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Abstract— Aim: This article aims to determine the perception
of the role and importance of cooperative banks in Poland in
financial inclusion based on the opinions of the customers and
managers of these entities. The specific objectives, on the other
hand, are related to identifying the socio-demographic
characteristics of customers who differentiate their opinions and
the characteristics of cooperative banks that determine the
distribution of management responses in this respect.

Results: Theoretical and empirical analyses indicate that
cooperative banks' financial inclusion efforts are recognised
positively, both by customers and management, as evidenced by
an affirmative response rate of over 70%. They are diverse and
include a varied range of products, including those dedicated to
people at risk of financial exclusion, diversification of service
distribution channels, and education and advice. Moreover,
cooperative banks are often chosen by customers who have
previously been denied financial services by another bank.
Concurrently, customers' perceptions of the cooperative banks’
role in the financial inclusion process are determined by their
socio-demographic characteristics, such as age, gender, place of
residence, type of municipality, type of household and socio-
professional status. In contrast, the characteristics describing the
location of the banks make little difference to the executives’
opinions in this respect.

Keywords— cooperative banks, financial inclusion, financial
exclusion, customers, management

I. INTRODUCTION

The issue of access to financial services is important in both
social and economic contexts. It is relevant not only from the
perspective of banks but also for the entire financial sector, the

economy, and households. Previous academic studies in Poland
have tended to focus more extensively on the issue of financial
exclusion than on financial inclusion. In contrast, recent years
have seen an opposite trend in the international literature. An
increasing number of publications address financial inclusion,
particularly in developing countries such as those in Asia,
Africa and South America.13 This undoubtedly results from the
scale of limited access to financial services and products, as
well as the efforts undertaken to mitigate these problems
(Wiercioch, Buk, 2022, p. 83). The significance of financial
inclusion is increasingly emphasised in the context of
sustainable development and economic growth, which has
become one of the key topics discussed in the literature,
especially with reference to countries affiliated with the OIC
(Organization of the Islamic Cooperation), African nations,
and, less frequently, European countries (World Bank, 2018;
Kim et al., 2018; Van et al., 2019; Tsouli, 2022; Rani, Siwach,
2024). A growing body of research is also devoted to the
relationship between financial inclusion and technological
innovation, particularly mobile banking and digital payment
services. In developing countries, scholars are increasingly
asking whether innovations can serve as tools to overcome
traditional barriers to accessing financial services—for
instance, whether overcoming physical distance can help
include millions of people in the formal financial system
(Demirguc-Kunt et al., 2018; Ozili, 2021).

In studies concerning Europe, the focus is more often on
credit inclusion and access to loans and credit (Burton, 2017,
Ozili, 2021). Furthermore, Owen and Pereira (2018), based on
analyses conducted across 83 countries over a ten-year period,

ASEJ - Scientific Journal of Bielsko-Biala School of
Finance and Law

Volume 30, No 1 (2026), pages 11
https://doi.org/10.19192/wsfip.sj1.2026.12

Received: December 2025, Accepted: March 2026,
Published: March 2026.

Copyright: © 2026 by the authors. This is an open access article
distributed under the terms and conditions of the Creative
Commons Attribution CC-BY-NC 4.0 License
(https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/)

Publisher’s Note: ANSBB stays neutral with regard to
jurisdictional claims in published maps and institutional
affiliations.

-119 -



concluded that greater banking sector concentration is
associated with wider access to deposit accounts and loans, and
that countries whose regulations allow banks to carry out a
broader range of activities tend to achieve higher levels of
financial inclusion. In Poland, research over the past decade on
financial inclusion has been conducted by, among others, S. L.
Narfiez Alonso et al. (2023), M. Folwarski (2021), Polasik et al.
(2018), Idzik (2016), and Fraczek (2017). These studies
examined the impact of education, digital innovation and the
activities of credit institutions on the level of financial
inclusion, based on the analysis of secondary data obtained
from available databases as well as surveys of respondents.
However, there is a lack of studies focusing on the activities of
financial institutions—particularly those of a local nature—
aimed at enhancing financial inclusion. Therefore, this paper is
dedicated to the role of cooperative banks in Poland in
improving the level of financial inclusion.

Cooperative banks are fundamentally different from
commercial banks in that the activities of the former are focused
not only on profit maximisation but also on fulfilling a social
mission. Cooperative banks pursue the latter objective through
activities that meet the needs of shareholders and the local
community. Szpringer (2009) argues that a cooperative bank is
a unique example of an institution that is, on the one hand, an
inseparable part of contemporary global financial markets and,
on the other, the heart of local financial systems. This duality of
cooperative banks enables their activities to be considered in
both economic and social terms. The social character of
cooperative banking stems from its social objectives, which are
implemented by providing financial services to economically
deprived areas, offering financial services, including credit, to
financially vulnerable customers, countering financial
exclusion, promoting the use of banking services and providing
comprehensive support to local communities (Juszczyk, Balina,
2018). This paper focuses on the activities of cooperative banks
related to reducing financial exclusion and fostering financial
inclusion.

