
Focus on Economic Resilience
The COVID-19 pandemic clarified the intersectional links among access to resources, economic prosperity and race 
in the U.S. Accordingly, the pandemic prompted sustainable and impact investors to focus on advancing economic 
resiliency and mobility by allocating capital to investment opportunities that promote economic empowerment. With 
enhanced technology and accessible data, today’s sustainable and impact investing 
landscape offers investors both competitive returns and mission-alignment within  
their portfolios. 

Solutions targeting the five pillars — community development, affordable housing, 
education, healthcare and food security — can provide greater accessibility to impactful 
investment opportunities and enhanced tools for measuring nonfinancial environmental 
and social outcomes. Investors have an opportunity to mobilize capital across these pillars, 
using varying investment vehicles and financial levers across asset classes. 

The Pillars of Empowerment 
There are several ways to support socioeconomic empowerment. Public market 
investments, private investment opportunities and Community Development Financial 
Institutions (CDFIs) serve to diversify portfolios. In the case of public market investments, 
many public companies are incentivized to shift operational and governance practices, such 
as policies around livable wages, fair labor practices and fair lending policies, that affect 
a company’s own workforce and communities. Fixed income municipal bonds may give 
investors an opportunity to mobilize proceeds toward affordable housing, education, food 
security and other other community-specific projects. Conversely, private investments offer 
specialized opportunities not otherwise found in public markets. 

Investing for Socioeconomic  
Empowerment 101
Sustainable and impact investing may be used to empower historically disadvantaged 
communities. We discuss the pillars of empowerment, with examples of how the 
varying financial levers can be used for impact.
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For example, companies not publicly listed can encompass more targeted impact activities, from serving specific 
populations in geographic areas to creating new, market-based solutions. Activities also include a wide range of targeted 
challenges such as financial technology, education technology and agricultural technology. 

Lastly, CDFIs are unique loan programs certified by the U.S. Department of Treasury to support economic development 
for historically underserved communities. 

Community Development
We define community development as intentional spaces and services for 
residents that have the capacity to improve their quality of life. Amenities 
such as local libraries, healthcare facilities and community organizing 
spaces are pivotal in promoting economic opportunity, empowerment and 
prosperity to community members. Unfortunately, such services have been 
underfunded for decades and disproportionately underserved.1 CDFIs may 
help bridge needed capital flow since these institutions serve underbanked 
populations by lending to individuals, organizations and businesses in under-
resourced communities. CDFIs not only offer affordable or flexible financing 
to qualified low-income businesses, but they also build strong partnerships 
with the communities they serve and typically offer technical assistance in 
the form of financial education, career and business coaching.2 Investors are 
able to participate in CDFI investments through promissory note programs 
for CDFI loan funds.

Affordable Housing 
The U.S. continues to struggle to provide affordable housing for those most 
at risk of homelessness. The national housing wage, which is the hourly 
wage a person working full-time needs to earn to afford a modest two-
bedroom rental, is historically more than the federal minimum wage and 
more than what most families with children and low-wage workers can 
comfortably afford.3

With high housing costs and stagnant supply, there is a clear need to 
increase both access to affordable housing and to the supply of affordable 
rental housing. Solutions may come from a variety of public and private 
sources, including rental assistance, down payment assistance and tax 
credits to incentive multifamily affordable housing development. Several 
investment vehicles can leverage the latter, aiding in building the supply of 
affordable housing through real asset investments. 

Education
Education funding in the U.S. relies primarily on state resources and local 
property taxes, leading to disproportionate negative impacts to school 
districts in high-poverty areas. Such districts serve larger shares of students 
of color, leads to poor test scores and lower graduation rates. In addition, 
funding efforts as well as demands on educational systems such as after-
school care and responses to unexpected emergencies can vary across 
states.4 Leveraging capital markets could help bolster education systems so 
they adequately serve children across all socioeconomic backgrounds. 

Lever for impact: Investing  
in a promissory note for CDFI loans 
for local businesses in historically 
marginalized communities.

Lever for impact: Investing in a 
private real estate fund specialized 
in redeveloping affordable, mixed-
income multifamily housing, with a 
focus on community development 
and sustainable infrastructure. 

