Mission-Related Investing

By Paul Lagasse D l |-t

How mission-related investing

y

not only furthers your mission, but also

provides desirable financial returns

uppose you work for a foun-
dation that is focused on health-
care for inner-city kids. The orga-
nization gives 5 percent away as traditional
grants to start a reading center or to hire
teachers to work after-school hours. That is
admirable, but it could do more. The foun-
dation could put the rest of its portfolio
to work by lending part of it out to fund
the building of a literary center or invest in
textbook publishers.

“The important question is, how can you
shape your investment policy to support
and further your mission?” asks Don Cum-
mings, principal of Blue Haven Capital LLC
in Geneva, Ill. (www.bluchavencapital.com).
“Intuitively, if you can grant away 5 percent
of the portfolio and make a difference, just
think of what you can accomplish with the
other 95 percent. I'd like to see the invest-
ment policy support the mission side so that
the mission impact is even greater. That way
you're killing two birds with one stone.”

This is an important question that many
nonprofit organizations are asking. How-
ever, is mission-related investing (MRI) right
for your nonprofit? Does it require you to
take unreasonable risks with the money that
your donors entrust to you? How do you
make sure that the “good” thing to do does
not come at the expense of what is really best
for your organization?
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Mission’s Active Driver

Mission-related investing was in the spot-
light not too long ago in the wake of a Los
Angeles Times series on the controversial
investment strategies of the Bill & Melinda
Gates Foundation (“Dark Cloud Over Good
Works of Gates Foundation” by Charles
Piller, Edmund Sanders, Robyn Dixon and
Times staff writers, Jan. 7, 2007). MRI is an
investment strategy where foundations and
nonprofits invest a percentage of their funds
in stocks, bonds, securities and other invest-
ment vehicles in order to generate positive
social or environmental outcomes, and then
recover the principal or even earn a return
on the original investment. Proponents say
that, if done well, MRI can turn your invest-
ment portfolio into an active driver of your
mission.

“MRI is a vehicle that helps explore
where it’s appropriate to bring the mar-
ketplace into the equation to solve social
or environmental problems,” says Douglas
Bauer, senior vice president at Rockefeller
Philanthropy Advisors in New York (www.
rockpa.org). Bauer describes MRI as an ef-
fective leveraging tool for foundations and
nonprofits, and believes that there will be an
increasing need for MRI in the next 15 years
as federal funding for social and environ-
mental programs falls off.

“The traditional model, in which philan-
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