This paper is structured as follows: first, the theoretical
framework of the issues, financial exclusion and inclusion, is
presented after an introduction. Attention is devoted to the role
of financial institutions in the financial inclusion process. The
aim, research questions and methods of the study are defined
thereafter. The next section presents the results of our research.
The study concludes with a summary and conclusions of the
research.

I1. LITERATURE REVIEW

The themes of financial exclusion and inclusion are
frequently addressed, both in academic and journalistic papers.
Numerous authors treat these terms as the opposite/inverse of
each other. However, this is a gross oversimplification,
especially when the different approaches to the two terms are
juxtaposed. Financial exclusion is most often presented in the
context of limited access to financial services along with
difficulties and constraints that entities face in the market
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(Gostomski, 2008; Szopa and Szopa, 2011; Warchlewska,
2020). The first trend of research into this phenomenon focused
on physical restrictions on access to financial services. In the
late 1990s and early 2000s, groups vulnerable to financial
exclusion, i.e. low-income, disadvantaged people, began to be
identified (Leyshon and Trift, 1995; Kempson, Whyley et al.,
2000; Anderloni, Carluccio, 2007). This approach has evolved.
The broader context of financial exclusion is presented, inter
alia, by M. Maciejasz-Swigtkiewicz (2013, pp. 38-39) as a
phenomenon encompassing difficulties generally faced by
financial services market actors in the sphere of their
consumption, production and social cohesion by both
individuals and groups (households) in terms of access to and
ability to use the offer of financial products and services. These
difficulties can be culpable or non-culpable, voluntary,
coercive, permanent, temporary, primary, secondary, full or
partial and conscious or unconscious. A broader view of
financial exclusion emphasises its impact not only on those
without any relationship with financial institutions but also on
those whose relationships are at an unsatisfactory level vis-a-
vis the mainstream financial market, compelling them to turn to
the services of institutions operating without proper
authorisations to meet their needs (Buckland, 2012, pp. 3—4;
European Commission, 2008, p. 8; Yun, 2017). This relates to
the consideration of financial exclusion from the viewpoint of
those involved in the provision of financial services and the
division between the main financial market and alternative
providers. Currently, this classification is determined by the
structure of each country's financial market (Kuchciak, 2020, p.
37).

In this broader understanding of financial exclusion, it should
also be noted that the phenomenon should be seen not only
through the prism of access to a bank account. Rather, it also
includes restrictions in the areas of savings, credit and
insurance. Therefore, the literature distinguishes even more
specific types of the issue, namely, savings, credit, payment,
investment, insurance and pension exclusion (Gloukoviezoff,
2006; Domanska-Szaruga, 2015; Nowacka et al., 2021). Both
the areas identified and the causes of financial exclusion
simultaneously represent barriers to financial inclusion—also
referred to as financial integration or, more commonly,
financial inclusion, means that individuals as well as business
entities have access to financial products and services that meet
their needs and are offered at affordable prices (Sarma, 2011).
Financial inclusion refers to the implementation of various
measures to better the lot of financially excluded people and
steps by these people to foster their activation in the financial
services market (Maciejasz-Swiatkiewicz, 2016, p. 141). This
triggers the question of whether all people should participate in
the financial market or rather encourage and create conditions
for easier access to financial services for those who encounter
problems in this area. Efforts to facilitate financial inclusion
should include not only the creation of an appropriate range of
financial services but also the following:

¢ financial education and raising public awareness,
e promoting and facilitating access to financial tools,
e fairness in the communication of information to customers
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of financial institutions,
e development of direct advising and
e development of cooperatives and the social economy.

A financial support system consisting of financial education,
financial advising, dissemination of reliable information and
the provision of financial services can contribute to more
effective financial inclusion for those who have experienced
such problems. B. Fraczek (2017, p. 26) highlights the
following components of financial inclusion:

e access to financial products and services;
e their actual use;
e consumer protection;

financial literacy.

Financial education, teaching not only financial knowledge
but also financial behaviour and attitudes, plays a key role in
financial inclusion (Ezzahid, Elouaourti, 2021; Van,
Linh,2019). Many authors emphasise the importance of
informal education along with formal education, even if
imparted at home (Yan, Qi, 2020; Morgan, Long, 2020). The
existing literature also describes the phenomenon of financial
inclusion involving financially active groups and, above all,
those whose primary needs are not being met (Allen et al.,
2012). A. Janc and A. Warchlewska (2018) demonstrate that
providing a regular source of income to the homeless, those
living on or below the poverty line or the unemployed does not
represent relief from financial exclusion. Financial inclusion
should be defined as the point at which all the consumer’s basic
needs are met and financial inactivity is due, inter alia, to
logistic and technical-technological barriers or a low stock of
knowledge (Warchlewska, 2022). Therefore, inclusion in the
financial services market will depend on several factors, viz. the
level of financial literacy and awareness, the involvement of
financial actors and how well the offer matches customer
expectations. The role that financial actors can play in the
financial inclusion process is illustrated in Figure 1.

FIGURE 1.: SHARE OF DIFFERENT ACTORS IN THE FINANCIAL
INCLUSION PROCESS

Financial
exclusion

Lack of
providets

Informal
inclusion

of financial

Informal providers
services

| Financial
inclusion

Other formal providers of
financial services
Formal
inclusion

Source: Kuchciak 2020, p. 37.

