
Ethical Investment Workshop 
“The Ethics in Ethical Investment” 

 
In everything said today we have been speaking in terms of businesses and, in 

particular, companies and in the context of ethical investment that is probably 

appropriate. My concern is that, because of this, as individuals we tend to distance 

ourselves from real engagement with what ethics involves. It is important to 

remember that the ethics of companies depends on the ethics of the people in 

them…of individuals. In reality Companies are morally neutral, legal entities that take 

on the personalities of the people who founded them, who have run them and are 

running them now. A company will be ethical if the individuals behind it are ethical. 

So ethics always comes down to people, like all of us here today. It is about the 

choices that we make. That is something that I want people to remember as we go 

through today’s program.  

 
Ethics is a word that certainly prior to the last decade was little used. Strange really, 

that something so fundamental to every day lives, so fundamental to the choices that 

are made in everything that we do on a daily basis, should not occupy a great deal of 

our thought and be accompanied by a well developed vocabulary to describe its 

every aspect.  Be dissected and redisected with the passion of any commentator 

covering a game of cricket... or the Bledisloe Cup. 

 

But there you have it….in Western society at least, we have made huge progress in 

so many ways, medicine, communications and technology generally that has 

revolutionised the way in which you all go about your businesses, but without a 

parallel development of understanding about the deeper stuff of our basic human 

existence. Questions such as what is right, what is good, what we should do as 

apposed to what we can do…or , as it is often, what we can get away with doing. 

These questions are the realm of ethics. 

 

At its heart, ethics is about how we live together. . It arises when our right to do 

exactly as we please comes up against the rights of another, forcing us to choose 

and to act. It operates at multiple levels: the individual and then at the group level as 

corporations and communities exhibit there own ethical personalities in a complex 

web of interconnectedness. 
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As we choose, both consciously and unconsciously, we are balancing our personal 

desires and our personal values, and questions of morals that tend to be culturally 

acquired messages about what we think is right or wrong, good or bad. A lot of the 

time we are not even aware of the ethical character of ordinary situations. But every 

now and then we find ourselves facing decisions that bring into question what we 

stand for as human beings, force us to question our values and those of others and 

our assumptions about the way things as we attempt to answer the quintessential 

ethical question “ what ought one to do?”  

 

Choosing well requires critical reflection and an ability to stand back from a situation 

and consider the consequences of our actions, not only short term but also long term. 

To cultivate what Noel Preston calls “disinteredness”, or “taking the view point of the 

universe” rather than simply responding to one’s own personal interests or feelings in 

a particular case.1

 

At every level, this requires brutal self-knowledge and empathy as we attempt to 

weigh up those consequences, not only for ourselves but also for other stakeholders. 

Stakeholders are anyone or anything that might be affected by our actions from 

individuals through to the public at large, future generations and the environment. 

 

The ethical process requires that we justify our choices with sound moral reasons 

such as fairness, avoidance of harm, or notions of obligation or duty…and be 

accountable for them.  

 

Because it is operating out of internalized notions of responsibility and obligation, and 

personal judgment, the ethical landscape is subjective rather than objective, coloured 

in shades of grey rather than in black and white. I am sure that that is one reason 

why, in modern society, we have sought to avoid it. People often ask us not to use 

the ‘e’ word. There is none of the precision that we have come to expect of science; 

none of the concrete criteria of industry and commerce.  

 

But the issues have become inescapable in a very practical way, a lot of which has 

already been touched on today, in the environmental and human problems we face 

nationally and internationally. Even in day to day risk and people management, and 

rather ironically in the face of enormous technological advances, business, in a 

                                                 
1 Noel Preston Understanding Ethics, Federation Press: Leichardt, 2001 
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globalised and multi cultural world, is being forced to come to terms with basic ethical 

premises like trust and mutual obligations that will affect their bottom lines. Business 

ethics is becoming more than an oxymoron and is now a respectable subject 

amongst philosophers… and even journalists such as Economist, Ross Gittens with 

the Sydney Morning Herald, who is writing regularly about the morality of common 

business practices like downsizing, director and management bonuses, and 

corporate social responsibility.  

 

The ethical investment industry is particularly interesting because it  has grown up as 

a response to these social and environmental issues in the realization that capital 

could be used as a transformative force. Thus ethics is inherent in the core goals of 

the ethical Investment industry. This is not just a philosophical activity. That is never 

enough. Here we are exploring the place where idealism meets pragmatism. 

  

The other purpose explicit in the ethical investment industry is of course the business 

of investment. The need to deliver value financially is a fact of life for future 

sustainability of the industry. The ethical and the financial mandates are 
intertwined as means and ends in a way that is not so perhaps for other 
businesses.  
 
This, I believe, has a major consequence and that is it demands that the industry 

come to terms with what might be called the challenge of ethics arguably with more 

seriousness, with more dedication, than another more main stream business might 

see as its mandate. In fact, if it fails to do so, it is difficult to see how it can survive let 

alone prosper. 

 

So what are these challenges: the first is that of trust. 
Today there is a great deal of awareness of the power of public opinion and business 

reputation as a core business asset. This is driving the use of terms such as 

transparency and accountability. Business operates in a context of society and 

depends upon a complex network of trust in institutions and throughout the 

community. Trust is in short supply out there. Many decades of abuse have given 

rise to the development of a culture of cynicism that is operating at every level. The 

public expects business to be self-serving. Other more altruistic motivations are, at 

first instance, viewed skeptically. 
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 It is essential that the ethical investment industry take public trust seriously by 

genuinely engaging with the ethical issues that present themselves, however 

complex and difficult they might be.  

