
Holistic Solutions by Christopher Peck

Fine Tuning Your Life
Is your life humming along as you’d like it to? Do you whistle 
while you work? Do you need any fine-tuning? Do you 
march to the sound of a different drummer? Can you think of 
another clever auditory-alignment phrase about the quality 
of your life? If so, I’d love to hear it!

In this article, I’m introducing a new mental model to the 
basket of tools we use in the strategic insight aspect of 
Holistic Financial Planning (HFP). As you might recall (and if 
you don’t, please email me for past articles), in HFP we have 

several phases, like developing 
a holistic goal, planning income, 
planning expenses, planning for 
profit, and monitoring towards 
success. The strategic insight 
mode hovers, in a sense, above 
all of the others. It’s a collection 
of tools and mental models that 
we grab occasionally to help 
make rapid progress toward our 
goal. Strategic insight models 
covered previously in these 
pages include looking for 
logjams, evaluating the weak 
link in your chain of profitability, 
and using the wheel of life to 
identify shortcomings. 

I call my latest playful process 
“Fine Tune Your Life,” and it’s 
based on the idea of an equalizer 
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Making a Difference by Michael Kramer

Managed SRI Assets Surpass $3 Trillion
The Great Recession, currently in its third year, caused 
many equity investors to either lose nearly a decade of stock 
market gains or lose faith in the market and move to cash 
equivalents. Nevertheless, the Social Investment Forum’s 
recently-released 2010 Report on Socially Responsible 
Investing Trends in the United States reveals a startling 
fact: while the overall amount of professionally managed 
assets invested increased only 3% since 2005, the amount 
of managed assets in socially responsible investments rose 
34% during the same five-year period, to $3.07 trillion. This 
affirms a long-term trend, as managed SRI assets increased 
380% over the past fifteen years, 120% more than assets in 
conventionally managed investments.

What may come as a surprise even to SRI investors is that one 
out of every eight dollars under professional management is 
now engaged in some form of ethical investing. Only three 
years ago, this rate was one of every eleven dollars. The report 
illustrates the maturation and expansion of the SRI industry, 
with the number of SRI funds nearly doubling in only three 
years, from 260 to 493, as values-based investing continued 
to gain in popularity amidst the problematic ethical and 
mismanagement issues on Wall Street. In addition, the value 
of assets in SRI-oriented Exchange-Traded Funds increased 
over 200% since 2007.

Negative Screening  
Still the Foundation 
Recent years have seen many 
innovations designed to reshape 
the criteria we use to define 
social responsibility, aiming to 
proactively channel investment 
into more “sustainable” 
companies that integrate a wide 
range of environmental, social, 
and governance issues into 
their analytical methodology. 
Nevertheless, the Trends Report 
revealed that the most popular 
investment approach continues 
to be negative screening to omit 
companies engaged in tobacco, 
alcohol, gambling, weapons, the 
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Sudan, and poor environmental performance. These tradi-
tional practices don’t garner media attention as much as they 
once did, but they still form the foundation of the industry, 
and serve as the strong taproot of values-based investing.

Thus, most SRI assets – $2.5 
trillion – are linked to portfolio 
screening for environmental, 
social, and governance 
factors. Meanwhile, assets 
dedicated exclusively to 
shareholder advocacy now 
total $1.5 trillion, nearly 
double the amount from 2007. 
Assets placed in community 
development financial insti-
tutions now total nearly $42 
billion, a 60% increased over 
the past three years.

In addition, there are now over 175 alternative investment 
vehicles, such as hedge funds, real estate funds, and venture 
capital and private equity funds. This segment of the SRI 
industry has grown over 600% in only three years, by 
far the largest increase of any category. A boom in green 
building across the country has spurred the creation of 
thirty Responsible Property Investment (RPI) funds, one of 
the more significant developments of the past few years. A 
broadly defined niche, RPI covers a wide range of purposes, 
approaches, and vehicles that address brownfield redevel-
opment, urban infill and regeneration, energy efficiency, 
smart growth and transit-oriented development, fair labor 
practices, and affordable and workforce housing.