Figure 1 presents the relationship between financial
exclusion and inclusion and the share of different financial
service providers in these processes, classified as informal,
formal and banks. Where banking services are lacking, or the
availability of financial products is poor, people turn to
accessible or informal providers (Warchlewska, 2022, p. 120;
Kuchciak, 2020, p.). Informal financial institutions comprise
shadow banking and para-banking institutions, i.e. a system of
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financial intermediaries, instruments, entities or contracts that
perform banking functions but remain outside the regulatory
regime or are subject to a regulatory regime that is either lenient
or covers issues other than systemic risk and do not have
guaranteed access to a central bank liquidity facility or public
sector credit guarantees (The definition is set out in the
European Parliament Resolution of 20 November 2012 on the
shadow banking system (2012/2115(INI)).

Many authors highlight the extremely significant role played
by cooperative banks in minimising financial exclusion,
particularly in rural areas. These banks operate in the local
environment, have a very high level of public trust and
undertake educational initiatives, both digital and financial
(Warchlewska, 2022 p. 120; Folwarski, 2021; Szelagowska,
2018). Tackling financial exclusion and concurrently acting for
financial inclusion is part of the specificity of cooperative banks
as a form of combating economic and social inequalities. S.L.
Nafiez Alonso and team (2023), considering the Polish
example, reveal the ability of these institutions to offer
accessible and proximate financial services to the most isolated
populations. A widespread presence, especially at the local
level, and strong links with the local communities in which they
operate enable cooperative banks to contribute to the process of
financial inclusion and promote inclusive development. A
Spanish study arrived at similar conclusions. A correlation has
been established between sparsely urbanised and populated
areas and the use of services offered by credit cooperatives
(Carchano et al., 2021). On the other hand, R.K. Nayak (2012)
highlights the superiority of cooperative banks over commercial
banks in growth measures that foster financial inclusion in
India.

III. METHODS

An analysis of the literature on the conceptualisation of
financial exclusion and financial inclusion and the extent of the
research carried out reveal little coverage of the impact of
cooperative banks on the process of financial inclusion in
Poland has been addressed to a small extent. The literature
review indicates that this research trend has been more
frequently explored in developing countries, such as those in
Africa and South Asia. The Polish context, however, may yield
different research outcomes due to the higher concentration of
the banking sector—a factor also noted by Owen and Pereira
(2018).

Therefore, this paper aims to determine the perception of the
role and importance of cooperative banks in financial inclusion,
based on the opinions of customers and managers of these
entities. The specific objectives, on the other hand, relate to
identifying the sociodemographic characteristics of customers
who differentiate their opinions and the characteristics of
cooperative banks that determine the distribution of
management responses in this respect. The study considered the
following socio-demographic characteristics of customers:
gender, age, level of education, place of residence, type of
household, and type of employment. As for the characteristics
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describing the cooperative banks, the following were included:
type of municipality, number of inhabitants in the municipality,
macro-region and voivodeship in which the banks were located,
and the number of branches. In the process of addressing the
issues raised in this article, several important questions arise:

e What measures are cooperative banks taking to foster
financial inclusion?

e Are the activities in this area perceived by customers of
cooperative banks?

e Do cooperative banks also target people potentially at risk
of financial exclusion with their offers?

e How is the role of cooperative banks in the financial
inclusion process perceived by customers and
management?

e Have current cooperative bank customers experienced
denial of services by another bank earlier?

The implementation of both the main and specific objectives
was based on primary data obtained through survey research
conducted among customers and management staff of
cooperative banks in Poland in 2023. Two separate survey
questionnaires were employed, each addressed to a different
group of respondents. The survey was conducted on a sample
(N = 143) of management representatives. A finite and defined
number of 498 cooperative banks in Poland (as of December
2022) formed the basis for selection. To maintain the
heterogeneity of the survey sample as per the developed
methodology, a stratified random research sample was chosen,
in which the layers were determined based on the known and
defined structure of distribution of cooperative banks in the
individual Polish provinces. The survey was conducted using
the CATI — Computer Assisted Telephone Interviewing —
technique between January and March 2023.

Primary data was also obtained through a survey of 1502
cooperative bank customers. The sample selection reflected the
population of adult Polish residents, with a proportional share
of residents of provinces where cooperative banks are located
(with a correction for those aged over 65). Current statistical
data from Statistics Poland (GUS), presenting the structure of
the Polish population by place of residence (province) and
gender, were used to determine the sample selection. The above
criteria made the nationally survey. The quantitative survey of
cooperative bank customers was carried out according to the
Mixed Mode Design procedure, which involves obtaining the
same information (based on the same survey questionnaire)
from different people, using different research techniques like
Computer-Assisted Web Interviewing (CAWI), Computer-
assisted Telephone Interviewing (CATI) and Computer-
assisted Personal Interviews (CAPI). The survey was conducted
between January and April 2023.

