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OUR APPROACH 
TO RESPONSIBLE INVESTING
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Responsible Investing refers to investment 
strategies that seek to generate positive financial 
returns while also considering material 
sustainability factors. At Sage, our Responsible 
Investing strategies include:

• Socially Responsible Investing (SRI): Avoids 
investments in certain sectors or companies 
that do not meet specific ethical criteria.

• Sustainable Investing: Incorporates 
sustainability criteria into the investment 
process to identify companies that could 
offer long-term value creation.

• Impact Investing: Focuses on generating a 
measurable, beneficial social or environmental 
impact alongside return.

• Thematic Investing: Focuses on long-term 
societal trends and themes, such as 
technological innovation, demographic 
shifts, climate change, or urbanization, 
rather than on specific sectors or industries. 

• Values-Based Investing:  Integrates an 
investor's ethical, moral, or religious beliefs 
into their investment portfolios.

We look at each of these approaches individually 
and comprehensively. Our Responsible Investing 
Policy identifies the key characteristics of each 
investment approach and the investing 
methodology we apply for each.



Sage utilizes multiple sources for our sustainability 
research and analysis, including independent 
research organizations, our membership 
affiliations, AI-driven research, publicly available 
company documents, industry reports, news 
articles, and academic research, to name a few. 
Additionally, Sage produces sustainability 
research in the form of white papers, blog posts, 
podcasts, webinars, whiteboard animations, and 
case studies.

The firm’s Investment Committee is chiefly responsible for the oversight, implementation and 
monitoring of all Responsible Investing activities. This effort is supported by our internal 
research and risk analysis team, which works in conjunction with our portfolio managers to 
construct and maintain appropriate various Responsible Investing portfolios. We view the 
active and ongoing evaluation of material sustainability criteria to be an integral part of our 
investment decision-making efforts and our ability to identify high-quality companies with 
attractive sustainability attributes. 

• The review, critical evaluation and selection 
of all Responsible Investment data vendors.

• The oversight, monitoring and reporting of 
all corporate and organizational 
engagement activities.

• The maintenance and monitoring of 
reporting across the firm’s Responsible 
Investment strategies.

• The research, monitoring and reporting of 
emerging material or escalating sustainability 
issues within the approved investment 
universe and client portfolios.

• The regular review of Responsible 
Investment and corporate sustainability 
practices.

RESEARCH AND RISK 
ANALYSIS TEAM

• Oversight of all Responsible Investment 
strategies and new initiatives.

• The ongoing creation and application of 
investment strategy and tactical asset 
allocation positioning.

• The monitoring and evaluation of new and 
evolving industry practices to enhance our 
sustainability-related investment risk 
assessment.

• The oversight and monitoring of ongoing 
sustainability efforts and client sustainability 
performance reporting.

INVESTMENT 
COMMITTEE

SAGE RESEARCH & 
PORTFOLIO MANAGEMENT

Academic 
Organizations

Industy Publications 
& Conferences

Independent 
Research & Data 

Organizations

Government 
Agencies

In-House 
Research

Company 
Information

Sources for Sage Sustainability 
Research & Analysis

Research
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Socially responsible investing (SRI), also known as 
sustainable, responsible, or ethical investing, is an 
investment strategy that seeks to generate 
financial returns while promoting social good. 
This approach incorporates sustainability criteria 
into the investment decision-making process to 
ensure that investments align with the investor's 
values and contribute positively to society. Sage 
incorporates four key features into our socially 
responsible investing portfolios.
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OUR APPROACH 
TO SOCIALLY RESPONSIBLE INVESTING

1.  Incorporation of Sustainability Criteria: 

• SRI involves assessing how companies manage 
their impact on the environment, their 
relationships with employees, customers, and 
communities, and their governance practices.

2.  Exceptions

• We avoid companies or industries that do 
not meet certain organization’s ethical 
standards. Commonly avoided sectors are 
tobacco, alcohol, firearms, gambling, and 
fossil fuels.

