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1. Executive summary

A myriad of investment funds are sustainable in name, if 
not in spirit. But even if such products abide by environ-
mental, social and governance (ESG) standards, many in-
vestors are still left in the dark about the specifics. There-
fore, every asset manager should be very clear about their 
investment approach. Naturally, their strategies reflect the 
motivations of their clients, a diverse lot consisting of 
“do-gooders” as well as performance-minded investors. 
With this publication, we aim to explain our point of view. 

To give the reader an idea about the complexity of the mat-
ter at hand, here’s a list of approaches to sustainable invest-
ing based on the definition by the Global Sustainable In-
vestment Alliance.

1. Negative/exclusionary screening: 
Since the beginning of modern sustainable investing, exclu-
sion criteria have served as a simple and effective tool to 
prevent investments into companies in breach of their own 
moral and ethical values. This used to mean a simple exclu-
sion of companies involved in the production of a question-
able good. Nowadays, the data quality often allows for an 
exclusion based on specific criteria and thresholds. For ex-
ample, if investors don’t want any exposure to tobacco in 
their portfolios, they can exclude not only cigarette pro-
ducers, but also providers of related products and services 
and to some degree also retail and holding companies. In 
addition, they can define thresholds beyond which an in-
vestment is no longer allowed, for instance a maximum lim-
it of 0.5 or 10 percent for a company’s share of tobacco-re-
lated sales. Of the many exclusion criteria, two are becom-
ing increasingly important: controversial weapons as well 
as thermal coal and other fossil fuels. These two are used to 
clear portfolios of investments tied to fossil energy. 

Obviously, picking the “right” exclusion criteria is extreme-
ly important. A careless selection could not only hamper 
the performance, but also produce a portfolio contrary to 
one’s convictions. 

2. Positive/best-in-class screening: 
Typically, applied prior to the traditional financial analysis, 
the best-in-class (BIC) approach follows a stable and stand-
ardised process focussing on companies that surpass their 
peers in terms of sector-specific ESG achievements. A port-
folio constructed along these lines can reduce risks and 
present opportunities that traditional financial analysis 

wouldn’t be able to spot. In recent years, such classifica-
tions have become much easier owing to vastly improved 
data quality. Specialised rating agencies can now aggregate 
such information, which investors use as a basis to identify 
potential portfolio candidates.

3. Norms-based screening: 
This is the screening of investments against minimum 
standards of business practice based on international 
norms. An often used source of reference is the United  
Nations Global Compact, which is an initiative to encour-
age businesses worldwide to adopt sustainable as well as 
socially responsible policies and to report on their imple-
mentation. It encompasses 10 principles for companies that 
face issues tied to human rights, labour rights, the environ-
ment and corruption.

4. Integration of ESG factors: 
This represents the systematic and explicit inclusion by in-
vestment managers of environmental, social and govern-
ance (ESG) factors into traditional financial analysis. This 
method differs from so-called positive screening, which is 
applied prior or after the financial valuation. Here, the sus-
tainability and the financial analyses occur at the same 
time, i.e. the sustainability assessment directly influences 
the valuation of a company, either by identifying opportu-
nities or revealing risks.

5. Sustainability-themed investing: 
Various developments in technology, politics, resources 
and social regions can help in picking a theme with the po-
tential to generate market-beating returns in the long term. 
Over the past few years, disruptive ideas, innovations and 
economic necessities have reshaped our economy and the 
way we think about “sustainable” investing. As a conse-
quence, thematic investing often has an ESG bias. The cor-
responding investment products typically have a high share 
of companies active in areas such as “clean” technology 
and energy as well as sustainable water use. Therefore, the 
focus of thematic funds is on companies whose impact on 
the environment is favourable (or less detrimental than that 
of their peers). This is especially relevant for investments in 
traditional energy sources like oil and gas – a sector where 
ecological damage can be significantly reduced by modern 
technology.
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6. Impact-community investing: 
These are targeted investments, typically made in private 
markets, aimed at solving social or environmental prob-
lems. This includes community investing, where capital is 
specifically directed to traditionally underserved individuals 
or communities, as well as financing that is provided to 
businesses with a clear social or environmental purpose.

7. Corporate engagement and shareholder action: 
This is the use of shareholder power to influence corporate
behaviour, including through direct corporate engagement 
(i.e. communicating with senior management or boards of 
companies, or both) or filings. Investors’ objectives can dif-
fer considerably. Some want to change critical behaviour 
that may threaten the financial performance, while others 
aim to make the company comply with sustainability guide-
lines. 