Shareholder Advocacy on the Rise
In the shareholder advocacy arena, over 1500 social and 
environmental resolutions were filed by shareholders during 
the past four proxy seasons, and while many were withdrawn 
as a result of management’s voluntary support, about half 
the resolutions were voted on, and nearly one-third of them 
received more than 30% favorable votes by shareholders. 
This is significant because historically, shareholders vote 
with management – which usually opposes shareholder 
resolutions on principle. The near doubling of the rate of 
shareholder support for SRI resolutions suggests a stronger 
willingness to hold management accountable for practices 
that affect share value. The most popular issue over the past 
three years has been disclosure of political contributions: 
nearly 250 shareholder resolutions were filed on this issue 
during this period. In second place were climate change and 
other environment-related resolutions surrounding pollution 
prevention and sustainability reporting. Equal employment, 

animal welfare, human rights, health care reform, and global 
labor standards each also saw at least fifty resolutions. The 
areas which have received the highest “yes” votes among 
shareholders since 2007 pertain to equal employment 

opportunity and sustainability reporting, 
with political contributions disclosure not 
far behind.

In the corporate governance arena, resolu-
tions to allow shareholders an advisory say 
on executive pay were the most widely filed, 
and in general such resolutions received 
support at the 40% level. Resolutions that 
require majority shareholder approval of 
individual board members received support 
at nearly the 60% level, while initiatives to 
separate the powers of corporate CEO and 
board chair, as well as to increase board 
diversity, received lesser support.

Community Investing Almost Doubles
Community investing continues to grow in popularity, nearly 
doubling its assets in three years to $42 billion. The majority 
of the assets reside within community banks (41%), credit 
unions (27%), and loan funds (27%), though community 
development venture capital funds saw a 67% increase in 
the past four years. As we know, deposits in these institu-
tions support the construction and ownership of affordable 
housing, development of small businesses and micro-enter-
prises, community services such as child care, education and 
healthcare, creation of living-wage jobs and asset-building 
education and assistance for low-income populations, as 
well as funding businesses and organizations in the fields 
of sustainable development, resource conservation, and 
environmentally beneficial products and services.

Strikingly, the default rate for customers at community 
investment institutions during the economic downturn was 
significantly lower than at conventional FDIC-insured insti-
tutions, testament to their history of providing appropriate 
and non-predatory financial services, including foreclosure 
prevention counseling. 

Finally, the growth of domestic assets in SRI is consistent with 
the global trend. In the thirteen major countries of Europe, 
SRI assets jumped 87% in three years to five trillion Euros, 
while Canada saw a 21% increase to CDN $610 billion. The 
Austral-Asian rim nations (China, India, Korea, Indonesia, 
Japan, Malaysia, Singapore, Thailand, and Vietnam) currently 
maintain over $100 billion in SRI assets, while there are now 
over 400 SRI funds in the region. From developing nations, 
all the way to your own portfolio, making money while 
making a difference is clearly on the rise. 
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used by DJs and sound engineers. If you have an audiophile 
friend you’ve likely seen an equalizer, with its many sliders 
and dials that precisely tune musical output. 

People often think in terms of “on-off,” like a light switch, 
but in reality the fuzzy details of life are not “on-off” – they 
move through a range within many possible variables. Take 
something like health for example; you’re not either healthy 
or unhealthy. There are many factors to be evaluated to make 
a diagnosis: weight, resting heart rate, body fat percentage, 
triglyceride levels, etc, etc. The same is true for financial well-
being. Success doesn’t exist on a black or white scale with 
‘loser’ on one end and ‘winner’ on the other; it’s measured 
by income and expense, and assets and liabilities. That’s 
why we have accountants, right? Each area of our lives exists 
on a continuum, and the dials or sliders on an equalizer are 
a useful metaphor for playing with how to fine tune and 
improve in specific areas, to “dial it in” ever more precisely. 