 

The next challenge is that of terminology. It is easy to throw the word ‘ethics’ 

around, particularly when you want to tap ‘feel good’ emotions or to slam something 

you disapprove of. However, especially in a business context, it is a hard thing to 

positively define. In its most simplistic form it has been used to suggest ‘good’ 

investments, in the sense of pure and nice as apposed to “bad” investments being 

anything that the speaker disapproves of. Then the word became a euphemism for 

“green” or “environmental”. Then people like John Elkington in his book “Cannibals 

with Forks” pointed out the need for a triple bottom line- financial, ecological and 

social-which required a further expansion. After all, even a totally non-polluting 

sweatshop is still a sweatshop! At this point we are seeing a certain running away 

from the term. A number of commentators and analysts have begun recommending 

that the industry steer away from the language of ethics using instead the language 

of “socially responsible investment” and in academic circles there are multiple 

definitions of the term “sustainability”. This is all fine but academia is not where the 

money is coming from. Until the language is clearer and accessible, and the 

community as a whole has some understanding and consensus as to what it means, 

you are not going to win hearts and minds, much less bank balances! I doubt that the 

average member of the public cares what terminology the industry uses as long as it 

is consistent and genuinely seeks to address the core issues. 

 

Values and principles: Core issues here are the values and principles that are at 

the base of ethics and any notions of what is good, what amounts to responsibility or 

sustainability. What are the values behind the criteria that you measure? How do you 

translate across cross-cultural boundaries both within Australia and into the 

international arena? We have firm notions about the inappropriateness of child labour 

for example in most western countries, but how does this translate into countries 

where the child’s income is the only income for the family and where the alternative 

to factory labour is prostitution or starvation? Even sweatshops begin to look 

acceptable! Are their global values enabling us to move to an international market? 

What might they be and how might they be made real for workers everywhere? 

 

The Process of Critique: Another challenge is that ethics has a way of drawing 

everything into its net in a spiraling development of developing consciousness. Not 
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only outcomes, but also structures and processes begin to demand critique as the 

ethical muscle is exercised and then develops, individually and corporately. The 

ethical investment Industry’s own practice will be put under scrutiny. The 

transparency and adequacy of assessment processes is an obvious target. Are 

complicated questionnaires fair? We are beginning to encounter questionnaire 

fatigue. Many companies just don’t know how to answer the questions. Finding out 

takes time and is an extra burden on an already down sized workforce. Feedback 

can improve performance but it is hard to know whether the performance in question 

is ethical conduct or just skill in providing high scoring answers to questionnaires. 

How ethical is it to subject companies to a process that has not had their input? Who 

are the stakeholders that have an interest in how the industry develops and are they 

part of the conversation? How useful is the practice of ranking given that ethical 

criteria are not and cannot be purely quantitative? This comes up against the 

industry’s practical requirement of some sort of assessment. You can quantify fallout, 

measure chemical inputs, salinity and temperature but you cannot measure human 

rights and equity in the same way. How do you measure shades of grey? Certainly it 

will be necessary to get beyond the bipolar black/white, ok/not ok distinctions. After 

all, if to be ethical you have to be perfect, then no one, company or individuals, will 

be able to withstand scrutiny!  

 

In fact, surely any improvement in business practices serves the ethical investment 

industry’s purposes. Maybe engagement needs to be happening with all business 

and especially the bad ones. Any improvement, even from a very low base, needs to 

be encouraged. 

 

We need to be aware of conflicts of interests such as those occurring between 

business and the researchers who are assessing them. Researchers need to be 

aware of the subtle pressure from fund managers to provide simplicity and clarity that 

may compromise substance. This sort of dumbing down would be a tragedy for us 

all. Public perceptions are very important here. Australians particularly are quick to 

jump on hypocrisy and won’t put up with it for long. 

 

This presents a major shift for us here. We live in a very outcomes focused 

environment that often turns a blind eye to how we get there. With ethics the means 

is at least as important as the ends.  

Issues like the appropriateness of the usual competitive practices and the games, 

secrecy and posturing that often go with it need to examined. Often in seeking to 
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implement ethics into business we are challenged to find new ways of doing things 

such as putting aside our usual competitive stances in favour of collaboration with 

each other for the sake of some higher good such as building a solid framework 

within which this industry can grow. 

 

The integrity of the ethical investment industry will ultimately be judged on the merits 

of the process that it has gone through in building it. It is easy to become 

overwhelmed by the complexity of the issues facing the industry. This will always be 

the case where we are trying to juggle objectives as apparently contradictory as 

promoting ethics and making money, against the background of a society that is 

unused to grappling with such issues. 

 

The first important thing is to keep focused on the ends that the industry is aiming for. 

From there we must try to find a useful framework that can contain the ambiguity that 

will always be inherent in the ethical project. That is why we have asked you here 

today. To explore whether the Earth Charter, with its unique history and process of 

collaboration at an international level, and its global statement of values, might give 

us just such a framework. 

 

The Australian ethical investment industry is still in its infancy. That infancy, however, 

brings with it the opportunity for us to lead the world in building credibility in the 

industry through the implementation of a common language and the articulation of 

the values that might lie behind the assessment process. This is only possible now 

because of the work that has been done internationally in the Earth Charter project.  

 

We are all stakeholders in the ethical investment industry. As its founders realized, it 

has the potential to be real force for good on this planet, which can only be benefit 

every one of us.  

 

John Paul Sartre said we actually choose ourselves through the choices we make. 

Thank you for the vision and generosity each of you have shown in choosing to come 

here today to grapple with the hard questions facing the industry. The Earth Charter 

project must have seemed impossible at the outset. Let us now see whether it might 

help the EI industry achieve what some might regard as the impossible…. 
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