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Investments, philanthropy, and giving strategies to leave a sustainable
legacy

By Peter Galligan

As retirees increasingly look to ensure
their financial decisions reflect their values,
the drive to support environmental causes is
gaining momentum. A 2024 survey by Mor-
gan Stanley found that 77% of individual in-
vestors are interested in sustainable invest-
ing, with 54% planning to increase such in-
vestments in the coming year.1 This grow-
ing enthusiasm underscores the opportunity
for retirees to make a meaningful impact on
climate action through thoughtful investing
and giving.

Yet the complexities of sustainable in-
vesting can be daunting. Many retirees
face challenges in understanding ESG crite-
ria, identifying truly impactful funds, and
avoiding greenwashing, which refers to mis-
leading claims about a fund’s sustainabil-
ity. Without a clear strategy, retirees may
struggle to effectively integrate their goals
for environmental stewardship into their
broader financial plans.

Key Takeaways:

• ESG investing doesn’t require
perfection.

• Regularly evaluate your portfolio
to ensure alignment.

• Combine investments and phi-
lanthropy for maximum impact.

Incorporating charitable giving into a
climate-focused financial plan presents ad-
ditional hurdles. Evaluating high-impact
charities, ensuring contributions deliver

measurable results, and selecting the best
tools for tax efficiency can feel overwhelm-
ing. Without a clear strategy, retirees may
struggle to effectively integrate their goals
for environmental stewardship into their
broader financial plans.

This article offers a comprehensive guide to
simplifying climate-friendly investing and
philanthropy. It provides practical strate-
gies to maximize impact, sidestep common
pitfalls, and create a meaningful legacy of
sustainability for future generations.

Aligning Your Portfolio with
Climate-Friendly Investments

Aligning your investment portfolio with
climate-friendly strategies doesn’t have to
come at the cost of increased risk or diluted
returns. In fact, several studies suggest that
incorporating Environmental, Social, and
Governance (ESG) factors can enhance risk-
adjusted performance. Research from the
Stanford Strategic Finance Initiative indi-
cates that integrating ESG factors, partic-
ularly those related to environmental per-
formance, can lower risks and potentially
generate returns.2

If you’re ready to explore ESG investing,
the first step is understanding your own val-
ues and goals as an investor. This means de-
termining whether you want to focus on ex-
cluding high-emission industries, investing
aggressively in carbon reduction technolo-
gies, or balancing these approaches within
a diversified portfolio.

1Morgan Stanley. (2024). Sustainable investing survey: 2024 trends.
2Stanford Strategic Finance Initiative. (2023). ESG and risk-adjusted returns.
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Potential Investor Profiles

• Ethical Screening Investor: Fo-
cuses on avoiding investments in com-
panies with high carbon emissions.

• Impact-Focused Investor: Invests
in companies developing solutions to
combat climate change.

• Balanced ESG Investor: Seeks a
diversified portfolio integrating ESG
factors and traditional metrics.

Before making changes to your portfolio,
it’s essential to establish a clear strategy
that aligns with your values and financial
goals. ESG investing can be complex, with
countless options ranging from individual
company stocks to mutual funds and ETFs.
By taking a methodical approach to assess
your current holdings, define your priorities,
and select appropriate vehicles, you can en-
sure your investments support your com-
mitment to sustainability while maintaining
financial stability.

Allocate Your Portfolio

1. Assess Current Holdings: Review
your existing investments to identify
companies or funds that may not align
with your climate-friendly objectives.

2. Define Your ESG Criteria: Deter-
mine the specific environmental, so-
cial, and governance factors that are
most important to you.

3. Select Appropriate Investment
Vehicles: Consider mutual funds or
ETFs that focus on ESG criteria. Re-
sources like Morningstar provide anal-
yses on various climate-focused funds.

4. Monitor and Rebalance: Regu-
larly review your portfolio to ensure
it continues to meet your ESG crite-
ria and adjust as necessary.

Measuring Success: Success doesn’t
mean striving for perfection. Staying in-
formed about fund communications and an-
nual ESG reports can provide reassurance
that your investments remain on track. By
prioritizing regular review over unattain-
able perfection, you can maintain confi-
dence in your journey toward meaningful
impact.

Collaborating with a financial advisor expe-
rienced in ESG investing can provide per-
sonalized guidance tailored to your specific
needs. Clearly articulating your values and
financial objectives, evaluating the advisor’s
expertise, and setting up a monitoring plan
can ensure your portfolio remains aligned
with both your goals and your commitment
to sustainability.

