Investing with Integrity:  A Primer on Socially Responsible Investing

Investors increasingly recognize that corporate responsibility and societal concerns are valid parts of investment decisions.   Such “socially conscious” investors consider their own values and financial needs as well as their investment's impact on the sustainability of our local community and society in general.   According to the Social Investment Forum socially responsible investing (SRI) is a three-pronged concept that includes shareholder advocacy, investment screening, and community investing.   
Shareholder advocacy involves taking an active role as investors of corporate America.  This involves reading and voting shareholder proxies and dialoguing with companies about social, environmental, or governance concerns.  
Investment screening is an increasingly popular process that expands the idea of personal “profitability” by enabling investors to put their “money where their mouth is”.  Investment Screening involves the use of “positive” and “negative” investment screens and is the practice of evaluating investment portfolios or mutual funds based on social, environmental and good corporate governance criteria.   Positive screening seeks to identify profitable companies that make positive contributions to society; whereas negative screens help investors avoid investing in companies whose products and business practices conflict with personal values.    If you want to reduce your impact on the environment, for example, you can avoid investing in companies with abysmal environmental records or whose profitability depends upon the unsustainable consumption of resources.   If you’re concerned about social equity then screening can help you avoid supporting companies that exploit foreign labor laws we’d never tolerate in our own community.   For those guided by faith investment screening creates an opportunity to integrate your investments and your values.  
Community Investing  is the third and fastest growing aspect of SRI and involves directing money from investors and lenders to communities that are underserved by traditional financial services institutions. Community investing provides access to credit, equity, capital, and basic banking products that communities would otherwise lack.   Community Investing makes it possible for local investors and organizations to provide financial services to low-income individuals and to supply capital for small businesses and vital community services, such as affordable housing, child care, and healthcare.  In Shasta County we have the recently formed Redding Affordable Housing Loan Fund (RAHLF) which as referenced in a  November 17, 2009 article in anewscafe.com is “a coalition of local community members and organizations that came together to create a collaborative financing strategy to increase the supply of affordable housing for people in Redding.”  While RAHLF provides institutions an opportunity to stimulate affordable housing locally there is growing demand nationally amongst individual investors who also want to help create local jobs, housing, and social services while earning returns on their investments.  For those interested in creating a local opportunity for individuals to invest in a community loan fund The Calvert Foundation provides an organizational template and even direct support for aspiring community investment institutions.  Until an community investment solution for individual investors is started here in Redding you can help to accomplish many of these objectives by simply opening an account in a community bank or credit union that support RAHLF or other local community investment programs. 
If you’d like more information about becoming a socially responsible investor then give me a call (243-9888) and visit www.nextlevelradio.net  to listen to my “investing with integrity” episode.   You’ll find links to additional resources and educational materials.  
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