3.  Positive Screening

• In addition to avoiding certain investments, SRI 
often involves selecting companies that 
demonstrate positive sustainability practices. 
This might include firms with strong 
environmental policies, fair labor practices, or 
good corporate governance.

4.  Investor Engagement

• As a fiduciary and financial steward, Sage 
engages with companies on a case-by-case 
basis regarding issues related to corporate 
strategy, operating risk management, 
financial performance or material 
sustainability related policies and practices.

Key Features of Socially 
Responsible Investing



OUR APPROACH 
TO SUSTAINABLE INVESTING

Sustainable Investing

Most often, company-level sustainability 
characteristics and risk characteristics remain the 
same across both equity and fixed income asset 
classes. However, when analyzing fixed income 
securities, additional care must be taken to 
understand the long-term sustainability and 
intentionality of the issuer of the security. As 
fixed income managers, we are focused on the 
long-term outcomes of all issuers that we invest 
in, and due to the greater time horizon, we try to 
understand the long-term implications of 
sustainability risks and opportunities present in 
every fixed income investment.

The Sage Leaf Score®
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EXCEPTIONS

Through our investment management process, we 
can exclude any industry or type of company that 
our clients prefer to avoid. In general, we minimize 
our exposure to tobacco companies, coal mining 
and extraction companies, and small arms 
manufacturers across our sustainable portfolios. 

The Sage Leaf Score proprietary framework assigns 
each fixed income issuer a score from 1 to 5 leaves, 
where one-leaf issuers are considered 
sustainability laggards and five-leave issuers are 
considered sustainability leaders. To be included in 
our Sage Sustainable portfolios an issuer must be 
assigned a Leaf Score of 3 or greater.  

The Sage Leaf Score analyzes industry risk and 
materiality before diving deeper into company-
specific analysis, which includes:

1) Financial materiality and sustainability risk factor 
peer ranking – an evaluation of each company’s 
sustainability metrics in an industry as compared to 
its overall peer group, which allows for ranking of 
leaders to laggards for each industry. 

2) Controversy analysis – examines critical incident 
risk by individual company that considers major 
issues that the company has faced in the recent 
past and resultant actions by company 
management. 

3) Trend analysis – an evaluation of past 
sustainability trends and the forward trajectory of 
each individual company, signaling whether a 
company is improving or deteriorating regarding its 
sustainability principles.

By evaluating issuers based on materiality and 
sustainability risks and opportunities, Sage aims to 
capture long-term value creation.



Sustainability factors are important to evaluate 
across all fixed income asset classes. For 
securitized debt, Sage has sustainability 
assessment frameworks to evaluate specific 
categories of debt (e.g., auto ABS, credit card 
ABS, MBS, CMBS, etc.), where depending on 
category, both the issuer and the underlying pool 
of securitized assets will be examined.  As an 
example, for an auto asset-backed security, Sage 
will closely examine the corporate governance 
and lending policies and practices of the issuer, 
while also examining the underlying vehicles to 
discern the environmental impact.

There are currently limitations around the 
disclosure of the sustainability information 
needed to make fully informed decisions about 
securitized debt, but it is an area where we are 
seeing improvement. We will continue to 
integrate new available data into our 
sustainability analysis process.

OUR APPROACH 
TO SUSTAINABLE INVESTING

SECURITIZED DEBT
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SOVEREIGN DEBT

Sustainability analysis is an important part of 
Sage’s sovereign debt assessment. Sage seeks to 
analyze sustainability exposure that is unique to 
each issuer (e.g., electricity generation and 
associated greenhouse gas emissions and air 
pollution, access to clean water, and corruption 
within government). 

