FinTech investments help to increase sustainability
performance of organizations, as many authors believe (Devine et al., 2022; Rastogi et al.,
2023; Dicuonzo et al., 2024). Overall, our result corroborates the inferences provided by Asni
and Agustia (2022) that effective governance mechanisms can encourage the company
sustainability via innovative projects. Hence, we can accept our first hypothesis (HP1).

Coherently with the results provided by Cirillo et al. (2023), our results for banking
industry reveal that the level of BoD’s IT skills is positively and significantly associated with
the dependent variable (coefficient of SKI of 0.07, p-value <1%). While we expected such a
result because ITmanagement skills should favour and enhance FinTech investments (Bank of
Italy, 2017), this associationmay be further interestinglymotivated.Under theUpper Echelons
framework, this association reflects how the cognitive diversity brought by IT-skilled
managers equips boards to embrace technological innovation as a strategic priority. IT
expertise enables boards to mitigate the risks associated with digital transformation while
capitalizing on its potential (Bank of Italy, 2017). This circumstance makes our result
economically relevant, whereas this positive association may mean that a change in work
organisation within CCBs is possible through the implementation of FinTech projects
prompted by IT skilled managers. In sum, we also confirm our second hypothesis (HP2).

Moreover, our evidence suggests that the higher presence ofwomen in the BoD encourages
FinTech investments, since the variableWis positively and statistically significant (coefficient
of 0.09, p-value <1%).While our finding is in contrast to Ljunggreen et al. (2010), and Kvidal
and Ljunggreen (2014) – who do not find significant differences between female gender and
the innovation development – we agree with Burke and Collins (2001), Rao and Tilt (2016),
Ginesti et al. (2021) andArena et al. (2021), on the inference that the presence ofwoman in the
BoD confers soft management skills to the decision-making process, thus improving
managerial creativity that leads to new innovation process (e.g. FinTech projects). Within the
Upper Echelons framework, this gender diversity broadens cognitive resources, promoting a
strategic inclination towards innovation and supporting the third hypothesis (HP3).

Further, EDU is positively and significantly associated with FIN (coefficient of 0.10,
p-value <1%), and this leads us to accept HP4. Consistent with the Upper Echelons Theory,
higher education enhances cognitive capacity and openness to innovation, as suggested by
Ginesti et al. (2021) and Naranjo-Gil et al. (2009). Boards composed of highly educated
members are better equipped to identify and exploit technological opportunities, driving
strategic investments in FinTech.

Lastly, we find a positive and significant association between AGE and FIN (coefficient of
0.02, p-value <1%), so HP5 is also accepted. The Upper Echelons perspective elucidates this

Journal of Strategy
and Management



Table 4. Correlation results

Variables (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8) (9) (10) (11) (12)

(1) FIN 1
(2) CSRc 0.03 1
(3) SKI 0.01 �0.03 1
(4) W 0.05* �0.03 0.02 1
(5) EDU �0.06** �0.03 0.02 0.01 1
(6) AGE �0.00 0.01 0.01 0.00 0.01 1
(7) SIZE 0.04 0.03 �0.01 0.00 0.02 �0.08** 1
(8) GEO �0.02 0.04 0.07*** �0.04 0.05** 0.01 �0.34*** 1
(9) TIER1 0.01 0.01 0.00 �0.02 �0.06 �0.05** �0.16*** 0.35*** 1
(10) ROAA 0.03 �0.02 �0.00 0.00 0.04 0.07 0.04 0.15*** 0.29*** 1
(11) CO �0.02 0.00 0.08 0.01 0.02 0.01 0.00 �0.13*** �0.19*** �0.19*** 1
(12) LIQ �0.02 0.03 �0.04 0.01 0.04 0.03 �0.25*** 0.19*** 0.34*** �0.19*** 0.32*** 1
Note(s): * p-value < 10%; ** p-value < 5%; *** p-value < 1%
Source(s): Table created by authors
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finding by emphasizing the value of diverse experiential and cognitive bases. While younger
managers bring strong academic skills, older managers are often less constrained by career
considerations, enabling them to take calculated risks on innovative projects (Holmstrom,
1999; Ginesti et al., 2021). This balance fosters a strategic approach to FinTech investments
that integrates risk tolerance with informed decision-making.