Imagine an equalizer with dozens of dials, in several sections 
and four to five dials per section. The sections might be 
labeled “Health,” “Wealth,” “Relationship,” “Contribution,” 
and “Spirituality.” Within the wealth section there might be 
a dial for income, one for expenses, one for assets and one 
for debts. Do you need to turn up the income dial or turn 
down the expense dial? Or both? Are your debts a little too 
loud and out of balance, drowning out the assets? Within 
the health section do you need to turn up your exercise 
dial or turn down the dessert dial? (If you have a whole dial 
for desserts, you probably do!) Don’t get stuck thinking this 
metaphor is hard and fast; it’s intended to be flexible and 
playful, a mind opener that can offer some insight into how 
you might improve the quality of your life.  

This metaphor of fine tuning an equalizer is actually an 
advanced tool, operating on the assumption that your life 
is humming along pretty well. If it’s not, you need to use 
different tools. If you haven’t found your life’s work, or you 
need a good blast of creativity, there are other strategic 
insight tools that will be more effective. But this is the 
first tool I’ve found so far to advance an understanding of 
systems thinking. Systems thinking isn’t easy: there are so 
many complex and interacting variables, and most of us are 
far from making it a habit to consider them all. Obviously 
our lives are a kind of complex system, and improving them 
is often not a simple act of “do this, not that,” but a series of 
balancing acts and compromises amongst time and energy 
and effectiveness. 

Finding proportion and balance in life is a result of personal 
growth and reflection. As Julia Cameron says in The Artist’s 
Way: “The quality of life is in proportion, always, to the 

capacity for delight. The capacity for delight is the gift of 
paying attention.” Perhaps delight could be its own dial? I 
hope you’re able to turn that one up to eleven!

This is also a useful tool for thinking about the economy, 
which is certainly a complex system, with hundreds or 
thousands of “dials” being tuned regularly, leading to an 
equally broad range of results. When commentators or 
pundits or even regular folks talk about “economic collapse,” 
it sounds too much like an on-off switch to me, and I think 
of the giant table-sized equalizers and sound boards they 
have in music studios, and I try to imagine what it would 
take to tweak the dials to such extremes that it would create 
something truly discordant. I’m not suggesting our economy 
is currently making music like a Mozart string quartet, but it’s 
not death metal either. 

There’s an old saying, and I’ll admit it’s a little cheesy, 
where the guy in the 
leisure suit says to 
his prospective date,  
“I think we could 
make beautiful music 
together.” If you 
could strip away the 
cheese factor, can 
you ask yourself this 
question? Are you 
making beautiful 
music? In your life? 
In your livelihood? 
In your relationships? 
If you’re not, are you 
aware of where it’s 
out of tune? How can 
you correct it? 

So far I’ve been 
talking about tuning 

your personal instrument to look at the kind of output you’re 
creating. It’s also important to flip the metaphor and see 
yourself as the radio that tunes in to a universal station. As 
George Washington Carver put it, “I like to think of nature 
as an unlimited broadcasting station, through which God 
speaks to us every hour, if we will only tune in.” Both broad-
casting and receiving, can we tune up, tune in, turn on, and 
really sing? 
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“Success doesn’t exist on a 
black or white scale with 
‘ loser’ on one end and 
‘winner’ on the other; 
each area of our lives  
exists on a continuum, 
and an equalizer is a use-
ful metaphor for playing 
with how to ‘dial it in’ 
ever more precisely.”
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Natural World View

Breaking the Carbon Gridlock
by Hal Brill
With our political system tied up in knots, there‘s a growing 
sense of hopelessness about America being willing to come 
to grips with the climate crisis. For many of us, this issue is a 
moral imperative, as we’re wrenched by our compassion for 
all the beautiful creatures and ecosystems that are sacrificed 
on the altar of our inaction. But the morality-and-compassion 
approach isn’t gaining traction. Some surveys have shown 
a falling percentage of people who think climate change a 
serious menace. 

