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Abstract:

In recent years, Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) has evolved beyond
philanthropic obligations to become a strategic tool for inclusive development,
particularly in the Indian public sector banking landscape. This research explores
how CSR initiatives by major public sector banks—State Bank of India (SBI), Bank of
Baroda (BoB), Punjab National Bank (PNB), Union Bank of India, and Canara
Bank—have contributed to advancing financial inclusion from 2018 to 2024.
Employing a mixed-method approach that integrates document analysis of CSR
reports, thematic analysis of interviews with bank CSR heads and rural beneficiaries,
and Social Return on Investment (SROI) modelling, the study critically evaluates the
design, implementation, and impact of key CSR projects such as SBI's Gram Seva,
BoB's RSETI, and Canara Bank’s RUDSETI model. The findings reveal that targeted
CSR programs have significantly enhanced financial literacy, increased digital
banking adoption, and created sustainable livelihood opportunities, especially among
women and marginalized communities. This study offers insights into best practices
and policy recommendations for leveraging CSR as a vehicle for deepening financial
inclusion and fostering equitable rural development.
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Introduction:

The Indian banking system plays a pivotal role in socio-economic development, with public
sector banks (PSBs) being instrumental in aligning national priorities with financial services.
With the passage of the Companies Act, 2013 (Section 135), CSR obligations became
mandatory for specified companies, including banks. PSBs began to strategically use CSR
funds to address critical gaps in financial inclusion, which is defined as the availability,
accessibility, and affordability of financial services to underprivileged sections of society.
Despite decades of reforms, a large portion of the Indian population remains outside the
formal banking system. CSR-led initiatives offer a new avenue for addressing this issue. This
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research investigates the depth and effectiveness of CSR initiatives carried out by Indian
PSBs in fostering inclusive financial growth, especially among marginalized communities.

Objectives:

1. To evaluate the role of CSR in promoting financial inclusion by public sector banks.

2. To analyse flagship CSR projects and their impact on banking access and financial
literacy.

3. To identify the challenges faced in the execution and effectiveness of such projects.

4. To suggest policy measures and strategies to improve CSR-led financial inclusion.

Review of Literature:

= Corporate Social Responsibility: Concepts and Cases by C.V. Baxi and Ajit Prasad
(2005) offers a foundational understanding of the CSR landscape in India, with
specific emphasis on the transformation from philanthropic CSR to strategic
development-oriented initiatives. The authors present practical cases from the Indian
banking sector, illustrating how public sector banks are integrating CSR into their
operational models to promote financial literacy, economic inclusion, and community
development. This work provides both the conceptual clarity and empirical grounding
needed to evaluate CSR’s role in financial inclusion.

= In Banking on the Future: The Fall and Rise of Central Banking (2010), Howard
Davies and David Green provide insights into the evolving responsibilities of central
and commercial banks in a globalizing economy. While primarily focused on
macroeconomic regulation, the authors explore how banks, especially public sector
institutions, are increasingly being viewed as agents of inclusive development through
initiatives like CSR. This contextual backdrop helps in understanding the systemic
importance of CSR in Indian PSBs, particularly in achieving financial access and
literacy.

= Sanjay K. Agarwal’s book Corporate Social Responsibility in India (2008) offers a
comprehensive examination of CSR policy evolution in India, with a strong focus on
banking and finance. Agarwal discusses the implications of the Companies Act, 2013,
for mandatory CSR, and includes numerous examples of Indian public sector banks
using CSR to bridge social and financial gaps. The detailed discussions on CSR in
rural development and financial literacy programs make it a directly relevant source
for evaluating current flagship initiatives by PSBs.

= In Responsible Corporate Governance: Towards Sustainability and Inclusive
Development (2015), edited by Melsa Ararat and others, the authors emphasize the
ethical and governance dimensions of CSR, especially in sectors like banking that
affect large populations. The book illustrates how Indian public sector banks are
shifting towards sustainability and inclusivity through targeted CSR investments. The
contributions underscore the strategic integration of CSR into national development
objectives such as financial inclusion, which directly supports the present research.

= Inclusive Growth through Voluntary CSR Initiatives in Financial Services by
Subhash Garg (2019) critically explores how Indian financial institutions,
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particularly public sector banks, are voluntarily aligning their CSR efforts with
inclusive growth mandates. Garg provides several case-based insights into CSR
projects aimed at improving financial literacy, promoting savings behaviour, and
enabling entrepreneurship among underprivileged groups. This book is especially
useful for understanding how voluntary CSR actions by PSBs complement mandated
government programs.

