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Content
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• Maastricht team has been developing new techniques to elicit 
individuals’ sustainability preferences in financial services market.

• We will show a few examples of elicitation methods in the context 
of DB pension funds (Detailhandel, NL), DC pension funds (USS, UK 
and NN/Be Frank in NL), and mutual funds (Meesman, NL).

• Our research can inspire private banks, wealth management 
organizations, pension funds, and insurance companies in the 
sustainability preferences’ elicitation process.

• We will also show a few examples of follow-up activities by the 
organizations that we worked with.



Sizable fund flows in equities away 
from investors that visibly ignore and 
towards investors that visibly address 
sustainability (in general)

Source: Hartzmark and Sussman (2019) 

“Do Investors Value Sustainability? A 
Natural Experiment Examining Ranking and 
Fund Flows”, Journal of Finance.

In a mutual fund context there is choice: 
investors respond to sustainability ratings



Pension funds
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• Pension funds increasingly interact and communicate with 
participants on the topic of sustainability preferences.

• In many countries, it is mandatory to join a Defined Benefit (DB) or 
Defined Contribution (DC) pension fund.

• Board makes strategic decisions; increasingly on topics related to 
sustainability. 

• In the Netherlands, pension funds pledged (soft law) to interact 
with their beneficiaries on the extent to which the fund should 
engage in sustainable investing.

• But: how to measure?



Today’s topic mainly based on two papers
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Motives to invest sustainably may vary

The Talker The GiverThe Arbitrageur
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Motives private investors?
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Social identification may lead to loyalty
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IORP II 2023 Directive (EU Consultation April 2020)



EU Commission, in July 2021…..
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Response Dutch pension funds
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• Many funds use the survey instrument when asking beneficiaries 
about their preferences and beliefs regarding sustainable 
investments.

• Some funds have focus groups or ad hoc interviews with members.

• Some funds do not (directly) engage with their participants on the 
topic of responsible investments.

• Many potential pitfalls: social desirability bias (hypothetical gap), 
selection bias, representation bias, board bias etc.

• Key objective: how to elicit participants’ social preferences 
properly?



An example: Philips corporate pension fund

15



Case study pension fund Detailhandel

• Pension fund for the retail sector in the Netherlands: defined benefit 
plan, 30-billion-euro AUM, more than a million beneficiaries, run by a 
small team of delegation experts.

• Investment program guided by realism: focus on high-quality 
governance of the strategic investment delegation process with 
almost exclusive focus on public and passive investments.

• In 2018, the responsible investment program could be characterized 
by a limited exclusion policy (controversial weapons), proxy voting 
based on internal voting guidelines, participation in collaborative 
vehicles and private engagement through an outsourced agency.

• Investment belief (publicly stated) that the “integration of 
sustainability can be implemented without compromising key 
portfolio characteristics (risk and return)”. 16



Guided by Beneficiaries’ Preferences

• PD approached Maastricht University Sustainable Finance Centre 
(ECCE) to conduct a field survey in 2018 (Study 1) among their 
participants. Second survey conducted in 2020 (Study 2).

• Inspired by upcoming hard and soft law, the board granted its 
participants a real vote on PD’s sustainable-investment policy. Key 
question was whether the engagement program should be intensified 
(more engagements) and extended with a fourth, additional SDG.

• Close to 70% of participants (10% against) are willing to expand and 
intensify the fund’s engagement with companies based on selected 
SDGs. Study shows that participants’ strong social preferences drive 
this result even when they expect engagement to hurt the financial 
performance.

• Study 2, conducted in June 2020, shows that strong preferences 
remain stable and that COVID has a negligible impact.  
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Do you want Pensioenfonds Detailhandel to 

add the fourth sustainable development goal 

‘Responsible consumption and production’? 

Yes, add

No, do not add

No opinion

Main question to participants



Voting

50% rule

Choice is implemented

Real choice

Which percentage chooses 4 SDGs?
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Key result study 1: high support for extension
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• In 2018, the board executed the vote one week after results were 
presented. 

