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In this study, we examine private investors’ attitudes and behavior towards sustainable investing. Our analysis 

is based on a survey of 5,030 Finnish private investors. We compare traditional, ethical and sustainable 

investment strategies. We find that 60 percent of all survey respondents consider environmental, social, and 

governance (ESG) factors when making their investment decisions. According to our results, women and 

millennials are more likely to follow sustainable investment strategies than investors on average. Language 

background, location, and education levels also tend to influence investment behavior. Both sustainable and 

traditional investors are willing to take risks in their investment strategy. In this study, we also report on the 

effects of the COVID pandemic on investor behavior. We find that investors who started investing during the 

COVID pandemic are less likely to choose traditional investment strategies.  
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Sustainability and Private Investors  

 

Private investors are an increasingly important voice in sustainability challenges. Sustainability encompasses 

“development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet 

their own needs” (Brundtland Report, 1987). Whilst sustainable investing incorporates environmental, social and 

governance (ESG) factors, it is considered a different strategy to traditional investing or ethical investing. 

Traditional investors do not usually consider values like ESG, nor are they willing to compromise returns. Ethical 

investors tend to be willing to compromise returns to invest according to their conscience (or values). What 

differentiates sustainable investors is they are not willing to compromise their returns, whereas ethical investors 

are (Haber et al., 2022; Silvola and Landau, 2021; Michelson et al., 2004). 

 

Regarding private investors, there tends to be a lack of empirical evidence on two key issues:  

 

) whether and how private investors perceive sustainable investing. 

) the characteristics of private investors who are interested in sustainable investing. 

 

This is surprising given that private investors hold investments equivalent to $42 trillion globally (World 

Economic Forum, 2022). Given that private investors represent significant wealth, they have the potential to be 

important change agents regarding sustainability challenges. Furthermore, the private investor perspective is 

important because they have latitude in how their capital is deployed. Nor are they accountable to others in the 

same way as fund managers might be.  

 

In this study, our central research question is based around private investors’ attitudes towards sustainable 

investment. We empirically examine private investors’ profiles and their attitudes to sustainable, ethical, and 

traditional investing. We examine the most frequently applied decisions by private investors, as well as the main 

factors driving their decision to invest sustainably. Finally, we report on the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic on 

private investor behavior and how sustainable investing is expected to develop in the five-year post-survey 

period. 

 

The data that we used for our study was collected through an online survey in Finland in collaboration with 

Nordnet. Nordnet assisted the research team by sharing information about the client survey. The survey contains 

thirty-one questions across five categories. The survey questions capture whether and how individuals make 

investment decisions that include ESG considerations. We also include questions about the materiality and 

impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on private investor decisions. The data was collected between December 14, 

2020 – January 31, 2021. The final sample consists of 5,030 survey responses from private investors. 

 

In this study, we address five specific questions: 

 

) Do Finnish private investors take ESG factors into account when making investment decisions?  

) Is there gender-based differences in private investor decisions?  

) Are sustainable investors willing to take risks in their investment strategies?  

) Do Finnish private investors acquire ideas from neighbors, family and co-workers?  

) Did the COVID pandemic impact sustainable investment decisions amongst Finnish private investors?  
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It is worth clarifying that in this study the term “private investor” refers to an individual who chooses to invest 

their own private money into financial markets. It is not limited to high-net-worth individuals. In fact, as Figure 

One displays, investing is not just for wealthy individuals. Figure One indicates that 41 percent of investors have 

an income between €25,000- €49,999, and only 4 percent of respondents have an income of more than €100,000. 

This appears representative of the overall Finnish population where the average annual salary is €44,808.1 

1 Source: https://stat.fi/en/statistics/pra. 

Figure 1: Income distribution among the survey respondents 
(Y-axis denotes salary level of respondents; X-axis denotes respondent percentage) 

We also observe in Figure Two that investing can start with relatively little money. Figure Two indicates that only 

5 percent of private Finnish investors whom we survey have assets of more than €500,000 ($531,000). Thus, the 

final sample in this study comprises a diverse mix of wealthy private investors as well as investors with relatively 

small investment portfolios. 

