10 Questions
WITH NOTEWORTHY PEOPLE

Hal Brill on SRI and Unhealthy
Relationships with Money
by Richard F. Stolz
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Who: Hal Brill

What: Co-founder of Natural

Investments and co-author of

Investing with Your Values: Making

Money and Making a Difference

What’s on his mind: “A healthy
person will understand that

every decision to spend or invest

money has an ethical component
to it. A mature person can grapple with those ethical questions.
It starts just with acknowledging

that there is that side to money.”
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re investing and financial planning a
means to an economic end—or a profound expression of one’s altruistic
hopes, dreams, and moral compass? To Hal
Brill, the co-founder (with his father, Jack) of
Natural Investments LLC, the answer is yes.
That is, both are true. But it’s safe to say his
clients are drawn by the Brills’ pioneering efforts
to help people overcome what they describe as
an “unhealthy relationship with money,” and to
harness their capital in ways that, the Brills hope,
will bring healing to the planet.
Natural Investments, with offices in Paonia,
Colorado; Kailua-Kona, Hawaii; and Windsor
and San Luis Obispo, California (scenic locales
where the firm’s principals have chosen to
live), is a fee-only RIA firm managing about
$90 million in client assets, and advises on an
additional $200 million of institutional investments.
In 1999, Jack, Hal, and Cliff Feigenbaum published Investing with Your Values: Making Money
and Making a Difference, amusingly described
by a reviewer at the time as a “how-to guide to
guilt-free moola.”
That book, which has sold about 10,000
copies, built upon themes from Jack’s 1992
offering, Investing from the Heart. These volumes solidified the Brills’ credentials as leading
thinkers and practitioners in the growing SRI
(socially responsible investing) community.
As described in Investing with your Values, a
“natural investor” is someone who “actively
seeks to balance their need for financial return
with their yearning to make life a little better
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for others and the Earth….Natural investing is
not for martyrs, it will only gain widespread
acceptance if it provides both financial and
social rewards,” the Brills state.
Removing any hint of sanctimony, they quote
comedian Woody Allen’s observation that
“money is better than poverty, if only for financial reasons.”
As described in the book, natural investing is
a wheel with four spokes:
1. Avoidance screening: keeping out the
offensive investments
2. Affirmative screening: seeking out investments that advance the causes you espouse
3. Community investing: a useful tool for
“getting your money in the hands of economically marginalized people locally and
globally”
4. Shareholder activism, which “provides a
means of changing companies from the
inside”
These, of course, are basic tenets of the SRI
field, which has long since emerged from its
roots in the 1970s as an offbeat sliver of the
investing universe. The industry pioneer, Pax
World Fund, was launched in 1971, and today
has some 100,000 investors and $2.6 billion in
assets under management. Calvert Funds,
founded five years later in 1976, has attracted
about 400,000 investors and $15 billion in
assets under management. According to the
Social Investment Forum, socially screened
funds collectively hit $202 billion in 2007, up
from $12 billion in 1995.
And the broader universe of socially responsiwww.FPAjournal.org
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ble investing, the Social Investment Forum
reports, exceeds $2 trillion (yes, trillion), if
one throws in all investing subject to either
a social screen, “shareholder advocacy,” or
community-based investing.
Whatever the numbers, Hal Brill never
dreamed he would become any kind of
player in the world of investments. After
earning a degree in cultural geography from
the University of California, Berkeley, in
1979, he entered the field of environmental
education. More of his improbable journey
and thoughts about the future are revealed
in this interview.
How did a cultural geography major
who has literally walked across the
United States and Europe to call attention to
environmental issues wind up becoming a cofounder of a substantial money management
organization?