Sage also analyzes an issuer’s overall 
intentionality and resiliency to evaluate the ability 
to deal with emergent sustainability issues in the 
future (e.g., a country with a more educated labor 
force will be better adept at solving challenges 
associated with the physical risks of climate 
change). Finally, Sage assesses emerging 
controversies (e.g., human rights suppression, 
civil war, territorial disputes) and may avoid 
certain issuers based on their controversies.  

Sage applies a custom framework, called the Sage 
Leaf Score®, that provides an assessment of each 
company in terms of its preparedness and 
performance across a range of sustainability 
indicators. Specifically, the process considers the 
following: materiality and sustainability risk 
factors, relative ranking within an industry peer 
group, recent involvement in controversies, and 
trend analysis. The Sage Leaf Score framework 
ensures that Sage portfolios include best-in-class 
issuers with respect to material sustainability 
factors. The framework relies on data and analysis 
provided by the Sage in-house research team, 
which is supported by a variety of data sources.

CORPORATE DEBT



OUR APPROACH 
TO MUNCIPAL IMPACT INVESTING

8

Sage applies a custom Sage Municipal Impact 
framework that provides an assessment of each 
municipal issue in terms of its overall impact at 
the project level across a range of sustainability 
indicators. Specifically, the process considers the 
following: project impact, as evaluated within 
the context of a set of eligible project types; 
intensity of impact on the underlying community 
being served by the project; and recent 
involvement in controversies. This framework 
allows us to construct portfolios with municipal 
securities backed by projects that have an 
above-average, measurable impact at both the 
project and community levels. The framework 
relies on data and analysis provided by the Sage 
in-house research team, which is supported by a 
variety of data sources. To be included in the 
investable universe, an issue must be assigned a 
Sage Leaf Score of 3 or greater.  

MUNI IMPACT ASSESSMENT

By evaluating projects’ sustainability impact as 
well as the intensity of that impact on the 
underlying community, Sage can construct tax-
sensitive portfolios that meet the impact-
orientated outcomes clients desire while 
delivering tax-sensitive fixed income returns.

Additionally, we utilize our proprietary Climate 
Risk Scoring methodology to identify each 
municipality’s climate risk sensitivity, financial 
vulnerability, and relative preparedness as part 
of our sustainability and long-term credit risk 
assessment for each issuer within the approved 
investment universe.
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Thematic Investing

OUR APPROACH 
TO RESPONSIBLE INVESTING

Our Impact Investing strategies seek to generate 
both a financial return and a positive, measurable 
social or environmental impact. The key features 
of these portfolios include:

1.  Intentionality:

• The desired impact is a core component of 
the investment strategy, not just a 
byproduct. We want to ensure that issuers 
are intentionally seeking positive impact.

2.  Measurable Impact:

• Impact investments require a commitment 
to measure and report the social and 
environmental performance of investments, 
ensuring transparency and accountability. 
We look for issuers that can demonstrate 
positive outcomes.

3.  Financial Return:

• While impact investing seeks to generate 
positive outcomes, it also aims to provide a 
financial return on investment. Our portfolio 
holdings must have high impact coupled 
with financial performance.

4.  Alignment with the SDGs:

• We align our portfolios with the United 
Nations Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs), which targets issues like poverty, 
health, education, clean energy, and climate 
action. In this way, we can demonstrate that 
portfolio holdings are achieving global 
sustainability goals.

Impact Investing
Sage Thematic Investing strategies focus on long-
term societal trends and themes, such as 
technological innovation, demographic shifts, and 
climate change, to capitalize on opportunities 
presented by these transformative trends. 
Thematic investing has been one of the fastest-
growing areas in ETFs and has provided Sage with 
additional layers of analysis. Some examples of 
Thematic Investing include:

1.  Technology and Innovation:

• Investing in companies at the forefront of 
technological advancements, such as 
artificial intelligence, robotics, blockchain, 
and cybersecurity.

2.  Sustainable and Clean Energy:

• Focusing on renewable energy sources, 
energy efficiency technologies, and 
companies involved in reducing carbon 
footprints.