We’re going to have to leaven 
our heartfelt responses 
with smarts. The broader 
public is focused on jobs, 
global competitiveness, and 
national security. There are 
plenty of conservatives, 
and even tea partiers, who 
can get behind these goals.  
What’s needed is a clear 
strategy and specific goals 
that link climate action with 
these more widely embraced 
priorities.

This potential is what drives 
Bill Shireman, President of 
Future 500; a group that 
brings corporations and NGO’s together to forge unlikely 
alliances. According to Shireman, “A price on carbon is an 
economic and ecological imperative – and it can and will 
pass the U.S. Senate and House. All that is required is a 
systematic drive to earn environmental, business, and bipar-
tisan support.”

Those of you who like the nitty-gritty of policy know that 
there’s been a fierce debate about ways of pricing carbon. 
A “cap and trade” model was actually passed by the House, 
but died in the Senate. Cap and trade would create a market 
mechanism to buy and sell carbon credits, but is fraught with 
perils – it could enrich Wall Street traders and lead to dubious 
projects to sequester carbon. (An entertaining cartoon video 
is on Annie Leonard’s “Story of Stuff” website.)

Another approach is establishing a carbon tax. Surprisingly, 
even with the inclusion of the word-that-cannot-be-uttered, 
this idea may actually be the one that catches on. The saving 
grace is that it can be called a “revenue-neutral tax swap” – 
revenue from a carbon tax would be distributed to citizens 
as a dividend or tax credit. Economists on the left like 

this – it fixes the problem that the harms fossil fuels cause 
the environment have been economic “externalities” not 
accounted for in the price of gas, oil, and coal. Free-marketers 
also like it because it makes sense to tax something that is 
harmful, thus allowing the market to bring about the desired 
outcome.

 With the lack of any meaningful results from international 
climate talks, we’re going to need business to play a pivotal 
role. Shireman stresses that many transnational companies 
are actually eager to see a price on carbon, which would 
open up vast new markets for technologies that reduce our 

carbon footprint. China is investing 
like crazy into these fields, and we’re 
in danger of being left in the dust.

Natural Investors will continue to 
play a crucial role. Many of the 
mutual funds we invest in have 
actively engaged corporations in 
dialogue, urging them to disclose 
their carbon footprint and create 
plans for long-term carbon reduc-
tions. We also invest in equity funds 
that focus specifically on clean 
energy and green technologies. 
Community investments bring 
renewable energy to the developing 
world and low-income communities. 
Recently some new “green bonds” 
have been issued to raise capital 

for sustainable projects. And we continue to advocate for 
innovative investment vehicles – the NGO Green America is 
promoting “Clean Energy Victory Bonds”, modeled after the 
War Bonds, that would enable ordinary citizens to invest safe, 
interest-bearing bonds. It’s a great idea, since our addiction 
to oil truly endangers our national security. 

Most exciting for us at NI is being on the forefront of new 
economic and social models. Perhaps the most paradigm 
shaking is the emerging field of the “sharing economy”.  Rather 
than owning stuff, it can make much more financial sense to 
rent or share items. When I went to school in Berkeley, we 
used a “tool lending library” for home projects. Netflix has 
proven this model for DVD’s. Now the internet is enabling 
“peer-to-peer car sharing”. RelayRides, a startup operating 
in San Francisco and Boston, has an online platform that 
enables you to rent your neighbor’s car (or rent yours out). 
They provide insurance, theft protection, and GPS tracking 
for the cars. This kind of out-of-the-box innovation is why I 
remain optimistic about the human prospect.



Impact Investing 
by James Frazier

Having recently returned from SRI in the Rockies, the annual 
conference for the socially responsible investing industry, 
I’m eager to report on a topic that generates more energy 
and excitement each year: Impact Investing. While it might 
sound like just the latest industry buzzword, impact investing 
inspires genuine enthusiasm in those of us who focus on the 
marriage of money and meaning. Perhaps this is because it 
strikes to the essence of what we strive for: using investments 
to create an immediate, measurable, and positive social and/
or environmental impact.