1

My parents loved to travel. My mom was an
accountant and my dad an engineer who
made this mid-life change to become a
financial planner. They influenced me by
both having a good sense of money and a
love of travel—not for its own sake, but to
see places and learn how people live, and
what’s going on in the environment. When I
graduated from UC Berkeley in cultural
geography, I planned to get into environmental education, so I started teaching children about nature. It became apparent to
me that we could go out to nature and have
a wonderful experience, but the places they
were living and the lifestyle we were living,
were not sustainable. So instead of teaching
about nature, I got interested in addressing
what now is called sustainability.
When I settled in Santa Fe, I hooked up
with people who were trying to create an
eco-village as a model of how people could
live. That quickly brought me into the
financial realm. I got on the board of the
New Mexico Community Development
Loan Fund to use capital to help people
start businesses and create affordable housing. I began to learn more and more how to
use the power of the purse. Instead of working in the nonprofit realm, I could work
www.FPAjournal.org

directly with capital, and direct in ways that
were more sustainable.
You have written that people have an
“unhealthy relationship” with money.
Could you explain what you mean by that?

2

Heart, she gave me a call. She felt so bad
about the way the money was invested. It
was shunted aside. She was still living in a
cabin with no running water, and had goats.
That was fine. But there were other things
for her to do. One of the things she wanted
to do was start a retreat center for the arts.
We looked at the portfolio and considered
her values—she cared about the environment, animals, education, about future generations. So by aligning her portfolio with
her values, we went through a process we
call “holistic financial planning,” which

In our culture, we’re very money oriented,
yet there is this epidemic of financial illiteracy. Many, many people are plagued by
excess debt. I trace that to a lot of fear and
shame around money issues. We’re taught
that we can’t divulge our financial situation to our friends. And in our
culture there’s this idea of
equating your self-worth with
your net worth. There’s a lot of
A healthy person will
pressure in the financial world
that causes people to make
understand that every decision
decisions that are not in their
to spend or invest money has
best interest, or the best interest of society as a whole.
an ethical component to it.
Having a healthier relationship with money starts with
being aware of your financial
situation, what your goals are,
next steps in terms of making a plan and
looks at the person as a whole. Her investsticking with it. Out of that comes the abil- ment portfolio is just one side of who she is.
ity to understand that money is more than
We think about how her investments can
this abstract number. It’s not simply a
serve her long-term goals.
quantity. Money has a quality to it. It has
She came from this place where a big
an effect. When people have an unhealthy
part of her life was shoved into this dark
relationship to it, they’re not thinking
basement, and by opening the door and
about how their decisions are aligned with
shining a light on it and transforming the
their values.
investments into things that she felt good
A healthy person will understand that
about, she was able to change her life in a
every decision to spend or invest money has way that empowered her. She just blosan ethical component to it. A mature
somed as a professional. She became a
person can grapple with those ethical questeacher and community leader. It was very
tions. It starts just with acknowledging that
rewarding to see her change from kind of a
there is that side to money.
rebellious hippie into an empowered community leader.
How does having a “healthy” relationship with money change people?
Do people tend to have a greater interest in socially responsible investing
Let me give you an example. One of our
when equity markets are strong and it seems
first clients was a newly divorced mom with that any investment will do well?
a teenage daughter. She had inherited a
large portfolio, dominated by Exxon stock.
Actually, when I think about the booming
But through her own spiritual growth, and
period in the 1990s, rampant greed is not a
reading my father’s book, Investing from the
time that’s particularly conducive to reflect-

“

”
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ing on one’s values. It’s easy for people to
get swept up in that mania. But right now,
there are economic and environmental challenges, there’s climate change, the impact of
globalization, other parts of the world
asserting their economic power, the disheartening effects of war as a means to
solve problems on the planet—all of these
things are leading to a lot more reflection
and thoughtfulness, and more openness to
try new ideas, because we have to.
There’s a Chinese word that means both
crisis and opportunity. People are coming to
grips with the opportunities that are inherent in the challenges we face. To a lot of
people’s surprise—and they won’t even
admit it—the groundwork that has been
laid by socially responsible investors is starting to play a leading role in channeling the
economic power to where it needs to go.
We continue to attract clients at a steady
clip. And we’re also being asked to play at a

higher level. This year we started the first
socially responsible private placement life
insurance product for high net worth
people. So we’re working not just with the
“tree-huggers,” but also with mainstream
institutions.
Some socially responsible funds used to
suggest that their approach not only
allowed people to live with their consciences,
but lead to superior investment performance.
Lately, however, the Domini 400 Social Index
has been lagging behind the S&P 500. Is this a
problem for social investors—should they care?

