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Sustainability transitions require fundamental
changes to the financial system (Aguila and
Wullweber 2024; Loorbach et al., 2020; Penna
et al. 2023). As capital continues to flow into
high-carbon activities and political momen-
tum increasingly shifts toward deregulation
and competitiveness concerns, the role of civil
society in advocating systemic change in the
financial sector becomes even more critical.
This paper draws on recent research into civil
society strategies and their impact in the field
of sustainable finance, both in terms of their
impact on financial sector actors as well as

on finance policy within Germany and at the
EU level. It invites civil society organizations
(CSOs) to reflect on their current approaches
and offers considerations for future strategies
in shaping financial sector transitions.

Civil Society’s Role in Finance
Transitions

The climate crisis is intensifying, with increas-
ingly severe impacts threatening the lives and
livelihoods of people and ecosystems world-
wide. Limiting its consequences requires a pro-
found transition of state, economy, and soci-
ety that is both socially just and ecologically
sustainable. Central to this transition is a vast
redirection of financial flows toward sustaina-
bility and a change of the rules of the financial
system in line with sustainability considera-
tions. Yet, despite the growing prominence of
sustainable finance in political discourse, the
global green financing gap remains immense
(Aguila et al. 2025). Due to short-term profit
motives and structural logics within the finan-
cial system, capital continues to flow into fossil
fuel expansion and other high-carbon sectors.
At the same time, the investments needed for
the green transition of the entire economy
remain insufficient (Wullweber et al. 2025).

In response, CSOs across the EU have increas-
ingly begun to address these challenges.
Through a range of strategies, they hold
financial sector actors accountable, raise public
awareness, and seek to influence regulatory
frameworks. However, until now, there has
been no systematic overview of civil society
strategies in this field.

Considerations for Civil Society Strategies

to Foster Financial Sector Transitions:

1. Building Capacity and Alliances
Technical complexity and limited
resources remain key barriers for CSO
involvement in financial sector transi-
tions. Investments in capacity-building
and strategic collaboration, and division
of labor among CSOs are essential.

2. Making more Use of Confrontational
Approaches
As reputational risks are very important
to the financial sector, CSOs should
expand the use of reputational strate-
gies such as litigation or public ‘naming
and shaming’.

3. Strengthen Public Mobilization
Actions based on changing institutional
processes have limitations in transform-
ing the financial system. Public pressure
and awareness-raising offer crucial
additional leverage.
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This paper presents findings from the research
project “Climate Change and Global Finance
at a Crossroads” (SuFi), funded by the German
Federal Ministry of Research, Technology and
Space (BMFTR). Based on over 40 interviews
with CSOs, financial sector actors, and policy
makers, as well as a document analysis, our
research examined the ‘channels of influence’
(following Fichter et al. 2025) through which
civil society tries to affect finance transitions
and their impact on financial sector actors and
public policy making.

As part of the project, we produced a Policy
Report (see Wullweber et al. 2025a) and a
Policy Brief (see Wullweber et al. 2025b) that is
of particular interest to CSOs engaged in policy
advocacy. These publications focus on concrete
financial and monetary policy instruments that
could help align capital flows with sustaina-
bility objectives and close the green financing
gap. In contrast, this reflection paper zooms

in on the strategic considerations of CSOs in
this space and asks: What strategies are CSOs
using to promote the transition to sustainable
finance in the EU? Drawing on this analysis, we
offer initial insights to inform collective delib-
eration and help shape future priorities.

CSO Strategies:
Four ‘Channels of Influence’

To better understand how CSOs currently

aim to influence the finance transition, our
research considered four key ‘channels of
influence’ (see Figures 1 and 2). These chan-
nels capture the strategies CSOs use to influ-
ence the behavior of financial and political
actors, either by working within existing rules
(Channels A and B) or by pushing to reform
them (Channel C). We also argue that CSOs
can play a significant role by engaging citi-
zens and the broader public (Channel D). This
framework can serve both as a tool for analysis
and a guide for strategic reflection within
civil society.