The data collected during the survey underwent a multi-level
analysis, both quantitative and qualitative. The results were
selected and examined in terms of general trends observed
across the entire research sample, as well as in relation to
specific independent variables. For each variable, results were
compared and analysed in greater detail within subgroups
representing the highest and lowest intensity levels of that
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variable, as well as any emerging trends (either decreasing or
increasing) in the internal structure of responses. Subgroups
with the highest and lowest proportions of responses to a given
question were also described. The findings were subjected to
detailed statistical analysis. The aim of the analyses was to
examine correlations between quantitative variables. Assessing
the strength and significance of the relationship between
variables constituted an essential step in evaluating their
interdependence. The effect size (i.e. the strength of association
between variables) was measured using Cramér’s V and the Phi
coefficient. Cramér’s V was applied when the number of
categories compared exceeded two, while the Phi coefficient
was used when both variables had two categories. In the case of
the Phi coefficient, a positive or negative sign (or absence
thereof) indicates the direction of the relationship. The adopted
level of significance a =< 0.05.

IV. RESULTS

As a first step, the question on the activities of cooperative
banks to reduce financial exclusion was addressed to managers.
The responses are presented in Chart 1.

CHART 1.: MANAGEMENT'S VIEW ABOUT COOPERATIVE BANKS'
ACTIVITIES TO REDUCE FINANCIAL EXCLUSION

9,1

15,4 .

Yes

= No - I have no opinion

Source: own research.

The activities and initiatives undertaken by cooperative
banks, according to most of the respondents (75.5%), contribute
to reducing financial exclusion. This reveals the perception of
cooperative banks as institutions playing a significant role in
providing access to financial services for different societal
groups, including those at risk of financial exclusion. Only
15.4% of the respondents disagree with this statement. Some
respondents may perceive some barriers or limitations to the
ability of cooperative banks to provide full access to financial
services for all; 9.1% of the respondents have no opinion on this
issue, suggesting a lack of sufficient knowledge of the issue to
express an opinion.

The respondents’ answers were cross-referenced with the
characteristics describing the cooperative banks, and it was
found that an affirmative response in this respect was most
frequently given by representatives of banks located in
municipalities with a population of 5,001 to 10.000 inhabitants
(88.9%) and 10.001 to 20.000 inhabitants (80%). The values
presented in Table 1 indicate a statistically significant
relationship.
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TABLE 1. STATISTICALLY SIGNIFICANT RELATIONSHIPS
REGARDING MANAGEMENT’S OPINIONS ON THE ACTIVITIES OF
COOPERATIVE BANKS IN SUPPORT OF FINANCIAL INCLUSION

Characteristic: ~number of | Values of | Significance
inhabitants in the municipality | association level

where the cooperative bank | measures

was located

5001-10 000 Phi=0.354 p=0.022

10 001-20 000 Cramér’s V=0.250 | p=0.022

Source: own research.

Subsequently, participants in the survey were asked to
identify specific measures taken by cooperative banks
contributing to reducing financial exclusion and simultaneous
financial inclusion. The sum of the answers presented is greater
than 100.0% due to the possibility of more than one answer
(Chart 2).

CHART 2.: MANAGEMENT OPINION ON THE EXTENT OF
COOPERATIVE BANKS' EFFORTS TO REDUCE FINANCIAL
EXCLUSION (FOSTERING FINANCIAL INCLUSION)

Maintaining traditional channels
of access to banking services
Innovative channels for accessing
services (e-banking)

22,0
27,0
Financial education 29,1
Financial advising 34,8

Offer to farmers 51,1

Offer aimed at customers living
in rural areas and small towns

Offer aimed at less affluent
customers

Source: own research.

The most frequently indicated action of cooperative banks
that contributes to reducing financial exclusion is their services
to less affluent customers (59.6%). The accessibility of
financial products for people with low incomes is a key element
of the financial inclusion process. The next most frequently
selected responses were the offer of services to customers living
in rural areas and small towns (58.9%) and to farmers (51.1%).
These results show that adapting the bank's offer to the needs
and realities of a specific customer group, such as rural
residents or farmers, is considered an important element of the
sector's financial inclusion activities. In addition, financial
advising (34.8%) and financial education (29.1%) are perceived
as tools to reduce financial exclusion. This means that
providing information and support to customers on how to
manage their finances and use financial products is important
in the combat against financial exclusion. Finally, innovative
service access channels such as e-banking (27.0%) and, on the
other hand, maintaining traditional service access channels
(22.0%) are also seen as important in terms of access to
financial services for different customer groups. A comparison
of the results obtained (Table 2) with the characteristics of the
banks revealed a statistically significant relationship in the case
of cooperative banks located in the central macro-region, whose
representatives most frequently gave an affirmative response in
the category: offer aimed at less affluent customers (81.3%).
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TABLE 2. STATISTICALLY SIGNIFICANT RELATIONSHIPS
REGARDING MANAGEMENT’S OPINIONS ON THE SCOPE OF
COOPERATIVE BANKS’ ACTIVITIES IN SUPPORT OF FINANCIAL

INCLUSION
Characteristic: Values of association | Significance level
macro-region in | measures
which the
cooperative bank
was located
Central Phi=0.332 p=0.015
Cramér’s V =0.0332 p=0.015

Source: own research.