Looking at control variables, GEO is positively and significantly associated with FIN
(p-value <1%), confirming that CCBs in the Northern of Italy invest more in FinTech projects
(Bank of Italy, 2022); while LIQ is marginally positive and significantly associated with the
dependent variable (p-value <10%), that is consistent with the notion that less liquidity-
constrained banks can invest more in innovation (Spatareanu et al., 2019).

5.3 Additional test
We provide additional test splitting the sample in two periods: before COVID-19 pandemics
(2017–2019) and during COVID-19 pandemics (2020–2022). Results are depicted in Table 6
and, looking at the magnitude of the coefficients, they are consistent with Fu and Mishra
(2022) who find that the spread of COVID-19 and related government lockdowns led to a
sizeable increase in the rate of finance app downloads. In addition, CSR practices have always
played an important and positive role during periods of crisis, namely environmental crisis
(RimandFerguson, 2017), financial crisis (Bae andKwon, 2020), racial crisis (KimandYang,
2009), public-relation crisis (Tao and Song, 2020) and brand crisis (Ham and Kim, 2019;
Ramya et al., 2021). Hence, we expect that also during COVID-19 pandemic, this committee
has somehow contributed positively to the implementation of FinTech systems which, during
this crisis, have proven crucial in ensuring the continuity of various digital services.

The result on ITskills seems quite obvious, as digital services increased during the lockdown
period, so skills in this area also appeared of primary importance (Fu and Mishra, 2022).

Regarding the results on the role of the woman in the BoD, it seems that during COVID-19
they enhance FinTech investments. This result, on the one hand, is surprising because the
literature has often classifiedwomen as risk averse (and FinTech investments are not risk-free)
(Chatterjee and Nag, 2023). On the other hand, lower accumulation of debt then allows the
company to borrow new resources from financial institutions if necessary and to survive
periods such as the COVID-19 pandemic and less likely to go bankrupt (Garcia and Herrero,
2021; Chatterjee and Nag, 2023).

Table 5. Regression results

Variables Coefficients Stud. t VIF HPs

Constant �0.05 �0.07 – –
CSRc 0.04 3.46*** 1.10 Accepted
SKI 0.07 3.65*** 1.04 Accepted
W 0.09 4.70*** 1.04 Accepted
EDU 0.10 5.52*** 1.03 Accepted
AGE 0.02 8.65*** 1.04 Accepted
SIZE �0.01 �0.71 1.25 –
GEO 0.02 2.82*** 1.07 –
TIER1 0.01 1.42 1.74 –
ROAA 0.02 0.27 2.03 –
CO 0.00 0.03 1.53 –
LIQ 0.00 1.78* 1.56 –
Year FE YES
F-test 492.33***
Adj. R2 0.41
Obs 1,380
Note(s): * p-value < 10%; ** p-value < 5%; *** p-value < 1%
Source(s): Table created by authors
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The differences between the two periods are corroborated by the t-test, which demonstrates
that these differences exist in relation to FIN, CSRc, SKI and W.

6. Conclusions
This study focused on the governance determinants of FinTech investments, in the fascinating
scenario of Italian CCBs. Our results show that the presence of a CSR committee, managers
with high IT skills, Board’s gender diversity, younger generation of managers and their
educational level can significantly stimulate FinTech investments.

Overall, the study enriches the stream of research on the drivers of digital transformation in
the banking sector, by responding to the recent call by Campanella et al. (2023) and
Trequattrini et al. (2022) to specifically investigate the field of CCBs, for which digital
transformation can hugely impact banks’ business model and competitiveness concerns.

Evidence provided by this study suggests that a combination of governance factors,
including social commitment, technological skills, diversity and young talents, can promote
investments in FinTech in Italian CCB. Such results can be useful for both banks’ managers
and regulators.

Specifically, our outcomes may encourage the former to prioritize governance structures
that actively promote innovation, such as establishing specialized committees (e.g. for CSR) to
align FinTech initiatives with broader corporate goals and long-run strategies. Leadership
recruitment strategies must focus on attracting diverse and technically skilled individuals, as
managerial expertise in IT and gender diversity within boards contribute to more innovative
and decision-making process. This would ensure that banks’ management possesses the
strategic capabilities necessary for navigating technological disruptions. Overall, integrating
these governance-driven approaches enables banks and economic entities in general to create a
robust foundation for highly competitive advantage.