Our research finds that most CSO activity push-
ing for a finance transition currently focuses
on Channel A: targeting financial actors
directly, particularly through reputational
mechanisms. These include producing influen-
tial rankings and databases (e.g., Urgewald’s
Global Coal Exit List), engaging in shareholder
activism, and developing frameworks for
responsible finance. These approaches have
contributed to increasing the visibility and
perceived credibility of CSOs in the financial

Figure 1: Interplay between Civil Society Organizations, the Financial Sector,

and Political Actors
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sector, especially when it comes to managing
reputational risks. However, the impact often
remains limited to surface-level adjustments
of financial actor strategies rather than trigger-
ing deeper systemic changes of the financial
system.

Channel B, engaging in existing legal and insti-
tutional frameworks, is the least used by CSOs
but offers targeted opportunities to act as
watchdog and ensure compliance, for example,
by monitoring central bank activities. This role
has helped CSOs spotlight institutional contra-
dictions and gaps in regulatory enforcement,
especially around ECB monetary policy. How-
ever, limited access to official advisory bodies
and the high technical demands of engage-
ment restrict broader participation of CSOs.

More commonly, CSOs engage directly in shap-
ing financial regulation through Channel C.
This includes lobbying, drafting policy recom-
mendations, and participating in public consul-
tations. While CSOs are increasingly recognized
as credible and constructive voices in policy
debates, often serving as a counterweight to
industry lobbying, resource constraints and
the dominance of the financial sector lobby
limit their influence. Campaigning can increase
visibility and public pressure, but may create
tensions with more cooperative forms of
engagement, which many CSOs pursue.

Finally, Channel D focuses on public awareness
and empowerment. While fewer CSOs oper-
ate in this space, it is widely seen as essential
for building societal pressure and legitimacy.
Activities include media work, campaigns,
workshops, and network-building. Some CSOs
also see direct actions such as demonstrations
or civil disobedience as effective tools for
attracting public attention. Several CSOs point
to the limits of influencing existing institutions,
especially when the status quo needs to be
fundamentally challenged. Increasing public
pressure through protest and mobilization is,
therefore, viewed as an important comple-
mentary lever.
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Figure 2: Simplified Overview of the
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Impact of CSOs on Financial Sector
Actors and Public Policy Making

Our analysis paints a mixed picture of civil
society’s influence on the financial sector.
Many CSOs focus on redirecting financial flows
through cooperative strategies rather than
guestioning the structural power and profit
logics of the finance industry itself. This has
increased their visibility, especially in rela-
tion to reputational risk, but has rarely led
to deeper shifts in financial sector practices.
Many financial sector actors acknowledge
the need for reform but hesitate to act due
to the lack of attractive risk-return profiles
(i.e., bankability) of green investments and
the high bankability of fossil investments
(Wullweber et al. 2025).

While CSOs are increasingly contributing to the
development of sustainable finance policies, the
field remains dominated by industry lobbying
and a ‘light-touch’ regulatory approach (Baioni
et al. 2025; Fichtner et al. 2025). EU officials
have described CSO input as a much-needed
counterweight to financial sector interests.
Nevertheless, many of their activities focus on
transparency and reporting mechanisms rather
than supporting policies that would affect
risk-return profiles of investments.

Considerations for Future
CSO Strategies

Despite growing activity, our research finds
that civil society engagement in finance
remains limited compared to other policy
fields. Key barriers include a lack of funding,
technical capacity, and the perceived distance
of financial issues from everyday concerns.

As a result, many efforts remain within expert
communities and fail to reach broader pub-

lic discourse. Yet, there are signs of growing
momentum. The increasing number of CSOs
entering the field suggests that awareness and
capacity are gradually building. The emergence
of sustainable finance as a policy domain
opens new entry points for influence but also
requires a clearer strategic orientation.

Based on our findings, three key considera-
tions emerge for the future engagement of
civil society actors in sustainable finance.