Financial education provided by cooperative banks to
different groups of the population was mentioned among the
financially inclusive activities, with Management indicating the
extent of such activities (Chart 3).

CHART 3. MANAGEMENT OPINION ON THE EXTENT OF
COOPERATIVE BANKS’ EDUCATIONAL ACTIVITIES

Other 2,9
Lectures for students 7,9
Financial competitions 28,1

Promoting financial services to

older people 41,0

Thematic lessons for young people 59,0

Source: own research.

The most popular activity, according to the responses, is
thematic lessons for youth, indicated by 59.0% of respondents.
This shows that cooperative banks attach great importance to
educating young people about finances, which is crucial for
laying a solid foundation of financial knowledge in future
adults. A significant group of the cooperative banks surveyed
(41.0%) promotes financial services to the elderly, revealing
that cooperative banks are aware of the need for financial
education among older customers, especially in the context of
the increasing digitalisation of financial services. Other
activities that cooperative banks (28.1% of the surveyed banks)
undertake in the area of financial education are competitions on
financial topics. Lectures for students are organised by 7.9% of
the banks, while other financial education activities such as
promoting services on the Internet, on the website,
implementation of the Bakcyl programme, marketing videos
and organisation of conferences were indicated by 2.9% of the
surveyed entities.

The distribution of the responses obtained, taking into
account the characteristics of the banks, shows that the category
of lectures to students was most frequently indicated by
managers of cooperative banks operating in rural municipalities
(20.7%). In these cases, a statistically significant relationship
existed, as presented in Table 3. Similar questions were
addressed to customers of cooperative banks, and the responses
are shown in Chart 4 and 5.
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TABLE 3. STATISTICALLY SIGNIFICANT RELATIONSHIPS
REGARDING MANAGEMENT’S OPINIONS ON THE EDUCATIONAL
ACTIVITIES OF COOPERATIVE BANKS

Characteristic: type | Values of | Significance level

of municipality and | association

size of the locality in | measures

which the

cooperative  bank

was located

Rural municipality Phi=0.260; p=0.008
Cramér’s
V=0.260

Village Phi=0.288; p=0.018
Cramér’s
V=0.288

Source: own research.

CHART 4. CUSTOMERS’ OPINIONS ON COOPERATIVE BANKS'
ACTIVITIES TO REDUCE FINANCIAL EXCLUSION

20,3

9,7 >—-

70,0

Yes =No - Ihave no opinion

Source: own research.

In graph 4 we can see that most of the respondents (70.0%)
confirmed that the activities of cooperative banks help to reduce
financial exclusion. This is very important, given that access to
basic banking services is a key factor for full participation in
society. Despite this positive picture, 20.3% of the customers
surveyed did not express an opinion, which may indicate the
need to communicate better the role cooperative banks play in
their communities and the impact they have on increasing
access to financial services. Only 9.7% of respondents believe
that the activity does not contribute to the availability of
financial services, i.e. financial inclusion. Statistical analysis of
the distribution of responses reveals statistically significant
relationships by socio-demographic characteristics (Table 4).

TABLE 4. STATISTICALLY SIGNIFICANT RELATIONSHIPS
REGARDING CUSTOMERS’ OPINIONS ON THE ACTIVITIES OF
COOPERATIVE BANKS IN SUPPORT OF FINANCIAL INCLUSION

Socio-demographic Values of association measures | Significance
characteristics of level
customers

Gender: male Phi=0.184; Cramér’s V=0.184 | p=0.00
Age: 46-55; 56-65; 66 | Phi=0.335; Cramér’s V=0.237 | p=0.00
and older

Marital status: divorced, | Phi=0.135; Cramér’s V=0.096 | p=0.00
widowed

Place of residence (type | Phi=0.110; Cramér’s V=0.078 | p=0.001
of municipality): urban

Level of education: | Phi=0.159; Cramér’s V=0.112 | p=0.00
higher education

Household type: two- | Phi=0.201; Cramér’s V=0.142 | p=0.00
person household

Occupational status: | Phi=0.279; Cramér’s V=0.197 | p=0.00
retirees and pensioners

Source: own research.
These correlations reveal that the activities of cooperative
banks that contribute to reducing financial exclusion are most
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often perceived by middle-aged and elderly men, those on a
pension or retirement pension, those living in a 2-person
household and urban municipalities. In the next question,
respondents were asked to identify specific activities of these
institutions for financial inclusion (Chart 5).

CHART 5: CUSTOMERS’ OPINION ON THE EXTENT OF
COOPERATIVE BANKS' EFFORTS TO REDUCE FINANCIAL
EXCLUSION AND FOSTER FINANCIAL INCLUSION

Electronic access channels 19,9

Maintaining traditional channels of

access to banking services 322

Offer to farmers 38,3

Offer aimed at customers living in
rural areas and small towns

Offer aimed at less affluent
customers

Source: own research.