5

I have made the point that people can make
a valid choice to put a large portion of their
money into, say, community investing. You
can have a market-rate return, but you can
also choose to have a below-market return. I
have clients who are choosing to earn a
lower return—that’s a personal choice. But I

am an accredited investment fiduciary. I am
bound by all the rules of managing money,
using that “prudent man” rule. We have
devoted decades to designing blended portfolios that follow all the principles of asset
allocation, to minimize risk and maximize
return. I think the vast majority of people
want to do what we subtitled our
book:Making money and making a difference. Who wouldn’t want to do that?
For years, the Domini index was up a little
over the S&P, and now it’s down a little. Does
it matter? I don’t think it does. My take on
why it’s down, relative to the S&P, is that the
current administration in Washington has
created an economic environment that favors
war profiteering, obscene CEO salaries, and
deregulated health, safety, and environmental issues. So that climate has favored companies that are more exploitive of the environment, and are willing to profit on war. But I
believe the pendulum is swinging, and that

Insights into Value Investing

At OppenheimerFunds, our Value Team believes that repeatable, long-term results can only be
achieved by taking a long-term view. They start with a rigorous analysis into the businesses of value
companies to identify the key drivers of their business results—drivers such as pricing power, costs
and future market share opportunities. With this insight in hand, the Value Team develops their own
long-term financial projections. Unlike many Value managers, they develop proprietary earnings
estimates at least three years into the future so that they can determine how successful a business
will be. This forward-looking approach allows them to find companies with strong fundamentals
that they believe are currently undervalued or overlooked, but are poised to realize their true value.
The kind of value your clients will find invaluable.

Oppenheimer Value Fund • Oppenheimer Select Value Fund • Oppenheimer Small- & Mid- Cap Value Fund
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it’s very likely we’ll have a political environment that will favor companies that are more
environmentally responsible and treat their
workers well and are good corporate citizens.
To what extent is the S&P 500, or even
the Domini 400, relevant to your own
investment strategy?

6

Those indexes are based on large-cap stocks.
We use international stocks and bonds, we
use small and large cap. Our model portfolios are unlike anything you’ve seen before.
They can be broken down into large cap and
small, value and growth, international and
domestic, but we created a whole category
in our investment model that we call the
“natural investing world view” category.
In that category we have international
investments, community investments, and
clean technology investments. Those are
asset categories within our model, and

they reflect the view that, first, globalization is a fact and we need to be paying
attention to the entire world. Second,
there is a disparity of wealth on the planet
and in our country. We need to address the
way capital is distributed. That’s what community investing does. Third, the environmental challenges—that’s where we do
what we call “regenerative investing,” such
as in renewable energy, other clean technologies, natural foods and organic farming, and all the sustainability trends that
will lead to the kind of world we want to
live in. We’ve worked hard to incorporate
those themes into our portfolios in ways
that still reflect all the needs of modern
portfolio theory.
How do you make sure your clients
understand what they’re getting into
when they invest with you—do you have to go
beyond the standard disclosure process?

7

We have clients fill out a questionnaire,
which includes all the usual financial questions—net worth, income, risk tolerance.
But also a social and environmental questionnaire that gets their preferences. At that
time we discuss the pros and cons—how
strict they want to be with their screens,
whether they want to use community
investing, so it’s all discussed up front. That
results in an investment policy statement
where the social policy is as clearly spelled
out as the investment policy. That becomes
the guideline we use.
What used to be called The Center for
Fiduciary Studies—now it’s “Fi360”—has
guidelines of what it takes to be a fiduciary, and it has a particular standard for
socially responsible investing. It’s become
recognized that socially responsible investment guidelines are accepted using fiduciary standards.
Occasionally we’ll have a client who

,
To learn more, visit www.oppenheimerfunds.com/valuesuccess.