Building Capacity and
Alliances

Civil society’s broader engagement with the
financial system remains limited, largely due
to its technical complexity, low public visibil-
ity, and lack of resources. While activity has
increased, structural barriers persist. Address-
ing them requires investment in expertise,
staffing, and institutional capacity, particu-
larly in areas like data analysis, legal work,

and advocacy. More importantly, CSOs could
strengthen alliances. Due to the small number
of CSOs active in sustainable finance, many
interviewees emphasised the importance

of cooperation and division of labour across
CSOs. Environmental and finance-focused
organizations often work in silos, despite
shared goals. Strategic coordination, joint cam-
paigns, and knowledge-sharing platforms could
potentially amplify impact.

Making more Use of
Confrontational Approaches

The financial sector’s sensitivity to reputational
risk has been confirmed by our interviews with
financial sector actors. It potentially offers a
powerful point of leverage for CSOs. Strate-
gies such as public ‘naming and shaming’ and
litigation so far remain underutilized, despite
their potential to influence financial actors’
behavior. Legal action is often perceived as too
costly or complex, yet expanding its use could
significantly increase pressure for change. At
the same time, civil society’s role as watchdog
becomes increasingly important in periods of
regulatory stagnation or rollback. As financial
institutions monitor CSO activity to manage
their own risk exposure, civil society’s visibility
and influence can grow, making its oversight
role both more potent and politically conse-
quential. Stronger disclosure rules and public
data access are essential for ensuring trans-
parency and democratic oversight in a sector
often shielded from public scrutiny. CSOs
should, therefore, invest in holding financial
sector actors accountable.



Strengthening Public
Mobilization

Finance continues to be seen as a remote and
technical economic activity, making public
mobilization difficult. The limited public engage-
ment with the topic of finance over an extended
period may have undermined the effectiveness
of the strategies pursued, as public attention to
this sector remains relatively low compared to,
for example, the fossil fuel industry. However,
the role the financial industry plays in delaying
sustainability transitions is a topic that deserves
considerable public attention. A combination

of re-focusing CSO activity towards questioning
the central mechanisms of finance — namely
risk-return profiles — along with educational
efforts could strengthen public interest in this
sector. Educational tools, strategic communica-
tion, and capacity building within civil society
could create more visible pressure and broader
societal engagement. CSOs should invest in
translating finance into tangible, relatable
issues, linking it to everyday concerns like hous-
ing, energy, and pensions. At the same time,
protest and disruption remain necessary to put
pressure on existing practices of the financial
sector. In times of political stagnation or dereg-
ulatory backlash, public action is a strategic
necessity for keeping systemic change on the
agenda.

Our findings point to a central tension in civil
society’s engagement with the financial sys-
tem between wanting to “keep a seat at the
table” and remaining a credible actor, and
more radical demands for reform, even when
such demands are believed to be necessary for
systemic transitions. In the short term, many
CSOs rightly focus on defending existing gains:
safeguarding sustainability frameworks from
rollbacks and ensuring proper implementation.
Yet this defensive stance must not overshadow
the importance of developing a proactive,
long-term vision that challenges the structural
logics of the current financial system. Civil
society has a crucial role to play in pushing for
deeper reforms at the EU level and within the
broader global financial architecture in line
with ecological limits and social justice con-
cerns.
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This reflection paper has centered on strategy
considerations for civil society actors active

in the field of sustainable finance transitions.
For proposals on how finance and monetary
policy can support this shift, including instru-
ments to scale up green investment and phase
out carbon-intensive activities, and invest in
‘never bankable’ activities, we invite readers
to consult our Policy Report and Policy Brief on
‘Financing the green transition’.

Financing the green transition

rbon investments and funding

Financing the
green transition
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Project page:

For more information about the SuFi project,
please see: https://www.uni-wh.de/en/
climate-change-and-global-finance-at-the-
crossroads-sufi

Acknowledgements

We would like to thank all our interview
partners for the time and effort they invested
in talking to us and sharing their insights and
expertise. We would also like to thank all the
stakeholders who participated in the Policy
Innovation Lab and the project’s international
workshop for their constructive discussions,
suggestions, and considerations. The authors
are solely responsible for the recommenda-
tions in this reflection paper.