As each respondent was able to list a maximum of three
answers, the total of the responses does not equal 100.0%. Of
the greatest importance is the offer of services aimed at
customers living in rural areas and small towns, which was
indicated by 58.0% of the respondents. More than half (55.5%)
of them also appreciated the offer of services aimed at less
affluent customers, demonstrating how cooperative banks can
serve as a bridge to access financial services for people with
low incomes who may have difficulty obtaining services from
other banks. The offer aimed at farmers, indicated by 38.3% of
the respondents, is further evidence of how cooperative banks
are anchored in their local communities, customising their
services to meet the specific needs of their customers. 32.2% of
the respondents stressed the importance of maintaining
traditional channels of access to banking services, such as an
extensive branch network, direct contact with staff or a high
proportion of cash transactions. In an era of increasing financial
services digitalisation, this is a reminder of the importance of
personal contact and traditional forms of access to banking
services for many people. Even electronic access channels,
which were less commonly indicated (19.9%), have a role to
play and can enable access to financial services for people who
may have difficulties visiting a physical bank branch, such as
the elderly, people with disabilities or those living in remote
locations.

Socio-demographic characteristics had a statistically
significant impact on the distribution of responses regarding the
actions undertaken by cooperative banks to promote financial
inclusion in the following areas, as detailed in Table 5:

e women were more likely to offer an affirmative response in
the category of offering to customers living in rural areas
and small towns (62.1);

e men were more likely to respond affirmatively in the
category of electronic access channels (23.6);

e 26-35 and 3645 year-olds were the most likely to give an

-124 -



ASEJ ISSN: 2543-9103 ISSN: 2543-411X (online)

affirmative response in the category of offer to farmers areas and small | and | Phi= | 10000 and
0 0 : . towns Cram | 0.128 | and larger:
(46.4% and 49.7% respectively); . s and from Phi
e persons aged 18-25 and 26-35 were the most likely to V= Cram | 10001 0.125
respond affirmatively in the category of offering to 0.076 | ér’s | do
SRS 0 at = 20000 Cramé
cust(())mers 11V11}g in rural areas and small towns (65.2% and p=0.0 | 0.128 | inhabit s Ve
69.6% respectively); 13 | at ants: 0.125
e persons aged 56—65 and 66 and above were the most likely p=0.0 | Phi= - at
to give an affirmative response in the category of electronic 04 0.143 11’=0'00
access channels (26% and 25.6% respectively); Cramé
e persons living in villages and small towns with a population r's V=
of 5001-10000 were the most likely to give an affirmative 0148
response in the category of offer to farmers (41.4% and =0.00
45.5% respectively); 1
e persons living in cities with a populatlpn of SOOITIOOOO Offer targeted 2635 | Villige .
and 10001-20000 were the most likely to give an at farmers and s and person
affirmative response in the category of offering to 36- small house
customers living in rural areas and small towns (63.6% and gi;: ‘fzrl(t)‘rens gr(:!lds
73% respectively); 0.150 | 5001 larger:
e persons living in towns with a population below 5000 and Cram | do Phi=
in cities with 50001-100000 inhabitants were the most érs | 10000 0.093
. . . . V = | inhabit Cramé
likely to give an affirmative response in the category of ) 0.150 | ants: r's V=
maintaining traditional channels of access to banking at Phi= 0.093
services (48.1% and 37.8% respectively); 8:00 O~ld“ at 0.0
.. . .. . . an =0.
e persons living in cities with a population of 20001-50000 Cramé g
and above 100000 were the most likely to respond rsV=
affirmatively in the category of electronic channels of 2{111
access to banking services (29.2% and 24.3% respectively); p=0.04
e vocational-technical school and higher education graduates 5

were the most likely to offer an affirmative response in the

. . Maintainin Cities
category of channels of access to banking services (23.5% traditional € below
and 22.2% respectively); channels  of 5000
e persons living in a 4-person household or more were the Iajccis,s to m}t‘ab‘t
. . . . ankin; ants
most likely to give an affirmative response in the category sewici and
of offer to farmers (42.9%); from
e persons living in a 4-person household or more were the (510001
. . . (o]
most likely to respond affirmatively in the category of offer 10000
to customers living in rural areas and small towns (64.4%); ) ) 0 i ) i
e persons living in a 1-person household were the most likely ml:ab‘t
. . . . ants:
to give an affirmative response in the category of electronic Phi=
channels of access to banking services (64.4%); 0.121
e white-collar workers were the most likely to give an f‘:‘?e_
affirmative response in the category of channels of access 0.121
to banking services (20.4%). at
TABLE 5. STATISTICALLY SIGNIFICANT RELATIONSHIPS BETWEEN 2:0'01
THE CATEGORIES OF ACTIONS UNDERTAKEN BY COOPERATIVE
BANKS TO PROMOTE FINANCIAL INCLUSION AND THE SOCIO - ] " -
DEMOGRAPHIC CHARACTERISTICS OF RESPONDENTS Electronic Male | 56-65 | Cities | Perso | 1- White
. access channels | s: and from ns person | -collar
Socio- Gend | Age | Place | Level | House | Type Phi= | older: | 20001 | with | house | worke
demographic er of of hold | of 0.101 | Phi= | to vocati | hold: | rs:
categories/char residen | educat | type work Cram | 0.172 | 50000 onal Phi= Phi=
acteristics  of ce ion perfor ér’s Cram | and secon | 0.110 0.120
respondents med V=0. | ér’s from dary Cramé
Offer targeted 101 V=0. | 50001 or r’'s V= | Cram
at less affluent | - - - - - - at 172 to higher | 0.110 ér's V
customers p=0.0 | at 10000 | educat | at =
Offer targeted | Fema | 8-25 Cities 4- 01 p=0.0 | O ion: p=0.00 | 0.120
at  customers | les: and from ) person | 0; inhabit | Phi= 5 at
living in rural | Phi= | 26- 5001 house ants: 0.128 p=0.0
0.076 | 35: do holds 06
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Phi=
0.164 Cram
Cramé | ér’'s V
r'sv=|=
0.164 0.128
at at
p=0.00 | p=0.0
01

Source: own research.