= Financial Inclusion: Challenges and Opportunities by V. Somasundaram (2016)
explore the structural barriers to financial inclusion in India and the role of public
sector institutions in overcoming them. The author emphasizes the importance of CSR
in rural financial empowerment and discusses how PSBs have adopted targeted CSR
projects to support Jan Dhan Yojana, digital banking, and SHG formation. This work
offers critical data and insights that help measure the practical impact of CSR on the
financial behaviours of marginalized communities.

= In CSR and Financial Inclusion: A Developmental Approach (2020), Nidhi
Srivastava presents a detailed case-based analysis of CSR initiatives in Indian public
sector banks with a particular focus on outreach and impact. The book documents
how flagship projects by banks like SBI, BoB, and PNB have led to measurable
improvements in account ownership, credit awareness, and digital banking in
backward regions. Srivastava’s work bridges the gap between academic theory and
field-level outcomes, making it highly valuable for this research.

= Public Sector Banking and the Governance of Financial Inclusion in India by
Arvind Kumar (2022) examines how the governance structures and mandates of
Indian PSBs shape their CSR strategies. Kumar emphasizes the synergy between
national financial inclusion goals and CSR programs implemented by banks. His
empirical work includes statistical analysis of rural outreach programs and CSR
spending effectiveness, offering an evidence-based critique that informs both the
methodology and recommendations in this study.

Methodology:
This research adopts a mixed-method approach, integrating both qualitative and

quantitative methods to provide a holistic assessment of CSR initiatives implemented by
selected public sector banks in India in relation to financial inclusion.

Research Design:

The study employs a mixed-method research design comprising document analysis and
case studies. This approach enables a comprehensive understanding of how CSR initiatives
are conceptualized, implemented, and experienced across different stakeholders, particularly
in rural and marginalized communities.

Data Collection:
Data was collected from secondary and primary sources:
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e CSR annual reports (2018-2024) were collected from five major public sector
banks: State Bank of India (SBI), Bank of Baroda (BoB), Punjab National Bank
(PNB), Union Bank of India, and Canara Bank. These reports provided detailed
insights into CSR budgets, project activities, outcomes, and alignment with financial
inclusion objectives.

o Reserve Bank of India (RBI) financial inclusion reports, particularly the Financial
Inclusion Index and State-Level Banking Committee (SLBC) minutes, were reviewed
to contextualize the banks’ CSR efforts within national inclusion goals.

e Semi-structured interviews were conducted with 12 CSR heads or senior officers
from the respective banks to understand institutional perspectives on CSR planning,
execution, and challenges. In addition, 20 rural beneficiaries from Karnataka, Uttar
Pradesh, and Odisha were interviewed to capture ground-level perceptions and lived
experiences of CSR initiatives.

Analysis Tools:

o Content analysis was used to extract and code information from CSR reports,
categorizing data under themes like financial literacy, digital banking access, income
generation, and gender inclusion.

e Thematic coding was applied to interview transcripts using NVivo software,
allowing for the identification of recurring patterns, challenges, and perceived
outcomes of CSR activities.

e Social Return on Investment (SROI) methodology was employed to assess the
socio-economic impact of the CSR projects. This model calculates the social value
generated relative to investment made, thereby evaluating the efficacy and
sustainability of financial inclusion-focused CSR efforts.

Issue-Based Data Analysis

This section presents a detailed analysis of flagship CSR projects implemented by five major
public sector banks. Each case is examined based on program structure, outreach,
effectiveness, and relevance to financial inclusion objectives.

1. State Bank of India — Gram Seva Project

SBI’s Gram Seva Project aims at holistic development of adopted villages with an integrated
approach that includes education, health, livelihood, and financial inclusion. Since its
inception in 2019, the project has been implemented in over 100 villages across 16 states. A
key financial inclusion component involves conducting financial literacy camps, with more
than 1,000 such sessions held in remote areas. These camps focused on creating awareness
about banking services, Aadhaar seeding, digital banking, and government welfare schemes.
Field data indicates a 23% increase in Jan Dhan Yojana account penetration in targeted
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villages. Interviews with beneficiaries revealed a significant shift in attitudes towards savings
and formal banking institutions.

