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Abstract

Moral capital in corporate banking refers to a reserve of trust, honesty, and responsibility that
a bank builds in its long-term relationships with large corporations (corporate clients). The main
objective of the present study is to design a qualitative model of moral capital in corporate
banking within the public sector. This study employed a qualitative research design, using
content analysis to address the research question. The statistical population consisted of
management experts who had conducted research on moral capital and had professional
experience in the banking sector. A snowball sampling method was used, through which 15
participants were interviewed, with data saturation reached at the 13th interview. Data were
collected through semi-structured open interviews. Cohen's kappa coefficient was used to
assess the validity of the model. The findings revealed that moral capital in corporate banking
comprises 4 selective codes, 15 axial codes, and 75 open codes. Moral capital in corporate
banking consists of four dimensions: relationship-oriented capital (four components),
environment-oriented capital (three components), organization-oriented capital (four
components), and micro-oriented capital (three components). Moral capital in corporate
banking is essential for fostering trust, transparency, and ethical behavior in state-owned
banking. This study concludes that integrating moral capital into corporate banking practices
strengthens relationships with stakeholders, enhances sustainable business models, and
reduces the risks associated with unethical behavior.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Ethics has long been recognized as a foundational pillar of organizational and societal functioning,
serving as a guiding force that shapes decision-making, behaviors, and stakeholder interactions
(Malja & Afrasiabi, 2025). Yet, one of the persistent challenges organizations face is the lack of formal
frameworks to institutionalize ethical values within their operational structures. Ethical principles
often remain at the level of slogans and do not become integrated into organizational policies,
procedures, or decision-making processes, which gradually erodes organizational moral capital and
undermines stakeholder trust (Mishra, 2023). In this regard, moral capital has emerged as a crucial
intangible asset, representing an accumulated reserve of trust, integrity, and responsibility that
sustains long-term stakeholder relationships. Especially in high-stakes and complex sectors such as
corporate banking, moral capital plays a vital role in safeguarding the reputation, legitimacy, and
operational stability of institutions (Zahed Babolan et al., 2022).
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Corporate banking—defined as a specialized banking service aimed at meeting the sophisticated
financial needs of large corporate clients—operates in a highly competitive and trust-dependent
environment (Grebenkova, 2020). As corporations grow, their financial needs become increasingly
complex, and their bargaining power in dealings with banks increases. Only banks capable of
responding to these complex demands while maintaining transparency, ethical conduct, and
trustworthiness can sustain long-term partnerships with corporate clients (Haghighi Kafash et al.,
2020). Public sector corporate banks, in particular, carry dual responsibilities: they are not only
financial intermediaries but also symbols of public trust and equity in resource allocation. However,
the absence of a localized and systematic model to operationalize moral capital in corporate banking
has created a critical gap in Iran’s financial management and business ethics literature (Moradi et
al., 2021).

Moral capital refers to a collection of ethical norms, values, and behaviors that accumulate over time
within an organization and underpin trust-based stakeholder relationships (Bartosch et al., 2024).
Institutions with strong moral capital are characterized by higher employee commitment, more ethical
decision-making, and healthier organizational climates. Conversely, low moral capital environments
often experience ethical breaches, declining productivity, and reputational damage (Flanagan, 2022).
Moreover, moral capital has been described as a strategic resource that helps build internal self-
regulation, reducing reliance on external controls and thereby enhancing organizational resilience
(Nelson & Afonso, 2020). In the rapidly evolving banking sector, technological advancements such
as digital transformation have intensified ethical challenges related to data privacy, cybersecurity,
and algorithmic accountability. Without strong ethical foundations, these innovations may undermine
moral capital and erode public trust (Loska & Uotila, 2024). Therefore, integrating ethical
considerations into digital banking strategies is essential for sustaining moral capital and ensuring
responsible innovation.

Human resources are the primary carriers of organizational values and are central to moral capital
formation. Empowering employees and aligning them with ethical principles fosters a sense of
responsibility and value congruence that contributes to the accumulation of moral capital (Mishra,
2023). Incorporating ethics-focused training in professional development programs can enhance
employees’ ethical competencies and strengthen their organizational commitment (Parafitt, 2024).
Additionally, organizational leadership plays a pivotal role in embedding ethical values through role
modeling, ethical decision-making, and long-term vision-setting (Grohmann, 2023). Building
organizational structures—such as ethics committees, transparency frameworks, and whistleblower
policies—further reinforces ethical culture and strengthens moral capital.

Environmental and institutional forces also exert significant influence on the development and
sustainability of moral capital. Effective state regulation, political interventions aligned with ethical
principles, and positive public perceptions have been found to enhance banks’ moral capital and
reduce unethical behavior (Oware & David Kweku Botchway, 2023). Conversely, weak regulatory
oversight and politicized appointments can undermine ethical behavior and erode stakeholder trust.
Therefore, moral capital in corporate banking must be conceptualized as a multidimensional
construct shaped by the interplay of micro-level (individual), relational, organizational, and
environmental factors. Despite its critical importance, the literature still lacks a structured framework
for identifying and operationalizing these dimensions in the context of state-owned corporate
banking, which this study aims to address.