Moreover, customers of cooperative banks were asked
whether they experienced a situation of denial of specific
services by another bank. Almost 21% (314) of the respondents
answered in the affirmative. This group was asked to indicate
the services they had been denied, as presented in Table 6.

TABLE 6. SCOPE OF SERVICES DENIED TO COOPERATIVE BANK
CUSTOMERS BY OTHER BANKS

Type of banking service N %
Bank credit 201 64.0%
Loan 173 55.1%
Opening a bank account 16 51%
Issue of debit card for an account 11 3.5%

Source: own research.

In response to this question, each respondent could indicate
any number of answers; therefore, the total of the indications is
greater than 100.0%. Customers were most often refused bank
credit, with 64.0% of respondents ticking this answer. The
second most common refusal was for a loan, as indicated by
55.1% of respondents. Significantly fewer respondents (5.1%)
faced a refusal to open a bank account. A small section of
people (3.5%) were denied a debit card for their account. In
view of the socio-demographic characteristics of the
respondents, it can be observed that the following individuals
experienced denial of specific banking services (Table 7):

e men were most likely to experience bank credit denial
(71.9%) and women were most likely to encounter loan
denial (63.7%);

o those aged 66 and over were most likely to experience bank
credit denial (86.7%) and those aged 1825 were most
likely to experience denial of an ATM card (16.7%);

e divorced or widowed people were most likely to experience
denial of bank credit (84.4%) and single people were the
most likely to experience denial of an ATM card (9.6%);

e persons living in cities with a population of 50001-100000
were most likely to experience bank credit denial (75.0%),
while persons living in villages — loan denial (56.7%);

e persons living in rural municipalities were most likely to
experience bank credit denial (71.8%), while persons living
in urban-rural municipalities were most likely to
experience loan denial (73.7%);

e persons living in a 1-person household were most likely to
experience denial of an ATM card (11.4%);

e pensioners were most likely to experience bank credit
denial (81.3%), while unemployed persons were most
likely to experience loan denial (67.2%);

e blue-collar workers were most likely to experience bank
credit denial (73.9%). The results obtained can be used to
form a profile of people who refused bank credit most
often: males over 66, retired or on a pension, divorced or
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widowed, living in a 1-person household in a city with
more than 50.000 inhabitants, in a rural municipality or a
blue-collar worker.

TABLE 7: STATISTICALLY SIGNIFICANT RELATIONSHIPS BETWEEN
THE CATEGORIES OF BANKING SERVICES DENIED TO
RESPONDENTS AND THEIR SOCIO-DEMOGRAPHIC

CHARACTERISTICS
Socio-demographic Denial of bank | Denial of a | Denial of a
characteristics/service | credit loan bank card
categories
Gender Males: Females:
Phi=0.154 Phi=-0.185
Cramér’s and Cramér’s | -
V=0.154 at | V=0.185 at
p=0.007 p=0.001
Age Age above 66: Age 18-25:
Phi= 0.216 Phi=0.256
Cramér’s - Cramér’s
V=0.216 at V=0.256 at
p=0.012 p=0.001
Marital status Divorced or Single
widowed individuals:
individuals: Phi= 0.217
Phi=0.161 - and
Cramér’s Cramér’s V
V=0.161 at = 0217 at
p=0.017 p=0.001
Place of residence Cities from | Village: Phi=
50001 do | 0217  and
100000 Cramér’s V=
inhabitants: 0.217 at
Phi=0.224 and | p=0.022 .
Cramér’s
V=0.224 at
p=0.015
Type of municipality | Rural: Urban-rural:
Phi= 0.236 and | Phi= 0.207
Cramér’s V = | and Cramér’s | -
0.236 at p=0.00 | V = 0.207 at
p=0.001
Household type 1-person
household:
Phi=0.213
- - and
Cramér’s V
=0.213 at
p=0.003
Occupational status Retirees and | Unemployed:
pensioners: Phi=  0.164
Phi= 0.181 and | and Cramér’s | -
Cramér’s V. = | V =0.164 at
0.181 at p=0.017 | p=0.038
Type of  work | Blue-collar
performed work: Phi=
0.211 and | - -
Cramér’s V=
0.211 at p=0.012
Source: own research.
Loan refusals pertained mostly to women, unemployed

persons and residents of villages and urban-rural municipalities.