This reflection paper was produced as part

of the project “Climate change and global
finance at the crossroads: Political challenges,
politico-economic dynamics and sustainable
transformation”, which was carried out by
Witten/Herdecke University and the Institute
for Ecological Economy Research (IOW) with
funding from the German Federal Ministry

of Research, Technology and Space (BMFTR)
within the programme Climate Protection &
Finance (KlimFi), funding references 01LA2207 A
and 01LA2207 B.


https://www.ioew.de/en/publication/financing_the_green_transition_policy_report_en
https://www.ioew.de/en/publication/financing_the_green_transition_policy_brief
https://www.uni-wh.de/en/climate-change-and-global-finance-at-the-crossroads-sufi
https://www.uni-wh.de/en/climate-change-and-global-finance-at-the-crossroads-sufi
https://www.uni-wh.de/en/climate-change-and-global-finance-at-the-crossroads-sufi

Civil Society Strategies for Transforming Finance

Imprint

Authors & Contact

Sophie Progscha, Institute for Ecological Economy Research (IOW), Sophie.progscha@ioew.de
Janina Urban, Witten/Herdecke University, Janina.Urban@uni-wh.de

Dr. Florian Kern, Institute for Ecological Economy Research (IOW), Florian.Kern@ioew.de
Simon Schairer, Witten/Herdecke University, Simon.Shairer@uni-wh.de

Riccardo Baioni, Witten/Herdecke University, Ricardo.Baioni@uni-wh.de

Nicolas Aguila, Witten/Herdecke University, Nicolas.Aguila@uni-wh.de

Paula Haufe, Witten/Herdecke University, Paula.Haufe@uni-wh.de

Prof. Dr. Joscha Wullweber, Witten/Herdecke University, Joscha.Wullweber@uni-wh.de

References

Aguila, Nicolds; Wullweber, Joscha (2024): Greener and cheaper: Green monetary policy in the era of inflation
and high interest rates. Euroasian Economic Review 14, 39-60, https://doi.org/10.1007/s40822-024-00266-y.

Aguila, Nicolas; Haufe, Paula; Baioni, Riccardo; Schairer, Simon; Fichtner, Jan; Urban, Janina; Wullweber,
Joscha (2025): The green banking gap: how bankability, business model, and regulation challenge banks’
decarbonisation, [tra:ce] Working Paper No. 2, https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfim?abstract id=5244842.

Baioni, Riccardo; Aguila, Nicolds; Urban, Janina; Haufe, Paula; Schairer, Simon; Wullweber, Joscha (2025):
Playing the capital market: sustainable finance and the discursive construction of the Capital Markets Union
as a common good, Journal of European Public Policy, 1-28. https://doi.org/10.1080/13501763.2025.2532555.

Fichtner, Jan; Schairer, Simon; Haufe, Paula; Aguila, Nicolas; Baioni, Riccardo; Urban, Janina; Wullweber,
Joscha (2025): Channels of influence in sustainable finance: A framework for conceptualizing how private actors
shape the green transition, in: Finance and Society, 11(1), 56—80, https://doi.org/10.1017/fas.2024.24.

Loorbach, Derk; Schoenmaker, Dirk ; Schramade, Willem (2020): Finance in transition: Principles for a
positive finance future , Rotterdam School of Management, Erasmus University, Rotterdam,
hdl.handle.net/1765/131874.

Penna, Caetano C.R.; Schot, Johan; Steinmueller, W. Edward (2023): Transformative investment: New rules
for investing in sustainability transitions. Environmental Innovation and Societal Transitions 49, 100782,
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.eist.2023.100782.