Figure 2: Value of the respondents’ investment portfolio 
(Y-axis denotes value of invested assets (excl. home and debt); X-axis denotes percentage of respondents) 

https://stat.fi/en/statistics/pra
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So where do Finnish private investors tend to invest? From Figure Three we observe that stocks (81 percent) and 

mutual funds, index funds and ETFs (78 percent) are popular investment classes. This is followed by real estate 

(14 percent), forest (7 percent) and cryptocurrencies (7 percent). In separate results, we also find that survey 

respondents have a relatively long investment horizon, with 63 percent of respondents having over a 10-year 

investment horizon. 

Figure 3: Asset classes chosen by respondents 
(The Y-axis displays asset class; X-axis denotes percentage of respondents) 

We now summarize the findings from the five research questions listed above. The results are based on extensive 

regressions and robustness tests. 
 

Do Finnish private investors take ESG factors into account when making investment decisions?  
 

We find that sustainable investing is becoming more common in Finland. Specifically, 60% of all survey 

respondents consider ESG information when making investment decisions. We estimate that survey respondents 

invest, on average, 45% of their investment portfolios using sustainable investment strategies. Respondents 

expect that share to grow to 57% within the next five years. 
 

Are there gender-based differences in private investor decisions? 
 

Our empirical results indicate that women and millennials (40-year-olds and younger) tend to invest more 

sustainably. More specifically, we find that women are more likely to invest sustainably and ethically, whereas 

men are more likely to follow traditional investment styles. The age distribution of the survey sample is displayed 

in Figure Four. 
 

We also find that investor characteristics other than gender and age tend to have an impact on investment 

decisions. For example, we find investors with Finnish as their first language are more likely to invest according 

to traditional investment strategies. Non-native Finnish speakers are more likely to follow sustainable and ethical 

investment strategies than investors on average. Location and lifestyle also have an impact on private investor 

behavior. Specifically, investors who live in larger Finnish cities tend to invest more ethically and sustainably 

than investors who reside in smaller towns or in the countryside. Investors who own their house or apartment 

tend to invest less ethically and sustainably than investors on average. Parents and investors who are in a 

relationship tend to invest more sustainably and ethically than their peers. 
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From the regressions, education level and discipline are also significant variables affecting private investor 

behavior. Investors with a higher education invest ethically and sustainably more often than investors with lower 

education levels. According to our results, also the educational discipline also impacts investment decisions. 

Investors with a business or engineering degree tend to follow traditional investment strategies more often. 

Interestingly, pay level or employment situation does not affect the chosen investment strategy. 

 

Investment portfolio size also impacts chosen investment strategies. Private investors with a larger investment 

portfolio are more likely to follow traditional investment strategies and, on average, tend not follow ethical or 

sustainable investment styles. 

 

Are sustainable investors willing to take risks in their investment strategies?  
 

Our findings suggest that both sustainable and traditional investors are willing to take risks in their investments, 

thereby indicating that sustainable investors have similar risk-taking preferences to traditional investors. Both 

are willing to take risks in their investments when the risk-taking is associated with high expected returns. 

 

Do Finnish private investors acquire ideas from neighbors, family and co-workers?  
 

Our tabulated results suggest that Finnish investors are not keen on asking for advice when making investment 

decisions. We find that on average 70 percent of Finnish private investors prefer to make their own investment 

decisions. We summarise this in Figure Five. 

Figure 4: Age distribution of the survey respondents  
(The Y-axis indicates age group; X-axis denotes respondent percentage) 
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Did the COVID pandemic impact sustainable investment decisions amongst Finnish private 

investors?  

 

We examine private investor behavior regarding future investment plans, as well as preferences on investment 

advice, and the possible effect of the COVID pandemic on investment behavior. We document that the investors 

who follow sustainable or ethical investment strategies plan to increase their investments to sustainable 

investment objectives during the post-survey five-year period (i.e. 2021-2026). However, investors following 

traditional investment strategies plan to decrease the share of sustainable investments in their portfolios over 

the next five years. 

 

Finally, whilst our results indicate that millennials invest more sustainably than older investors, it remains 

interesting to see if they will also invest any inheritance money they will eventually receive into sustainable 

financial products. This type of re-allocation of money on a large scale may well change the market dynamics in 

the long term, thereby helping achieve sustainable development targets. ∎  

Figure 5: Who do private investors consult? 
(Y-axis denotes who respondents consult for financial advice; X-axis denotes respondent percentage) 

https://www.weforum.org/events/the-davos-agenda-2022
https://www.weforum.org/events/the-davos-agenda-2022
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