Respondents who had been refused services by another bank
(20.9% of the total respondents) were asked whether this was
the reason for their choosing the services of cooperative banks
(Chart 6).
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CHART 6: CUSTOMERS' OPINION ABOUT USING COOPERATIVE
BANKS FOLLOWING DENIAL BY ANOTHER BANK

16,9

-
\-/

Yes = No

Source: own research.

As many as 83.1 per cent of respondents confirmed that it
was the refusal of another bank to provide a service that drove
them to use cooperative banks. This may demonstrate the
flexibility and ability of these institutions to adapt their services
to the diverse needs of their customers, including those who
may have difficulty accessing financial services at other banks.
This may also suggest that cooperative banks are perceived as
more customer-friendly, may offer more personalised service
or be more willing to negotiate and communicate with
customers with different financial profiles. 16.9% of the
respondents answered ‘no’ to this question. The choice of a
cooperative bank by this customer group was, therefore, not
directly linked to the refusal of another bank to provide the
service. Possibly, for these customers, other factors such as
location, customer service or the terms and conditions of the
products offered prompted the choice of cooperative banks.
Statistical analysis of the distribution of responses indicates
statistically significant relationships based on the socio-
demographic characteristics of customers who, after being
refused by another bank, chose to use the services of
cooperative banks (Table 8).

TABLE 8. STATISTICALLY SIGNIFICANT RELATIONSHIPS
REGARDING CUSTOMERS’ OPINIONS ON USING COOPERATIVE
BANKS’ SERVICES FOLLOWING DENIAL BY ANOTHER BANK

Socio-demographic Values of association | Significance

characteristics of customers | measures level

Gender: male Phi=0.228; Cramér’s V= | p=0.00
0.228

Place of residence: city | Phi=0.293; Cramér’s V= | p=0.00

above 100 of inhabitants 0.293

Type of municipality: urban | Phi=0.235; Cramér’s V= | p=0.00
0.235

Macro-region: south- | Phi=0.260; Cramér’s V= | p=0.002

western 0.260

Source: own research.

The following people were most likely to use cooperative
banks when denied services at other banks: males (26.0%);
those living in cities with more than 100.000 inhabitants
(36.4%); residents of urban municipalities (24.7%); inhabitants
of the south-western macro-region (35.3%).

V. DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

The research findings presented illustrate how important it is
for many individuals to maintain access to financial services in
areas where financial institutions may be less present. Another
important issue is the diversification of channels through which
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financial services are accessed. Cooperative banks, besides the
development of electronic channels for the distribution of
banking products, continue to maintain an extensive network of
banking outlets, as recognised by the customers surveyed
(32.2%) and management (22%). This operating strategy
contributes to greater accessibility to financial services for
customer groups with diverse needs and, at the same time,
digital competencies. This view is consistent with the findings
of M. Folwarski (2021, p. 191), who argues that digital
innovations in banking contribute to the improvement of both
financial inclusion and the digitalisation of society. Executives
stressed the importance of financial education and advice in the
activities of the cooperative banking sector. These institutions
undertake many educational initiatives aimed at different age
groups, from children and adolescents (lessons held in schools,
competitions organised) to middle-aged and the elderly, where
the message is aimed at explaining and encouraging the use of
e-banking services and the offer dedicated to this group. This
view is also shared by B. Fraczek (2017), M. Polasik et al.
(2018), and M. Folwarski (2021). M. Polasik et al. (2018, p. 38)
who recommend combining financial education with education
in information technologies, particularly for older individuals,
as an area that enables financial institutions to contribute to
enhancing the level of financial inclusion. An important aspect
of the financial inclusion efforts is that many customers who
had previously been denied service by another bank were able
to take advantage of the cooperative banks' product offerings.

This paper sought to explore the role and significance of
cooperative banks in Poland in the context of financial
inclusion, based on the opinions of their customers and
management. The results of the literature review and our
research show that cooperative banks in Poland play a
significant role in the financial inclusion process, particularly
in areas and among people potentially at risk of financial
exclusion. Perceptions of the importance of cooperative banks'
efforts to reduce financial exclusion converge among the
managements of these institutions and their customers. Both
groups of respondents (more than 50% of responses) confirm
that cooperative banks tailor their offer to the needs of different
customer groups, keeping in mind farmers, less affluent people
and those living in rural areas and small towns. In conclusion,
it can be stated that the objective of the paper was achieved, as
the various measures undertaken by cooperative banks to
promote financial inclusion are recognised and positively
evaluated by their customers and emphasised by the
management.

With regard to the specific objectives of the study, it is worth
noting that in the case of opinions expressed by representatives
of cooperative banks, the characteristics describing those
institutions had only a limited impact on the distribution of
responses. Only a few statistically significant relationships
were recorded in relation to the size of the locality, the type of
municipality, and the macro-region in which the banks operate.
In contrast, the statistical analysis of the survey results among
customers revealed numerous statistically significant
relationships, confirming that socio-demographic
characteristics (age, gender, place of residence, type of
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municipality, type of household, and socio-professional status)
influenced the perception of cooperative banks as institutions
contributing to the reduction of financial exclusion.

In summary, the various measures taken by cooperative
banks for financial inclusion are recognised and positively
evaluated by their customers and highlighted by the
management.
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