In this whitepaper, we will first give a short historical over-
view of the development of Sustainable Investing. The aim 
is to explain the roots of the three motivations for sustain-
able investing that form the core of our definition of ESG in-
vesting (“feel good”, “do well” or “do good”). We will then 
detail our philosophy and show how we go about integrat-
ing the different approaches to ESG under one roof – or, 
conversely, how we give our sustainability-investment 
teams considerable wiggle room to follow their own pro-
cesses. Lastly, we will discuss the details of our different ap-
proaches to sustainable investing and where they are 
placed in the motivation “triangle”. 

The beginning of sustainable investing in the US can be 
traced to the impassioned political climate of the 1960s. 
In the US, this decade was marked by social unrest over 
the country’s involvement in the Vietnam War and an ac-
rimonious fight for civil rights. At that time, many univer-
sities started reviewing their investments policies, wish-
ing to reflect their students’ push for social responsibility 
and accountability. Resistance to South Africa’s Apartheid 
regime and various natural disasters later added urgency 
to such calls. Eventually, the idea of responsible, or sus-
tainable investing reached Wall Street. Today, we can dis-
tinguish three strands: investors generally want either to 
“feel good”, “do well” or “do good” – and sometimes a 
combination of all three.

The seeds sown in the Vietnam-war era bore fruit during 
the years of economic sanctions against South Africa, some 
of which had an explicit investment focus. Acting on the 
so-called Sullivan Principles1, many public and private in-
vestors throughout the United States began pulling back 
from companies operating in South Africa. This was a piece 
in the jigsaw puzzle that eventually brought the Apartheid 
regime down.

The branch of sustainable investing that emerged from 
these trends was aimed to align moral and ethical values 

 There are three  
motivations driving  
investors towards 
 “sustainable” portfolios.

Cape Town, South Africa

2. A bit of history:
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with investment decisions. This was done primary by ban-
ning shares belonging to doubtful sectors such as alcohol, 
tobacco, “adult entertainment”, defense and nuclear ener-
gy from portfolios.

From the emergence of the ESG triangle …
Traditionally, investment managers mostly ignored the ma-
terial impact of environmental, social and governance crite-
ria (see chart 1) on financial performance. This narrow view 
began to change in the late 1970s and 1980s when large 
corporations such as Exxon Valdez (linked to the disastrous 
oil spill in Alaska) and Union Carbide (connected to the ex-
plosion of chemical plant in the Indian city of Bhopal) faced 
the consequences of natural and human catastrophes. These 
events saw the emergence of organisations rating environ-
mental and social responsibility of publicly listed companies, 
eventually forcing them to publicise their strategy regarding 
the efficient use of resources and labour rights, for example. 

Another element that has dramatically increased in impor-
tance is corporate governance – a term that encompasses a 
multitude of elements such as the division of power within 
companies or their relations with shareholders. Corpo-
rate-governance issues were at the core of major scandals 
involving energy company Enron and security-systems 

company Tyco International, leading to the 2002 passage 
of the so-called Sarbanes-Oxley Act in the US. This law set 
new or more stringent governance standards for most of 
corporate America. As regards the asset-management in-
dustry, the development led to the systematic integration 
of environmental and social criteria in the active investment 
process for sustainable portfolios.

… to thematic and impact investing
Sustainability aspects play a very prominent role in themat-
ic and impact investing as well. The former typically focus-
es on social or environmental needs that create a commer-
cial growth opportunity with potentially market-beating 
returns. Many so-called thematic funds investing in com-
panies that address air, water and soil pollution, for in-
stance, fall into this category. Impact investing goes one 
step further in that it aims to tackle social or environmental 
challenges in a measurable manner. While there are ongo-
ing discussions about the definition of impact investing, the 

Chart 1:  ESG triangle 
Examples of environmental and social criteria  
as well as corporate-governance issues

Environmental

   Environmental policy  
and management

  Energy consumption

  Water supply

  Sustainable transportation

  Waste management

  Climate-protection strategy

Social

  Consumer rights

  Supply-chain management

  Health and safety

  Employer and employee relations

  Community relations

  Stakeholder relations

  Human rights

Corporate governance

  Structure of the board of directors

  Diversity on the board of directors

  Management pay

  Shareholder rights

  Accounting/auditing

  Corporate ethics

  Conflicts of interest

1  In 1971, Reverend Leon Sullivan, at the time a board member of General Motors, drafted a code of conduct for business in South Africa.