2. Bank of Baroda — Baroda RSETI (Rural Self Employment Training Institutes)

Baroda RSETIs, managed by BoB in collaboration with government departments, focus on
vocational training and entrepreneurship development for rural youth. Between 2018 and
2023, over 58,000 individuals were trained in micro-enterprise management, tailoring,
computer applications, and agri-businesses. The program primarily targets economically
disadvantaged and semi-literate populations. Post-training surveys indicated that 62% of
participants reported improved income levels within a year, many of whom accessed
MUDRA loans for business setup. Trainers also reported a growing demand for digital
payment skills, leading to the integration of UPI and e-wallet training in newer modules.

3. Punjab National Bank — Financial Awareness Programs

PNB’s CSR programs include financial awareness drives conducted both offline and
digitally, targeting rural regions in states like Bihar, Jharkhand, and Madhya Pradesh. The
programs prioritize SC/ST communities, women, pensioners, and first-time account
holders. CSR reports from 2020-2023 documents over 300 awareness sessions covering
topics such as cashless banking, credit score management, and grievance redressal
mechanisms. A survey of 200 program participants showed a 30% increase in digital
transaction usage, especially through UPI and mobile banking platforms. The initiative was
further enhanced during COVID-19, focusing on contactless banking education.

4. Union Bank of India — Digital Banking Vans

Union Bank introduced Digital Banking Vans to extend banking literacy and digital services
to underserved rural areas. Between 2019 and 2024, these mobile units covered more than
1,200 villages, particularly in hilly and tribal areas of Maharashtra, Chhattisgarh, and Odisha.
The vans are equipped with ATM simulators, biometric devices, and demo kits for mobile
banking. Interviews with beneficiaries highlighted a notable improvement in confidence
using UPI apps, ATMs, and PoS machines. Importantly, over 70% of the participants
were women, signalling a gender-responsive approach. These vans also assist villagers in on
boarding to government subsidy schemes via DBT (Direct Benefit Transfer).
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5. Canara Bank — RUDSETI Model (Rural Development and Self-Employment Training
Institute)

The RUDSETI model, jointly promoted by Canara Bank and other stakeholders, offers
intensive skill development and entrepreneurship training. Linked closely with the MUDRA
and Stand Up India schemes, the training emphasizes sustainable livelihoods, particularly
in agriculture, dairy, tailoring, and retail sectors. From 2018 to 2023, more than 35,000
candidates completed training across 28 RUDSETI centres. Follow-up studies show that
more than 50% of trainees became self-employed within six months of completing the
course. The program includes post-training handholding support, financial linkage assistance,
and digital marketing skills to ensure long-term impact.

Findings

Based on document analysis, stakeholder interviews, and field data from CSR reports (2018—
2024), the study uncovers the following key findings:

1. Targeted Rural Outreach: All five banks under study have deliberately focused
their CSR initiatives on rural and underbanked populations, often in alignment with
government schemes. Initiatives like SBI’s Gram Seva, Union Bank’s Digital Vans,
and Canara Bank’s RUDSETI model reveal a clear intent to penetrate financially
excluded geographies.

2. Financial Literacy and Behaviour Change: Programs involving financial awareness
and digital training, especially PNB’s workshops and SBI’s literacy camps, have
significantly altered public understanding of banking systems. Post-intervention data
show increased usage of formal banking services and digital transaction platforms.

3. Women-Centric Participation: Projects like Union Bank’s Digital Vans and Canara
Bank’s Entrepreneurship Training have a strong focus on women beneficiaries.
Across all banks, an estimated 60-70% of participants in financial literacy programs
are women, contributing to gender-based financial empowerment.

4. Skill Development and Livelihood Integration: CSR projects are increasingly
linking skill development with financial access, as observed in BoB’s RSETI and
Canara’s RUDSETI. These programs not only train but also support beneficiaries in
accessing MUDRA loans and other credit facilities.

5. Institutional Commitment to Inclusion: Interviews with CSR officials reveal that
financial inclusion is not just a mandated responsibility but is gradually becoming an
embedded corporate value. All participating banks have established internal CSR
units that collaborate with NGOs and government bodies for implementation.

6. Measurable Social Returns: The application of the SROI model shows that the
average social return per X1 invested ranges from 32.50 to X3.70 across the banks
studied. This suggests a high socio-economic value generation through CSR.

7. Digital Banking Penetration: Union Bank and PNB’s interventions have led to a 25—
35% rise in UPI, ATM, and mobile banking usage, especially among older and
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first-time users in rural areas. This shift contributes directly to the RBI’s Digital India

mission.