Lever for impact: Participating 
in a general obligation municipal 
bond for school districts’ 
infrastructure and student services 
in underserved communities. 
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Healthcare
Many individuals and families face limited access to healthcare services, 
increasing health disparities and poor health outcomes. Affordable health 
insurance is part of the solution, but factors such as economic, social, 
cultural and geographic barriers to healthcare must also be considered.5 
The current healthcare system will continue to face complex and evolving 
challenges, whether from public health emergencies, medical staffing 
shortages increasing private insurance costs or longer-term shifts in 
Medicare payer mix. Greater transparency and strengthened antitrust 
laws could help promote health-competitive and efficient markets.6 New 
solutions in public markets alongside private market opportunities may also 
play a role in strengthening access to healthcare, particularly in low-income 
and marginalized communities. 

Food Security 
According to the U.S. Department of Agriculture, a significant percentage 
of U.S. households with children experience food insecurity at some point 
during the year.7 Access to healthy foods can also be a broader issue across 
the country, with millions of people in low-income areas having limited 
access to supermarkets or affordable healthy food. Such trends will likely 
persist due to evolving supply chain and global food production concerns. 
Innovation in food production, as well as efficient access to healthy food, 
may be bolstered by investment from public and private markets. 

Holistic Portfolio Mission Alignment 
Portfolio dollars, operational resources and shareholder power may work synergistically to achieve a new level of 
holistic mission alignment, allowing for innovative financing approaches. There is a growing focus on “blended finance,” 
where public or private funding is combined with philanthropic resources to amplify impact. Among institutional 
investors, philanthropies and foundations are increasingly expanding their support for impact investing as an alternative 
investment tool. For example, a foundation whose mission is to provide education scholarships may also commit 
investment dollars to opportunities that help expand the quality of access to education.  

Advocacy may also fuel meaningful economic and social progress. Advocacy efforts can leverage change and drive 
further positive impact through direct dialogue, activism and policy involvement with key decision makers. Extending the 
previous example, that same foundation may also choose to spend operational resources and shareholder power toward 
advancing key policies to support the foundation’s education mission. Advocacy, in the sustainable and impact investing 
space more broadly, requires robust expertise from investment professionals to navigate dynamic facets of mission-
driven alignment. 

Philanthropy and Advocacy Work Together 
Investors increasingly recognize they can achieve financial returns while also making significant contributions to 
the pillars of empowerment. Moreover, today’s suite of sustainable and impact investing opportunities can work 
synergistically with philanthropy and advocacy, allowing for innovative financing approaches that amplify organizations’ 
and individuals’ missions and values. 

The pillars of empowerment are deeply multifaceted and interconnected, and complex financial vehicles within capital 
markets can be leveraged for positive impact. With increasing awareness of sustainable and impact investing, alongside 
its growing capabilities thanks to technology and data availability, the industry and its capacity for impact will continue 
to evolve. 

Lever for impact: Investing in public 
companies with leading healthcare 
coverage and benefits for its 
workforce and/or companies in the 
healthcare sector with programs to 
serve at-risk populations. 

Lever for impact: Investing in a 
promissory note for CDFI loans 
for food markets and collectives to 
serve low-income populations. 
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This material provides information of possible interest to Glenmede clients and friends and is not intended as personalized investment advice. When 
provided to a client, advice is based on the client’s unique circumstances and may differ substantially from any general recommendations, suggestions 
or other considerations included herein. Any opinions, recommendations, expectations or projections expressed herein are based on information 
available at the time of publication and may change thereafter, and actual future developments or outcomes (including performance) may differ 
materially from any opinions, recommendations, expectations or projections expressed herein due to various risks and uncertainties. Information 
obtained from third-party sources is assumed to be reliable but may not be independently verified, and the accuracy thereof is not guaranteed. In 
particular, information obtained from third parties relating to “ESG” and other terms referenced in this article vary as each party may define these 
terms, and what types of companies or strategies are included within them, differently. Glenmede attempts to normalize these differences based 
on its own taxonomy, but those efforts are limited by the extent of information shared by each information provider. Definitional variation may 
therefore limit the applicability of the analysis herein. Any reference herein to any data provider or other third party should not be construed as a 
recommendation or endorsement of such third party or any products or services offered by such third party. Any reference to risk management or 
risk control does not imply that risk can be eliminated. All investments have risk. Clients are encouraged to discuss the applicability of any matter 
discussed herein with their Glenmede representative.

For information on investment solutions 
that seek to advance the range of pillars of 
socioeconomic empowerment, please email 
SustainableAndImpactInvesting@glenmede.com.