It is these concrete, measurable impacts that distinguish 
impact investments from “traditional” SRI approaches. The 
classic example of SRI is a fund that invests in the stocks of 
progressive, sustainability-focused companies. While such 
a fund plays an important role in many portfolios, simply 
investing in such funds or companies does not necessarily 
create any clear changes in how these companies operate, 
or their impact on the world. Impact investments, on the 
other hand, are designed to directly contribute to solving the 
world’s challenges, producing a result that goes beyond the 
purely financial.

Impact investing is starting to garner attention from the 
upper echelons of finance. J.P. Morgan and the Rockefeller 
Foundation recently released a report entitled “Impact 
Investments: An emerging asset class” in which they made 
the case that impact investing will grow to become a unique 
and widely recognized investment class in its own right. They 
forecast that over the next ten years, foundations, banks, and 
other large institutional investors could invest one trillion 
dollars or more in businesses working in high impact sectors 
such as agriculture, clean water, affordable housing, primary 
education, health care, energy, and microfinance.  Some of 
these investors expect to receive less financial return than 
they would get from a non-impact investment, essentially 
paying a premium for the impact, while others expect extra 
profits as a result of the investment’s positive impact and 
forward-looking engagement with the sustainable economy 
of the future. Because investment money is intended to be 
returned with interest or profit, the pool of capital available 
for impact investing should be able to renew itself sustainably 
over the long run, thereby creating a new niche that combines 
the best of for-profit business and non-profit philanthropy.

Many of these large institutions have formed the Global 
Impact Investing Network in order to advance this movement 
and help realize its full potential. One of the network’s current 
projects is ImpactBase.org, which will be an online database 
for accredited (high net worth) investors and their advisors 
to search for impact investment funds. As of this writing, 

ImpactBase is very close to launching, and may soon play 
an important role in developing this new marketplace by 
connecting investors with impact investing opportunities.

What does impact investing look like for the average person? 
Currently, it is far less organized, and exists as a variety of 
“Do It Yourself”-style investments that are mostly still in their 
early stages. Examples include:

•  Calvert Foundation Community Investment Notes, which 
can be purchased through Charles Schwab, measurably 
help build affordable housing, grow small businesses, 
provide microcredit, and promote fair trade.

•  Community Development Financial Institutions (CDFIs) 
which accept loans or deposits from investors and use them 
to finance affordable housing projects, small businesses, 
and increasingly, environmental projects.

•  Kiva.org, where investors lend money directly to selected 
entrepreneurs to help start or grow their businesses.

•  The local investing movement, in which investors connect 
directly with local business owners and non-profits to 
further each other’s goals and strengthen their local 
economy in the process.

The lack of simpler, more organized impact investing 
vehicles for the general public is starting to be recognized 
by the SRI industry as an exciting and important challenge 
to overcome. At the SRI in the Rockies conference, people 
working on this problem from a variety of different angles 
were able to connect and start collaborating in new ways.  

There is a collective realization that:
• The impact investing movement is picking up steam
•  We have early success stories that can and will be  

built upon
•  Opening access to impact investments to the public could 

catalyze incredible social and environmental change
• The time is now!

As always, the advisors at Natural Investments are deeply 
engaged in this industry-wide conversation, and look forward 
to bringing more impact investments to our clients and the 
world. Watch this newsletter for more impactful develop-
ments in the coming times! 
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Awareness and Opportunity
by Scott Secrest, AAMS®

A U.S. economy slowly putting itself back together set the 
tone for the markets during the fourth quarter. While short-
term economic indicators continue to be mixed, we are in 
agreement with the camp of economists focusing on longer 
term economic fundamentals. There is a growing awareness 
in the financial world of the implications of an emerging 
sustainable economy, which supports this longer-term, more 
holistic thinking.