2. A bit of history: Vietnam unrest and South African  
sanctions give rise to responsible  
investing

Source: Vontobel Asset Management
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double objective – a focus on measurable problem solving 
as well as on optimising financial returns – distinguishes im-
pact investing from other sustainable approaches and phil-
anthropy. Impact investing was originally confined to pri-
vate-equity markets and microfinance. It is still a matter of 
discussion whether the idea of impact investing is applica-
ble to publicly listed companies, as the measurement of im-
pact might not be possible.2 However, it is definitely an ex-
citing trend to watch in the future.

Sustainability focus boosts companies’ profits 
The close connection between a corporate focus on ESG 
aspects and a company’s financial performance is well doc-
umented. According to a comprehensive analysis by Friede, 
Busch and Bassen (2015), approximately 90 percent of ac-
ademic studies find a non-negative correlation of these as-
pects (positive data in 47.9 percent of vote-count studies 
and 62.6 percent of meta-studies). Further findings are 
summarised in chart 2.

Chart 2:  Academic evidence: ESG contributes positively to financial performance (recent, large meta-study)

Source: ESG and financial performance: aggregated evidence from more than 2000 empirical studies (Friede, Busch & Bassen, Dec. 2015) 

Similarly, Clark, Feiner, & Viehs (2015) found that 80 percent of 200 reviewed academic studies revealed the favour-
able effect of good sustainability practices on share prices. A further finding was that sound sustainability standards 
lower the cost of capital for companies (found by 90 percent of the studies on cost of capital). Moreover, 88 percent 
of the studies showed that solid ESG practices result in better operational performances of the companies.
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2  This is owing to the lack of so-called additionality. This term stands for a measurable 
outcome of an “impact investor’s” involvement. It is very hard to argue that this 
connection holds true for highly liquid assets because the effect of a single investor 
on the company is almost impossible to trace. 

Frankfurt Stock Exchange, Germany
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“Sustainable” investing has taken many shapes through 
the decades. An investor wishing to engage in this area  
is typically driven by one or several of the following moti-
vations: the alignment of investments with moral and  
ethical values, the integration of ESG factors into invest-
ment processes and, lastly, investment decisions aimed  
at supporting environmental and social developments.  
Or simply put: “feel good”, “do well” or “do good”.  

This is also the framework at the core of our own definition 
of ESG investing (see chart 3).
 
PRI: the champion of responsible investing
The trend to integrate environmental, social or corpo-
rate-governance (ESG) aspects into investment processes 
has gained considerable momentum over the past decade. 
The dominant industry association, the United-Nations- 
supported Principles for Responsible Investment (PRI),  
celebrated its 10th anniversary in April 2016. Currently,  
the number of signatories exceeds 1,400 institutions with 
aggregate net assets of more than 60 trillion US dollars.  
It comes as no surprise that these numbers have increased 
since the financial crisis of 2008/09 when trust in the  
structures and relationships underlying financial markets 
broke down.

Chart 3:  Our definition of ESG investing

Source: MSCI ESG Research, Vontobel Asset Management

Integrate ESG factors into 
investment decisions

Source of ”alpha“ –  
consideration by  
an active portfolio  
manager regardless  
of clients’ values

“do well”

Consideration  
of ESG factors  
alongside  
financial data  
for investment  
decisions  
in order to  
improve  
financial  
returns 

Customisation of the  
investable universe  
by excluding contro-
versial activities and  
sectors 

Alignment of moral  
and ethical values

“feel good”

values  
are aligned  

with  
portfolio

financial  
return

Application to specific  
asset classes. Requires 
specific reporting to 
measure the positive  
impact

Create a positive impact 
next to financial returns

“do good”

financial  
return

positive  
social or 
environ-
mental 

impact

Conventional
investing

Exclusionary 
screens Best-in-class ESG  

integration
Thematic 
criteria

Impact  
investing Philanthropy

“Feel good”,  
“do well” or  
“do good”.
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As a global asset manager with a long track record in sus-
tainable investing dating back to 1994, our main aim is to 
generate extra returns while allowing our clients to invest 
in line with their moral and ethical values. We believe cli-
ents’ interests are best served by our integration of envi-
ronmental, social and corporate-governance criteria into 
the investment process and our independent approach to 
sustainability matters. 

Limited use of exclusion criteria
We use exclusion criteria only to a certain degree and 
mostly for financial reasons. Rather than imposing our 
own moral or ethical values on our clients, we want to help 
them choose their own. As a consequence, we only ex-
clude certain controversial sectors and activities such as 
controversial weapons, tobacco and severe violations of 
internationals norms. 