Choose High-Impact Charities

Selecting effective organizations to support
through charitable giving is as nuanced and
critical as aligning your investment portfo-
lio. Both require a thoughtful balance of
due diligence, alignment with values, and
attention to measurable outcomes. How-
ever, while investments often focus on fi-
nancial returns alongside environmental im-
pact, charitable giving is about maximizing
the direct, tangible benefits to the causes
you care about, especially in addressing cli-
mate change.

Just as greenwashing can mislead ESG in-
vestors, philanthropy is not immune to
organizations overstating their impact or
efficiency. Evaluating charities demands
a similar scrutiny, with an emphasis on
transparency, credibility, and measurable
results. For example, when selecting a
carbon-offset project, consider metrics such
as the amount of CO2 removed from the
atmosphere per dollar donated, as well as
the long-term sustainability of the initia-
tive. Certifications like the Gold Standard

3Gold Standard. (2024). Carbon offset certifications.
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or Verified Carbon Standard provide a level
of reassurance, akin to the role ESG ratings
play in investment decisions.3

A key difference between investing and giv-
ing lies in the type of ”return” you’re seek-
ing. With investments, it’s about balancing
financial gains with environmental impact.
With philanthropy, the return is entirely
about advancing the mission, whether it’s
reducing greenhouse gas emissions, restor-
ing biodiversity, or advocating for systemic
change. In both cases, though, retirees
must identify their priorities. Some may
prefer to support reforestation projects that
offer immediate CO2 capture, while others
might prioritize advocacy groups working
on long-term policy changes to address sys-
temic issues.

The parallels extend further in terms of di-
versification. Just as a well-rounded in-
vestment portfolio includes a mix of as-
set classes and sectors, impactful charitable
giving might span multiple areas of climate
action, such as reforestation, renewable en-
ergy, education, and advocacy. This ap-
proach ensures a broader impact, address-
ing both immediate and structural chal-
lenges.

Ultimately, choosing high-impact charities
involves a blend of personal values, rigor-
ous evaluation, and strategic thinking. It’s
about ensuring your contributions create
measurable, lasting change while comple-
menting your broader financial and climate
goals. By applying the same level of care
to your giving as you do to your portfolio,
you can make a meaningful difference in the
fight against climate change.

Choose Giving Vehicles that
Maximize Your Impact

Strategic use of financial tools can signif-
icantly amplify your philanthropic impact
while ensuring tax efficiency. Options in-
clude:

• Donor-Advised Funds (DAFs):
Contribute appreciated securities and
distribute funds over time.
Example: Mary owns stock that has
appreciated significantly in value. By
contributing the stock to a DAF in-
stead of selling it, she avoids capi-
tal gains taxes, receives an immediate
charitable deduction, and can allocate
funds to various environmental chari-
ties over several years.

• Qualified Charitable Distribu-
tions (QCDs): Redirect up to
$100,000 annually from an IRA to
charity.
Example: John, who is 72, must with-
draw $50,000 from his IRA to satisfy
his RMD. Instead of withdrawing and
paying taxes, he donates the amount
directly to a reforestation nonprofit
through a QCD, ensuring the funds
go to a cause he cares about while re-
ducing his taxable income.

• Charitable Remainder Trusts
(CRTs): Generate income while
leaving the remainder to charity.
Example: Susan sets up a CRT, con-
tributing $500,000 in assets. The
trust pays her an annual income for
life, and upon her passing, the remain-
ing assets are donated to a foundation
supporting renewable energy research.

• Charitable Gift Annuities
(CGAs): Donate a lump sum in ex-
change for fixed lifetime payments.
Example: Paul donates $100,000 to
a wildlife conservation group through
a CGA. In return, he receives $5,000
annually for life, and the charity will
use the remaining funds to expand its
conservation programs.
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Build a Legacy of Climate Ac-
tion

The choices retirees make today, from in-
corporating meaningful ESG strategies into
their portfolios to supporting high-impact
climate organizations, have the power to
create a ripple effect of positive change. By
thoughtfully combining financial planning
with a commitment to sustainability, re-
tirees can leave a legacy that reflects their

values while inspiring future generations to
continue the fight against climate change.
Small, strategic steps, whether it’s real-
locating investments, choosing a cause to
champion, or leveraging tax-efficient giv-
ing vehicles, add up to significant impact.
These efforts address the urgent challenges
facing our planet and highlight the pro-
found difference one person’s vision and
planning can make in building a cleaner,
greener future for all.
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