Value investing involves the risk that undervalued stocks may not appreciate as anticipated.
Investors should carefully consider a fund’s investment objectives, risks, charges & expenses before investing.
For a prospectus containing this & other fund info., call us at 1-800-525-7048 or go to www.oppenheimerfunds.com.
Read the prospectus carefully before investing. ©2008 OppenheimerFunds Distributor, Inc.
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won’t be a good fit, but usually it’s because
our approach is long-term asset allocation
style investing, and we’re not stock pickers,
and we’re not trading frequently and
making wild guesses about the future. Our
clients are self-selecting. Our company is
called Natural Investments. People read our
material. It’s pretty clear what we’re doing.

Talking Point:

Investing with
Your Values

8

Hal Brill believes money is not simply
an inert commodity, but that it “has a
quality to it,” and that its utilization

“has an effect.” People, he believes,
have a “healthy” relationship with

money when they align their spending
and investment decisions with their

moral values.

• Is money more than a morally
neutral symbol of economic
value? If so, what is it?

• Do you have any personal experience investing in socially
screened funds?

• Do you encourage clients to consider the possibility of investing in
socially screened mutual funds?

• Do you even believe this is an

appropriate topic to raise with
clients?

Discuss it with your colleagues.

Go to www.FPAjournal.org and to
the September Talking Point in the
Community Forum.
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Although you’re not doing a lot of individual stock purchases today, what are
some of the companies you singled out as an
opportunity when you were doing some stockpicking?
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When I started investing and people
wanted, for example, to invest in natural
foods and solar energy, it was very hard to
find any fund or manager specializing in
that, so I needed to be a stock-picker in the
early years. In natural foods, we got into
Whole Foods Market when it was a much
smaller company. A lot of the renewable
energy companies were overseas, so we
looked at Vestus, one of the largest wind
companies, out of Denmark. In the United
States, an example of a company that
requires you to be a patient investor is a
company called Energy Conversion Devices.
It took until this year to turn a profit. They
have done thin-film solar and advanced battery technologies. It’s just taken time for the
marketplace to catch up.

9

What is the NI Social RatingSM all
about?

My dad created this in 1990 when we wrote
Investing from the Heart, and there were only
about a half-dozen social funds to choose
from. The field has grown now to where
there are hundreds of funds proclaiming
themselves to be socially responsible. It’s
very hard to ascertain which ones are doing
it, and which ones are barely doing it, such
as by just not investing in alcohol and
tobacco.
It’s impossible for a fund to get our highest rating unless they’re doing both shareholder activism and community investing.
We have been responsible for funds choos-

ing to direct millions of dollars to community banks and credit unions, because we
raised the question with them and said that
if they wanted to be a highly rated fund,
we’re asking all of our clients to do a little
bit of community investing, and these institutions should be doing it themselves.

10

What’s your overall feeling about
where things are headed?

A lot of people are very pessimistic about
life on our planet right now. I always
explain that through the window I have into
the financial world, I am aware of the capital that is going into solutions, and I find
myself being very hopeful that entrepreneurship and innovation, combined with
the imperative of changing direction environmentally and economically, are going to
usher in some great opportunities for
investors.
It’s very gratifying that things I’ve been
following and trying to advance through
speaking, writing, and working with
investors, are progressing. It’s like being a
surfer, paddling and paddling, trying to get
up on a wave. Now we’re having the experience of standing up on the surfboard, and
the wave is carrying us and we don’t have to
paddle anymore. We’re moving along. It’s
still very perilous—we could easily fall off,
but there’s so much momentum going in a
positive direction in the business field, and
people’s awareness. The third piece is government, and I’m hoping that will come
into alignment, starting next year.

JFP
Richard F. Stolz is a financial writer and publishing consultlant based in Rockville, Maryland.
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