In the markets, large U.S. company stocks rose during 2010 
by better than 15%. Smaller sized company stocks did even 
better, up in the neighborhood of 
26%. In a notable late-year resur-
gence, foreign stock indexes rose 
by almost 8%. Broad bond indexes 
were higher during the year by 
about 6.5%.

As optimism slowly grows about the 
health of the U.S. economy, we are 
carefully monitoring and adjusting to 
a bond market that is likely to come 
under pressure. As the economy 
improves, we’ll expect to see 
interest rates begin a slow upward climb. Bond values have 
an inverse relationship to interest rates and so bonds will 
generally move lower in this environment. We are favoring 
shorter maturities in bonds as this situation develops.

In this environment we also seek to insulate our portfolios 
with the inclusion of a variety of bond categories, including 
foreign bonds and “high yield” bonds (a form of corporate 
bonds). Each bond category has its own set of risk and return 
characteristics, and therefore expected behaviors in response 
to changing economic environments.

Heightened awareness is critical during periods of financial 
uncertainty. Economic risks today exist in at least two key 
areas: a vanishing middle class, and failing to embrace 
and benefit from the new economic opportunities in 
sustainability.

Income inequality in the U.S. has reached astounding levels: 
not since the Roaring 20’s has the disparity between the top 
and bottom income tiers in the U.S. been so great. While 
there is significant ethical hazard to this, it’s really evidence 
that the middle-class has largely vanished in the U.S. This 
troublesome situation has been developing for some time as 
production, and now many service industry jobs, have been 
relocated to foreign countries.  

Perhaps our greatest long-term risk is that of failing to embrace 
the inevitable shift to an economy geared for low-carbon 
emissions, clean production-based industries, a viable 
middle class, and sustainability principles. I say ‘inevitable’ 
here because this shift will occur one way or the other.  

America can seize the opportunity to move energetically in 
this direction now, and create great economic opportunity 
for ourselves along the way. Or, we can stubbornly hang on 
to the old, consumption-intensive, waste-producing, dying-
industry, and debt-dependent ways of the past. By so doing, 
we will delay the sustainable economy, or miss out on its 
rewards as other countries take the lead. But it will come 
sooner or later, with the slow-motion collapse of systems 

that we know to be broken. Please 
review your notes on the financial 
collapse of 2008-2009 if you have 
any doubt of this.

Most of those who would deny this 
necessary economic transformation 
are sprinkled among the entrenched, 
old-line businesses of the U.S. – they 
can see the writing on the wall, but 
are nonetheless committed to fighting 
for every dollar of old-model profits 
every step of the way. As a society, 

capitulating to these arguments and clinging to the dying 
ways is indeed our greatest risk, both economically and for 
the well being of society and our natural environment.

“Long-range planning does not deal with future decisions, 
but with the future of our present decisions,” Peter Drucker 
famously observed. Through our collective awareness 
of this historic opportunity to create a sustainable world, 
socially responsible investors and clear-thinking mainstream 
businesses are leading the move of investment dollars toward 
solution-oriented companies, and it’s never been more 
important. Research & development departments are today 
planning for the clean, efficient products that will dominate 
the markets in decades to come.

The necessity for our economic transformation may be 
explained by the notion that it is ethically, socially, and 
environmentally the right course to take, or it could be based 
simply on a reasoned forecast of where economic opportu-
nities lie today – take your pick. Either way, investors with 
awareness of the coming sustainable economy will be the 
ones who both ensure its success, and benefit from early 
investment as it comes of age.

What’s Up on Wall Street

“Socially responsible investors 
and clear-thinking mainstream 
businesses are leading the move 
of investment dollars toward 
solution-oriented companies.”