• Study 2’s goal was to find out whether participants still like the 
choice (more engagement) they made in 2018.

• Board also integrated the four SDGs in an index portfolio strategy in 
developed markets (without a vote). Additional goal was to find 
out whether participants also support this decision.

• This survey was conducted in June 2020. Therefore, we also 
integrated a few questions that can help us answer the question 
whether COVID has an impact on people’s preferences.

• Supports remains strong and COVID has a negligible impact.

Second survey experiment in 2020, study 2
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Beliefs versus preferences, study 2
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Launch of SDG equity index (2020)
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• Integration of sustainability preferences in Developed and 
Emerging Markets equities portfolios (based on the same four 
SDGs and an additional focus on the portfolio’s GHG emissions).

• In 2022, the fund additionally started an impact investing 
mandate (1% of the AUM) consistent with these four SDGs 
(without involving participants directly but backed by the surveys).

• The fund commissioned a study to UM into measuring risk 
preferences of participants and how these relate to sustainability 
preferences.

• The fund continually searches for complementary methods to elicit 
preferences. Now, they are contemplating setting up deliberative 
forums (mini-publics) to have deeper interactions (beyond the 
survey) with participants on the sustainability topic.

“Impact” of these two survey experiments
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Risk preferences and sustainability

Should Pensioensfonds Detailhandel increase sustainable investment?
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Project in DC space: USS (UK)
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Stated preferences USS

Members have a strong stated preference for sustainable investing.

In this setting, the two align nicely together.
27



The Investment Game
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option?

100% Conventional 

fund, 0.7% fees

Choose allocation

Conventional fund
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1.5% fees
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option?

nono

Investors are endowed with £1,000

yes

yes

Wiggle Room Condition

Sust. Default Condition

Higher fees ensure 
there is a trade-off in 

investing in the 
sustainable fund. 



Investment game results

Members have a strong preference for sustainable investing.

The average respondent allocates 70% of her assets in the sustainable fund.
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Investment game and real pension investments

2. Limited awareness of members

64% of respondents say they hold investments 

in the Ethical fund.

Respondents are not aware of their choices

0

200

400
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800

Hold Sustainable Fund - Self stated

Assets in sust. fund (£)

Yes No

87% of participants invest at least £200 in the sustainable fund in the investment game. 

In reality, only 8% of the fund’s clients hold sustainable products. Why? 



New Project: Mutual Funds (i.c. index)

• Meesman Index Investments (Netherlands)

• Investors generally are “Ambiguity Averse”

⎼ Risk: uncertainty with known probability distribution. 
⎼ Ambiguity: uncertainty with unknown probability distribution.

• Why is it relevant?

⎼ Many potential probability distributions for future returns of a fund
⎼ Knowing that a fund has a high ESG label may rule out some bad 

distributions

• Caveat: Index investors might be different! They may not want to exclude 
stocks.

• We will measure general ambiguity aversion and perception of ambiguity with 
and without ESG labels
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New Project: Mutual Fund (index)
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New Project: Mutual Fund (index)
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New Project: DC fund arrangements provided by companies
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NN Group and Be Frank provide Dutch 
companies with pension plans varying in 
level of sustainability.



Concluding comments
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• Pro-social preferences have a significant influence on many economic 
decisions as they are key to understanding what incentivizes people, also in 
the pension fund, insurance, mutual fund, and wealth management domain.

• Knowledge of participants’ (or employees’) preferences and beliefs about 
sustainable investments is valuable for suppliers of these services.

• Research shows that consumers of financial services who stronger identify 
(socially) with their service providers are more loyal customers.

• Particularly in a time when trust in the financial sector plummeted after the 
GFC and beyond, better understanding of beneficiaries’ and clients’ 
preferences and beliefs will help bring back confidence to the sector.

• After all, trustworthiness is a financial institution’s most 
valuable asset.