3.  Climate Change and Environmental Sustainability:

• Concentrating on companies that are 
positioned to address or benefit from the 
challenges and opportunities presented by 
climate change and environmental 
sustainability initiatives.
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Other Customization Options

OUR APPROACH 
TO RESPONSIBLE INVESTING

Our Values-Based Investment practice integrates 
an investor’s or organization’s ethical, moral, or 
religious beliefs into their investment portfolios, 
ensuring that their financial activities support their 
principles and contribute to positive social and 
environmental outcomes. We offer Catholic 
Values, Jewish Values, and Biblical Values 
investment strategies, which incorporate 
exclusionary and positive screening alongside the 
guidelines established by each religion’s beliefs. 
We can replicate a similar screening process for 
individuals and organizations based on their unique 
values-based criteria.

Values-Based Investing
The Responsible Investing strategies outlined in 
this policy are currently available to clients, with 
additional customization options upon request. 
Sage crafts bespoke portfolios tailored to clients' 
individual investment goals and preferences. 
Customizations can be made across asset classes, 
sectors, industries, and companies, as well as 
incorporating specific values or ethical guidelines 
that the investor wishes to include.



REPORTING

Client Statements
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Our firm provides portfolio impact reporting in a variety of ways. Since 2019, Responsible Investing clients 
have had the benefit of receiving the firm’s proprietary Sage Leaf Scores included on their monthly 
portfolio statements by individual security CUSIP. We have also provided a weighted average Leaf Score 
for the total portfolio to give clients a general understanding of the level and distribution of their 
portfolio’s sustainability value. 

Our firm also provides Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) alignment and impact reporting for both 
taxable and tax-exempt fixed income securities and overall portfolios. This service is provided to clients 
upon request and may be used to design and guide the development of specific value or risk orientations 
within portfolios. 

Lastly, in addition to our SDG alignment reviews, our firm provides a comprehensive Climate Risk 
Assessment and reporting service upon request for individual bond issuers and total portfolios. Through this 
proprietary climate-related analysis we can provide our clients with an added layer of risk management that 
ensures they are being adequately compensated for the climate risk inherent within their investment 
portfolios. Our Climate Risk Assessment, Leaf Score process, and SDG alignment assessment offer our clients 
the highest level of portfolio impact analysis. 
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Impact Reporting – Sustainable Investment Goals 
The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) are a set of 17 interconnected global goals adopted by the 
United Nations to help asset owners and their intermediaries address various near and long term social, 
economic, and environmental objectives. Our SDG analysis process involves a detailed analysis of a 
company’s operations, products, services, policies, and practices to determine its net impact on the 
various SDGs. Sage’s evaluation methodology looks for both positive contributions and potential negative 
impacts across each of the 17 individual goals. This process includes the following:

The SDG Impact Score ranges on a scale from -10 to 10 with an underlying classification into five broad 
assessment categories: significant negative impact, limited negative impact, no net impact, limited 
positive impact, and significant positive impact. 

Identify to what extent 
products and services 

contribute to or obstruct 
the SDGs.

PRODUCTS & 
SERVICES CONTROVERSIESOPERATIONS 

MANAGEMENT
Identify alleged or verified 

failures and companies’ 
responsiveness to respect 

established norms that may 
obstruct the SDGs.

Evaluate impact along the 
entire value chain.

REPORTING



Climate Risk Reporting
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Our Climate Risk Assessment seeks to identify companies that are prepared to effectively manage climate 
change risk and integrate sustainable climate initiatives to grow their enterprise value. Our assessment 
uses the ISS Climate Impact Report and includes both quantitative and qualitative analysis of industry-
specific climate risks and a company’s individual climate-related performance. Climate analysis is 
incorporated into our Sage Leaf Score® evaluation and helps to shape our outlook of industry and 
company risk. We will provide an analysis on the following risks:

The Carbon Risk Rating is a comprehensive assessment of the carbon-related 
performance of companies, based on a combination of quantitative indicators, 
forward-looking qualitative indicators, and a classification of the company’s absolute 
climate risk exposure due to its business activities. 