Also, regulators can actively encourage banks to establish CSR committees or to increase
their social and environmental commitment. This could be done through incentives or specific
guidelines aimed at highlighting the importance of the positive social and environmental

Table 6. Additional test

Variables Coefficients Stud. T Coefficients Stud. t

Diff. in mean (p-value)
Pre-COVID-19
sub-sample COVID-19 sub-sample

Constant �0.07 �0.71 0.04 0.07 0.002***(p-value<0.01)
CSRc 0.04 3.44*** 0.11 3.76*** 0.003**(p-value<0.05)
SKI 0.07 2.38** 0.10 5.26*** 0.002***(p-value<0.01)
W 0.10 3.13*** 0.13 4.75*** 0.001***(p-value<0.01)
EDU 0.06 1.83* 0.11 5.74*** 0.222
AGE 0.01 5.79*** 0.08 3.60*** 0.316
SIZE 0.02 1.70* 0.06 0.75 –
GEO 0.02 2.56** 0.03 0.50 –
TIER1 0.00 0.16 0.02 0.74 –
ROAA 0.06 0.51 0.08 0.70 –
CO 0.00 0.33 0.02 0.73 –
LIQ 0.01 1.17 0.02 0.69 –
Year FE NO NO
Mean VIF 1.60 1.65 –
F-test 261.99*** 675.78*** –
Adj. R2 0.42 0.44 –
Obs 690 690 –
Source(s): * p-value < 10%; ** p-value < 5%; *** p-value < 1%
Note(s): Table created by authors
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impact of banks. In this way, regulators can support training and development programs for
managers and bank staff to improve their IT skills. Finally, regulators can support policies and
initiatives aimed at promoting generational turnover, gender diversity and higher education
among banks’ managers. This could include mentoring programs, scholarships, incentives for
hiring young talents and guidelines that encourage the appointment of women to decision-
making roles. This would also entail a broader social change, given the importance of digital
technologies for the economic development (Subramaniam and Masron, 2024).

We also highlight the social implication of this study, since governance-driven FinTech
adoption has the potential to significantly impact society by addressing socioeconomic
disparities and promoting inclusive financial systems. Indeed, FinTech reduces barriers to
banking for marginalized communities through improved access to financial services,
reducing dependency on physical branches and allowing underserved populations to access
services via mobile apps or online platforms. In addition, governance-focused FinTech
strategies can prioritize initiatives like microcredit platforms or peer-to-peer lending,
specifically tailored for low-income individualswho lack traditional credit histories, favouring
microcredit and financial inclusion. Also, FinTech platforms can bridge financing gaps for
small businesses, especially in underdeveloped regions. Governance models that focus on
equitable innovation ensure resources are allocated to solutions benefiting these businesses.
Lastly, by leveraging blockchain technology or digital payment systems, FinTech can reduce
the costs of financial transactions, making banking more affordable for low-income users.
Overall, we emphasize the role of governance as catalyst for social impact since governance
structures emphasizing CSR can ensure FinTech adoption aligns with societal goals, such as
sustainability and equity.

However, this study is not without limitations. First, our setting is limited to the Italian
CCBs, while further research could be conducted on small banks operating in other countries
and/or on European sample. This makes the sample relatively small even if we employed the
massive part of the overall CCB population.

Secondly, our results might be affected by the COVID-19 pandemic. To partially cover this
limitation, we developed an additional test on the role of FinTech investments during COVID-
19. However, the results might be interpreted with caution, and further research is needed on
this point. In this regard, future studies could verify the impact of particular events (i.e.
COVID-19 pandemic, Ukrainian war, etc.) on FinTech adoption and could investigate the
evolution of FinTechs’ drivers during different years and in different countries.

Finally, our research discusses the governance factors that afflict FinTech investments in
CCBs without considering the effect of this technology on banks profitability. In this way,
further studies could consider the improvement in profitability due to technology investments
and the differences between banks that employ different technologies. Moreover, future
studies could enrich the findings on governance drivers of FinTech investments by analysing
other economies and settings.

Note
1. The list of CCBs belonging to ICCREA group here: https://www.gruppobcciccrea.it/SiteAssets/

Pagine/Newsroom/Sala-Stampa/Company%20Profile_semestrale%202023_V5.pdf
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