Waullweber, Joscha; Aguila, Nicolds; Urban, Janina; Haufe, Paula; Schairer, Simon; Baioni, Riccardo; Kern,
Florian; Progscha, Sophie (2025a): Financing the green transition: Increasing bankability, phasing out carbon
investments and funding ‘never bankable’ activities, Policy Report, Witten/Berlin: Witten/Herdecke Univer-
sity & Institute for Ecological Economy Research, https://www.uni-wh.de/fileadmin/user upload/02 Euer
Campus/Institute_Zentren_und__AGs/International_Center for_Sustainable and Just Transformation
tra_ce_/Projekte/trace-policy-report-sustainable-finance.pdf

Waullweber, Joscha; Aguila, Nicolas; Urban, Janina; Haufe, Paula; Schairer, Simon; Baioni, Riccardo; Kern,
Florian; Progscha, Sophie (2025b): Financing the green transition: Increasing bankability, phasing out carbon
investments and funding ‘never bankable’ activities, Policy Brief, Witten/Berlin: Witten/Herdecke University
& Institute for Ecological Economy Research, https://www.uni-wh.de/fileadmin/user upload/02

Euer Campus/Institute Zentren _und __AGs/International Center for Sustainable and Just
Transformation__tra_ce /Projekte/trace-sustainable-finance-policy-brief-EN.pdf.

With funding from the:

% Federal Ministry
of Research, Technology
and Space


mailto:Sophie.progscha%40ioew.de%20?subject=
mailto:Janina.Urban%40uni-wh.de?subject=
mailto:Florian.Kern%40ioew.de?subject=
mailto:Simon.Shairer%40uni-wh.de?subject=
mailto:Ricardo.Baioni%40uni-wh.de?subject=
mailto:Nicolas.Aguila%40uni-wh.de?subject=
mailto:Paula.Haufe%40uni-wh.de?subject=
mailto:Joscha.Wullweber%40uni-wh.de?subject=
https://doi.org/10.1007/s40822-024-00266-y
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=5244842
https://doi.org/10.1080/13501763.2025.2532555
https://doi.org/10.1017/fas.2024.24
http://hdl.handle.net/1765/131874
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.eist.2023.100782
https://www.uni-wh.de/fileadmin/user_upload/02_Euer_Campus/Institute_Zentren_und__AGs/International_Center_for_Sustainable_and_Just_Transformation__tra_ce_/Projekte/trace-policy-report-sustainable-finance.pdf
https://www.uni-wh.de/fileadmin/user_upload/02_Euer_Campus/Institute_Zentren_und__AGs/International_Center_for_Sustainable_and_Just_Transformation__tra_ce_/Projekte/trace-policy-report-sustainable-finance.pdf
https://www.uni-wh.de/fileadmin/user_upload/02_Euer_Campus/Institute_Zentren_und__AGs/International_Center_for_Sustainable_and_Just_Transformation__tra_ce_/Projekte/trace-policy-report-sustainable-finance.pdf
https://www.uni-wh.de/fileadmin/user_upload/02_Euer_Campus/Institute_Zentren_und__AGs/International_Center_for_Sustainable_and_Just_Transformation__tra_ce_/Projekte/trace-sustainable-finance-policy-brief-EN.pdf
https://www.uni-wh.de/fileadmin/user_upload/02_Euer_Campus/Institute_Zentren_und__AGs/International_Center_for_Sustainable_and_Just_Transformation__tra_ce_/Projekte/trace-sustainable-finance-policy-brief-EN.pdf
https://www.uni-wh.de/fileadmin/user_upload/02_Euer_Campus/Institute_Zentren_und__AGs/International_Center_for_Sustainable_and_Just_Transformation__tra_ce_/Projekte/trace-sustainable-finance-policy-brief-EN.pdf

	Civil Society Strategies for  
 Transforming Finance
	Civil Society’s Role in Finance  
 Transitions
	Considerations for Civil Society Strategies  to Foster Financial Sector Transitions:
	CSO Strategies:  
 Four ‘Channels of Influence’
	Impact of CSOs on Financial Sector  Actors and Public Policy Making 
	Considerations for Future  
 CSO Strategies 
	1.  Building Capacity and  
 Alliances
	2.  Making more Use of  
 Confrontational Approaches 
	3.  Strengthening Public  
 Mobilization 
	Project page:
	Acknowledgements
	Imprint
	Authors & Contact
	References