Relative Carbon Emissions are the normalized measurement of emissions 
relative to a specific economic output. The normalized nature of relative emissions 
increases comparability of emissions from companies of all sizes.

Emissions Attribution Analysis examines the extent to which higher or lower 
GHG exposure between the portfolio and the benchmark can be attributed to sector 
allocation versus issuer selection. In sectors with higher GHG exposure, issuer selection 
can help offset portfolio exposure. 

Climate Scenario Analysis – The Sustainable Development Scenario pathway is 
fully aligned with the Paris Agreement by holding the rise in global temperatures to 
“well below 2°C … and pursuing efforts to limit [it] to 1.5°C,” and meets Sustainable 
Development Goals’ (SDGs) objectives related to achieve universal access to energy 
(SDG 7), to reduce the severe health impacts of air pollution (part of SDG 3), and to 
tackle climate change (SDG 13). 

A Physical Risk Score is based on the combined effects of tropical cyclones, river 
floods, wildfires, droughts, and heat stress.

REPORTING



Sustainable Organizations
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We have several industry affiliations, including the UN-supported Principles for Responsible Investment 
(PRI), Climate Action 100+, Intentional Endowments Network (IEN), the IFRS Foundation (formerly SASB), 
the CFA Institute DEI Code, the Net Zero Asset Managers Initiative, and the Interfaith Center on Corporate 
Responsibility. 

Engagement
At Sage, we view active ownership and engagement as important to long-term value creation. We actively 
engage with sustainability-focused industry organizations, regulatory bodies, companies, and investment 
management peer groups on a range of issues for the benefit of our clients. 

For our sustainable ETF portfolios, we evaluate our ETF providers to ensure they are acting in the best 
interest of our clients. We do this by frequently engaging with all the ETF providers whose funds we 
include in our investment strategies. We also ask ETF providers about their company engagements and 
proxy voting practices across a range of issues. Our survey findings are reported in Sage’s Annual ETF 
Stewardship Report. 

Webcasts with sustainability -
focused partners and peers on 
trends in sustainable investing

Thought leadership pieces on 
themes that are important to 
sustainable investors 

Engagement with key organizations 
that shape best sustainability 
reporting practices and policies

Surveys of the organizations that 
choose investments on our behalf

One-on-one meetings with the 
companies in which we invest

Learn more in our Sage Stewardship Policy.

ENGAGEMENT

https://www.sageadvisory.com/perspectives/sage-stewardship-policy/


Sage’s Responsible Investment Team includes our CIO, research analysts, portfolio managers, and editorial 
staff. This dedicated team is responsible for screening securities for inclusion in responsible investing portfolios, 
producing timely research, creating portfolio customization, and participating in the activities outlined in the 
Stewardship Policy.

Emma Harper
Research Analyst

eharper@sageadvisory.com

Andrew 
Poreda, CFA

Research Analyst
aporeda@sageadvisory.com

Bob Smith
President & CIO

bsmith@sageadvisory.com

Komson 
Silapachai, CFA
Portfolio Manager

ksilapachai@sageadvisory.com

Xochitl Maldonado
Research Analyst

xmaldonado@sageadvisory.com

Nicholas 
Erickson, CFA

Portfolio Manager
nerickson@sageadvisory.com

Jessica McHugh
Director of Marketing 

Communications
jmchugh@sageadvisory.com

Douglas Benning
Data Analyst

dbenning@sageadvisory.com

SAGE RESPONSIBLE 
INVESTMENT TEAM

(512) 327-5530

www.sageadvisory.com

5900 Southwest Parkway
Building 1, Suite 100 Austin, Texas 78735

Contact Us
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