Vontobel Asset Management with its multi-boutique set-
up is well-placed to cover the entire spectrum of potential 
client needs, in our opinion. Our organisational structure 
allows for a high degree of independence of the various in-
vestment teams, which fosters innovation. Therefore, 
Vontobel-branded “sustainable” portfolios can signifi-
cantly differ from each other in terms of investment ap-
proach and processes. However, the principles governing 
our sustainable approach to business are clearly defined in 
our group-wide sustainability guidelines. They provide the 
framework for our efforts in the field of sustainability and 
form the basis for measures to achieve continued improve-
ments. Vontobel’s commitment to sustainability is en-
shrined within the organisation. The Sustainability Com-
mittee, chaired by the CEO, ensures that our sustainability 
guidelines are put into practice by setting specific goals,  
defining measures and overseeing their implementation. 
Responsible for the implementation of the guidelines  
in Vontobel Asset Management is the ESG Investment 
Committee, overseeing all sustainable strategies (current 
assets under management of around 11 billion Swiss 
francs). This body, consisting of representatives of most 
boutiques of Vontobel Asset Management, ensures a com-
mon standard across investment boutiques as well as strat-
egies and defines the philosophy in the area of sustainable 
investment.

A common belief – avoid pitfalls, anticipate successes
While our teams have considerable room to manoeuvre in 
constructing “sustainable” portfolios, they do have com-
mon values. One of them is the belief that incorporating 
ESG criteria can reduce financial risks and generate extra 
returns. This view is based on academic research and a 
strong track record of our sustainable investment products 
over the years. By assessing a company’s achievement in 
the area of ESG early on in the investment process, we aim 
to minimise financial risks in the portfolio. Here’s a concrete 
example: a proper ESG analysis of Volkswagen AG before 
the “Dieselgate” scandal could have revealed the lack of 
governance and averted heavy losses in investors’ port-
folios. Volkswagen shares tumbled by up to 40 percent 
(and yet have to recover fully) after news of its cheating  
on US emission tests and a subsequent massive recall of 
millions of vehicles.

Yet our approach is not just about avoiding such pitfalls. 
We also hope to anticipate “positive shocks”. For in-
stance, we aim to engage in companies producing tech-
nologies for improving resource and energy efficiency 
that have the potential to enter new markets and unlock 
sources of revenue. Favourable news can propel the stocks 
suddenly upwards. The share price of electric-car  company 
Tesla Motors, for instance, increased fourfold during 2013. 
This approach by no means applies to equities only: the 
 inclusion of ESG criteria in fixed-income investment pro-
cesses also offers potential, both at the corporate and at 
the sovereign-debt level. 

Another aspect of sustainable investing is active sharehold-
er involvement in companies they invest in – a principle we 
cherish. By executing our voting rights at annual general 
meetings and constantly engaging with management 
boards, we can influence corporate actions. Ideally, this 
contributes to return-enhancing or risk-reducing changes.

Carbon footprint of investment products 
There is a broad consensus that climate change needs to  
be contained within 2°C of global warming. The Paris 
Agreement, which took effect on 4 November 2016, accel-
erates the transition towards a low-carbon society. Asset 
managers, too, have started worrying about carbon emis-
sions owing to rising regulatory pressure and the financial 
industry’s aim to increase transparency on its exposure to 
climate change. 

3.  Our approach to sustainable investing –  
covering a wide range
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We regularly measure the so-called carbon footprint of our 
sustainable investing products to better understand our 
impact and financial exposure and report the results trans-
parently. For one of our thematic funds, in collaboration 
with the South Pole Group, we went beyond the carbon 
footprint. In this case, we measured the potentially avoid-
ed carbon emissions (PAE), a yardstick that can help identi-
fy potential winners in the transition towards a low-carbon 
society. The PAE figure expresses a company’s emissions 
along the entire value chain and compares them with a 
benchmark. Therefore, the method also covers emissions 
caused by the use of a product. This is very important as 
the carbon-footprint calculation is only based on manufac-
turing data.

After outlining the basics of our sustainable-investment 
processes, let’s look at the details of our boutique set-up in 
the next chapters.

The ESG Investment Committee sets the course for the  
sustainability-investing strategy across Vontobel Asset 
Management. Moreover, it fleshes out the investment phi-
losophy containing our definition of sustainable investing, 
our beliefs and our guiding principles. These standards  
apply for all boutiques, regardless of the complexity of 
their offerings. The ESG Investment Committee also coor-
dinates all matters regarding sustainable investing such as 
interaction with research providers, active promotion and 
communication inside and outside of Vontobel. This set-up 
allows for independent strategies generating many possi-
bilities, yet upholding a common standard. Chart 4 and the 
comments below illustrate where we offer  sustainable in-
vesting in our boutique structure.