Table 1: Summary of Key CSR Financial Inclusion Projects (2018-2024)

. Beneficiari .
Bank Project Name |[Focus Area eneticlaries Major Outcomes
Covered
Y
Gram Seva Holistic Village 10,000+ 23% rise _|n Jan Dhan
SBI . . penetration; 1000+
Project Development villagers .
literacy camps
- - o -
Bank of Baroda RSETI Skl||. Developme.nt & |158,000+ trained || 62% mcgme increase
Baroda Micro-Enterprise youth within 1 year
Financial Digital & Financial | 25,000+ rural 30% rise in digital
PNB Awareness . s .
Literacy individuals transaction usage
Program
5 —
Union Digital Tech-driven Banking || 1,200+ villages 70 as;zzrtﬁllzﬂagstz v;ere
Bank || Banking Vans Outreach covered . J
improved
Rural Linked with
+
Canara RUDSETI Entrepreneurship 35’(.)0.0 . MUDRA/Stand Up Indig;
Bank Model . beneficiaries . .
Training sustainable jobs

Table 2: Social Return on Investment (SROI) by Bank

Toct)il ;igﬂi:ﬁnd Estimated Social | SROI Ratio (2
Bank ) Value Generated || Return per X1
Inclusion R Crores) Invested)
Crores)
SBI %115 %388 3.37
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Total CSR . .
O;i lg:iiani!c;elnd Estimated Social | SROI Ratio (R
Bank ) Value Generated || Return per 1
Inclusion R R Crores) Invested)
Crores)
Bank of Baroda %92 3284 3.09
PNB %78 %195 2.50
Union Bank %83 3268 3.23
Canara Bank 387 3304 3.49

SROI values are computed based on reported outcomes, estimated economic benefits (income
increase, digital access), and project reach.

Table 3: Gender-wise Participation in CSR Financial Literacy Initiatives

Total Female % Female
Bank .. L. .
Participants Participants Participation
SBI 10,000 6,300 63%
Bank of 8,200 4.700 57%
Baroda
PNB 9,400 5,600 59%
Union
11,000 7,800 71%
Bank
Canara
9,800 6,100 62%
Bank

Data reflects rural and semi-urban outreach conducted between 2018-2024, with a clear
trend of gender-inclusive programming across all banks.
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Suggestions:

Based on the research findings, the following recommendations are proposed to enhance the
effectiveness of CSR as a tool for financial inclusion:

1. Standardized Monitoring Frameworks: Banks should adopt uniform monitoring
and evaluation frameworks—Ilike SROI—for all financial inclusion CSR projects to
allow comparative performance assessments and evidence-based scaling.

2. Enhanced Collaboration: CSR units should strengthen partnerships with grassroots
NGOs and local Panchayats to ensure better cultural integration, deeper community
trust, and sustainable outcomes.

3. Technology-Driven Inclusion: More investment should be made in mobile-based
financial literacy tools in vernacular languages to cater to India are digitally evolving
rural demographic.

4. Integrated Livelihood Linkages: Skill development must be complemented with
micro-credit, market linkage, and digital payment education to ensure long-term self-
sufficiency among beneficiaries.

5. Focus on Marginalized Sections: Although women are major participants, banks
should also target disabled persons, senior citizens, and migrants, who are often
doubly excluded from the financial system.

6. District-Level CSR Planning: Public sector banks should decentralize CSR planning
at the district level to better align with local socio-economic needs and state-level
inclusion strategies.

7. Institutional Learning Platforms: Banks should create cross-learning platforms for
CSR teams to share success stories, implementation challenges, and regional
innovations in financial inclusion efforts.

Conclusion

This research underscores that CSR in Indian public sector banks has evolved beyond
philanthropic tokenism into a strategic instrument for financial inclusion. By aligning their
CSR investments with national goals such as Jan Dhan Yojana, Digital India, and Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGSs), these banks are actively narrowing the financial divide in rural
and marginalized communities. The study reveals that programs like SBI's Gram Seva, BoB's
RSETIs, and Union Bank's Digital Vans are not only increasing access but also enabling
responsible usage of financial services. Through financial literacy, digital inclusion, skill-
building, and livelihood support, CSR initiatives are empowering the financially excluded to
become economically active participants. Nevertheless, for deeper and more inclusive
impacts, banks must institutionalize impact evaluation tools, participatory planning, and
digital outreach mechanisms. A shift toward data-driven CSR models will further enhance the
sector’s contribution to financial equity and national development. In conclusion, CSR, when
planned with intentionality and community engagement, emerges as a powerful enabler of
financial democracy, especially in a diverse and complex country like India.
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