Many outstanding questions

• Alternative ways to measure preferences? Field experiments 
(actual decisions) are probably the best way forward.

• Do people understand potential trade-offs? 

• Financial and sustainability literacy?

• How to transfer preferences into pragmatic investment 
solutions?

• What is the role of fiduciaries (boards) in the decision process?

• How do sustainability preferences relate to risk preferences?

• Etc.
36



Afterburner
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How can we prevent that 
consumers of financial 
services are lured into 
very expensive, active 
sustainability products as 
a result of smart and 
surveys by financial 
service providers..?

And, relatedly:
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Advisors Charge Sustainable Investors a Premium 
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39

Advisors do not charge sustainable investors 
with high financial literacy a premium
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Yes (82%) No (18%)

Regulators say our findings require policy intervention

“Do you think that the results from our 

research study require attention from 

regulators?”

What do you think would be a 

suitable policy intervention?

• Transparency: 30%

• Standardized Fees: 25%

• Consumer Education: 17%

• Other: 21%



Workshop / Roundtable
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• Discussion in two separate groups (sort of roundtable format) 
moderated by Marco Ceccarelli and Rob Bauer (University 
Maastricht): 45 minutes

• Report back in plenary session: 30 minutes

• We propose a list of questions to discuss

• Any other related topic or observation / comment can be 
brought to the table.

• Goal: we want to hear your (critical) thoughts about elicitation 
of preferences, potential innovative solutions, practical insights 
etc.



Key questions to discuss
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• What (in your role and background) is the objective of 
measuring sustainability preferences of individuals?

• How do you elicit these preferences right now? Are you happy 
with the quality of measurement?

• What pros and cons are associated with elicitation of 
preferences (from different angles)?

• Do you (in your context) have any examples of innovative 
ideas for the elicitation of preferences?

• What did we learn from measuring risk preferences? And how 
are these preferences potentially connected to sustainability 
preferences?

• Any other related topic that comes to the table..!



Practically
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• At the start, make sure there is a notetaker 
who will report back the key discussion points 
to the plenary meeting.

• If you cannot reach consensus, the person with 
the birthday closest to December 25th will 
report back…! 

• Have fun!





Engagement versus screening, study 1 and 2
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Impact COVID?
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Explaining engagement to beneficiaries
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Explaining screening to beneficiaries
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Explaining screening to beneficiaries

49



Peer pressure: soft law and benchmarking (NL and EU)
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Exclusion...?

 (1) (2) (3) (4) 

 All 4 SDGs 3 SDGs 
No 

opinion 

Panel A: Exclusion or Engagement     

Only exclusion 9.0% 8.3% 15.1% 7.6% 

Only engagement 26.4% 26.8% 34.4% 21.6% 

Both 49.0% 55.8% 32.0% 31.1% 

Neither 1.4% 0.6% 7.3% 1.5% 
I do not know 14.2% 8.5% 11.2% 38.2% 

     

Panel B: Exclusion     

Alcohol 17.4% 18.6% 13.0% 14.9% 

Tobacco 44.2% 47.5% 36.8% 33.7% 

Non-controversial weapons 70.4% 74.1% 57.1% 62.2% 

Bad influence on environment 72.8% 79.0% 55.2% 57.6% 

Controversial weapons 79.4% 84.7% 69.7% 63.2% 

Forced labor 83.0% 87.8% 70.5% 70.5% 

Human rights violation 85.3% 90.8% 69.3% 71.5% 

Child labor 85.8% 90.9% 73.6% 71.1% 

Corruption 86.9% 90.9% 77.0% 76.0% 

No exclusion 5.7% 3.2% 10.3% 13.6% 
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• Status quo bias does not explain results

• Potential confusion and misunderstanding do not explain our 
results

• Social signaling cannot explain results

• Results not affected by COVID-19 (June 2020)

• Pivotal voting concern does not affect results

Robustness tests
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