The Rabble Rousers at Equal Exchange 
by Malaika Maphalala
Many of you are familiar with Equal Exchange, the Fair Trade 
company marketing chocolate, coffee, and teas. Over the 
past year, I’ve enjoyed several conversations with Equal 
Exchange’s Capital Managers, Alistair Williamson and Daniel 
Fireside, to learn about their business practices. I’ve been 
deeply impressed by their downright revolutionary business 
model and philosophy. They are, in fact, economic activists 
who take pride in their role as visionary rebels. Equal 
Exchange’s deep commitment to social justice permeates 
every level of its business: the internal structure, relationships 
with trade partners, and business financing models.

Internally, Equal Exchange is a for-profit business structured 
as a democratically-run worker owned co-operative, where 
every employee has a say in the direction of the business 
along with a financial stake in its success or failure. After one 
year at Equal Exchange, employees become worker-owners 
by purchasing a single share of Class A Common Stock and 
earning the power to vote under the democratic philosophy 
of one vote per person (not per share). Management is “open 
book” so everyone has access to information and can vote 
knowledgably on major company issues. Worker-owners 
nominate and elect the company’s nine-member board 
of directors, and have the right to run for one of six seats 
reserved for employees. Further, the pay structure has a top 
to bottom pay ratio of no more than 4 to 1, meaning top paid 
employees never earn more than 4 times the lowest paid 
employees. In comparison, the average ratio of American CEO 
pay to worker pay was 263-to-1 in 2009. Equal Exchange is 
part of a much larger historical movement of worker-owned 
co-ops, and they’ve grown to become one of the largest and 
most financially successful in the country. With over $36M 
in sales this year, the company’s widely recognized brand 
really brings the alternative business model of the worker-
owned cooperative into the public eye. 

Virtually all Equal Exchange suppliers are small-scale farmer 
organizations in Asia, Latin America, Africa, and the US 
that are also structured as democratically run co-operatives 
with a commitment to sustainable farming practices. By 
working directly with farmer co-ops, Equal Exchange elimi-
nates middlemen, allowing more money to flow directly to 
producers. In partnerships with socially responsible financers 
like Root Capital and Shared Interest, the company provides 
pre-harvest financing to their farmer partners and pays a fair 
price based on real living wages rather than the fluctuating 
speculative prices of regular commodities markets, where 
small farmers typically receive the short end of the stick or 
are cut out entirely by industrial agriculture. Equal Exchange 

works earnestly to foster a real connection to the people and 
families with whom they work. To that end, every employee 
is required to spend a week with one of their suppliers within 
the first two years at the company. I’m sure that contributes 
greatly towards keeping everyone rooted to the real meaning 
and impact of their work.  

Finally, the approach Equal Exchange uses to raise capital 
and distribute profits also reflects their strong values. From 
time to time, the company issues preferred stock offerings 
of Class B shares to outside investors at a fixed price of 
$27.50. That fixed price eliminates incentive for speculative 
investing because there will never be any capital gains on 
Equal Exchange stock. Instead, investors receive an annual 
dividend targeted at 5%. Although the rate varies, the 
company hasn’t missed a dividend in 21 years. Their investors 
commit to holding shares for at least five years, benefitting 
from both the financial and social returns their investment 

generates. When it comes to distributing the cooperative’s 
net profits, 7% is donated to non-profit organizations, and 
3% is invested to assist progressive, start-up, cooperative 
businesses. Of the remaining net profit, at least 60% is 
re-invested in Equal Exchange, and up to 40% divided 
equally amongst employee-owners. If the company is ever 
sold, their structuring agreements state that net proceeds 
after repaying investors and creditors be distributed to other 
alternative trade organizations. This removes temptation to 
sell out to a food conglomerate – the common fate of most 
small successful food companies. 

As their former Capital Manager Alistair Williamson told me, 
Equal Exchange’s business model is designed to go places 
that are generally difficult to go, and to get there effectively. 
It’s an innovative vehicle especially suited to traverse the 
road less travelled in business – that challenging terrain of 
fairness and equality in international trade. Because of this, 
Equal Exchange is an inspiration and model for others. 
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