Methods and Materials
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This study adopted a qualitative research design using content analysis to explore the dimensions
and components of moral capital in state-owned corporate banking. The statistical population
comprised management experts with prior research experience in ethical or moral capital and
practical experience in the banking sector. A snowball sampling strategy was employed to identify
and recruit participants. A total of 15 experts were interviewed, and data saturation was achieved at
the 13th interview. Data were collected through open-ended, semi-structured interviews. The
interviews were transcribed verbatim and coded in three stages: open coding, axial coding, and
selective coding. To ensure the credibility and dependability of the coding process, inter-coder
reliability was assessed using Cohen's kappa, which yielded a value of 0.721, indicating substantial
agreement.

Findings

The content analysis revealed four major selective codes, 15 axial codes, and 75 open codes
representing the structure of moral capital in state-owned corporate banking. The first dimension,
micro-oriented capital, comprised three components: (1) ethical socialization (compliance with
regulations, adherence to ethical guidelines, attention to ethical behavior), (2) work ethics
(interpersonal responsibility, social responsibility, organizational commitment, work discipline), and
(3) sense of worth (employee well-being, incentive structures, retaining talented employees,
empowerment).

The second dimension, relationship-oriented capital, included four components: (1) ethical education
(ethics-focused training programs, benchmarking, customer education, corporate ethics training,
regulation-aligned education, succession planning, continuous and cross-cultural training), (2)
ethical considerations (global ethical standards, ethical service development, ethical supply chain
management, feedback mechanisms, ethical audits, integrating ethics into strategy), (3) ethical
networking (collaboration, stakeholder participation, communication strategies, long-term customer
relationships, cooperation with NGOs, maximizing shareholder value, community engagement,
interbank cooperation, customer relationship management, effective investor relations), and (4)
trust-building (stakeholder trust, corporate reputation, effective complaint handling, honesty in
reporting, ethical lending).

The third dimension, organization-oriented capital, encompassed five components: (1) ethical
leadership (leadership roles, ethical decision-making, long-term vision, ethical behavior of board and
CEO, leader integrity), (2) organizational transparency (transparent operations, ethics committees,
whistleblower policies, organizational accountability, regulatory frameworks, financial reporting
transparency), (3) technological ethics (ethical use of social media, cybersecurity for data protection,
Al-based fraud detection), (4) ethical culture in the bank (ethical marketing, cultural competence,
value alignment, continuous service improvement, ethical policies, ethical values, adaptability,
removal of cultural barriers), and (5) crisis management (crisis recovery, crisis preparedness,
effective crisis communication).

The fourth dimension, environment-oriented capital, involved three components: (1) government
financial oversight (state auditing of banks, reforming financial regulations, state financial support for
corporate banking), (2) ethical political intervention (collaboration with regulatory bodies, merit-based
appointment of managers, government policies on corporate governance, lobbying transparency),
and (3) social factors (public perceptions of banks, community commitment, public accountability).
Discussion and Conclusion

The findings highlight that moral capital in state-owned corporate banking is a multidimensional and
multi-level construct emerging from the dynamic interaction between individual, relational,

VY



Sl Jg% 3 53p drugi

organizational, and environmental forces. At the micro level, employees’ ethical training, sense of
value, and commitment appear foundational to nurturing moral capital, echoing prior evidence that
human resources are central carriers of ethical norms (Mishra, 2023). The relational dimension
emphasizes the significance of trust-building and ethical networks in sustaining long-term corporate
relationships, aligning with research underscoring moral capital’s role in enhancing organizational
reputation and reducing unethical behaviors (Flanagan, 2022; Nelson & Afonso, 2020). The
organizational dimension demonstrates that moral capital cannot be sustained without ethical
leadership, transparency, and formalized ethical structures, which is consistent with findings that
transparent governance reduces corruption and builds stakeholder trust (Grohmann, 2023; Moradi
et al., 2021).

Furthermore, the environmental dimension confirms that moral capital is shaped not only internally
but also by regulatory and sociopolitical contexts. Effective state oversight and ethical political
interventions can prevent ethical lapses and strengthen stakeholder confidence (Haghighi Kafash et
al., 2020; Oware & David Kweku Botchway, 2023). This reinforces the view of moral capital as a form
of symbolic and social capital embedded in broader institutional environments (Bartosch et al., 2024).
The study also revealed that moral capital enhances banks’ resilience during crises, as institutions
with higher moral capital are better able to maintain trust and suppress unethical behaviors even
under stress, echoing findings that moral capital can curb ethical meltdowns (Langer, 2023).

In conclusion, the proposed model contributes to closing the theoretical and practical gap in the
literature on corporate banking ethics in Iran by offering a structured framework to conceptualize and
operationalize moral capital. By integrating micro-, relational-, organizational-, and environmental-
level strategies, state-owned corporate banks can leverage moral capital as a sustainable
competitive advantage, fostering trust, transparency, and long-term stakeholder relationships while
reducing the risks associated with unethical conduct (Loska & Uotila, 2024; Salehi et al., 2024). This
framework provides a roadmap for bank managers to embed ethical principles into corporate banking
practices, thereby strengthening institutional legitimacy and supporting sustainable economic
development.
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