Simple client-specific solution: Vontobel universe
All boutiques have access to the Vontobel universe, which 
follows a standard best-in-class screening paired with  
exclusion criteria. The exclusion criteria can be modified 
upon client request. 
 
Third-party universes:  
For more than 10 years, we have successfully managed  
assets for Raiffeisen based on the Futura universe in the  
Multi Asset, Fixed Income and Thematic Investing bou-
tiques. 

Chart 4:  Every boutique has access to sustainability data and know-how but uses it differently

4.  Two boutiques, 
many possibilities 

A common sustainability investing philosophy unifies our  
definition, presents guiding principles and ensures standards. 

The boutiques are either entirely focused on sustainability  
investing or have distinctive offerings with ESG integration  
among their strategies. 

The boutiques are able to manage strategies based on third-party  
ESG universes or offer simpler client-specific solutions  
(e.g. exclusion criteria), but do not have a distinctive  
sustainability-investing offering.

Thematic
Investing
Boutique

Sustainable
Investing
Boutique

Multi  
Asset
Boutique

Vescore

Twenty-
Four AM

Fixed  
Income
Boutique

Quality
Growth
Boutique

Source: Vontobel Asset Management
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The Sustainable Investing Boutique –  
a strong, flexible and responsible way 

Sustainable Investing, our newest boutique, boasts a 
time-honoured approach that rigorously places sustaina-
bility first. It is a welcome addition to Vontobel’s excellent 
and diverse sustainability offering.

The new boutique’s investable universe is defined by a combi-
nation of negative screening (exclusion criteria) and positive 
screening (sustainability ratings). The sustainability analysis, 
which is applied to companies, governments, public-sector fi-
nancial institutions and real-estate investments, is based on 
fundamental, in-house sustainability research. We also use ex-
ternal raw data provided by Asset4 and qualitative information 
by Sustainalytics. This information is used to create compa-
ny-specific as well as industry-specific sustainability ratings 
that are used to feed our Vontobel Sustainability Monitor (see 
chart 5). This holistic approach sets us apart from our peers, 
enabling us to not only analyse company-specific sustainabili-
ty, but also the impact of every sector. Other merits include the 
possibility of countless modifications, based on sector prefer-

ences, company preferences and exclusion criteria. Moreover, 
investors benefit from a substantial reputational gain thanks to 
the proven and credible sustainability concept. In addition, this 
approach can lead to significant outperformance. Over the 
past 10 years, the returns of the universe exceeded those of the 
benchmark by an average 0.6 percent annually. The Sustain-
able Investing Boutique offers this approach for its multi-asset, 
equity, fixed-income and real-estate funds. 

The Thematic Investing Boutique 

Unlike the Sustainable Investing Boutique, the Thematic 
Investing Boutique focuses purely on equity. It has three 
independent teams – mtx, Global Trends and Swiss Equi-
ties. There is no core investment universe; each team has 
a particular approach detailed below.

The mtx approach – financial analysts and ESG experts 
collaborate
In this case, ESG data are an integrated part of the financial 
analysis – in contrast to the pre-process application of a 
best-in-class filter, for example. By integration we mean a 
focus on ESG issues that are most likely to impact cash 
flows and, therefore, the investment case for a company. 
To get a holistic view of ESG issues, our sustainability spe-
cialists and financial analysts interact constantly. Their work 
flows into our proprietary sector-specific minimum-stand-
ards frameworks, a core ingredient of our ESG analysis.  
As each industry exhibits different challenges and opportu-
nities, the integration of ESG criteria into investment deci-
sions cannot be a “one size fits all” process. Instead, we 
have to take a hard look at every single company, and the 
minimum-standards framework helps us to go about this  
in a consistent and disciplined manner (see chart 6).

The specific challenges of ESG in emerging markets 
As can be expected, external ESG research data concern-
ing emerging-market companies are hard to come by. 
Therefore, our analysts tend to do the work themselves. 
They enter into direct dialogue with specific companies 
(using translators if need be) to gain information that 
would otherwise be out of reach. This can be to the bene-
fit of both parties: companies often welcome our views on 
their improvement potential and ESG-specific stakehold-
ers’ interests. Such interaction not only heightens their 
general awareness of the importance of sustainability, but 
also enables us to gauge the company’s progress.

Chart 5:  Our basic tool:  
the Vontobel Sustainability Monitor
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Source: Vontobel Asset Management, Sustainable Investing Boutique
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Chart 6:  Example of a minimum-standard framework evaluation for a consumer-discretionary company

Hanoi, Vietnam

Below average Average Above average
Source: Vontobel Asset Management, mtx

Environment Weight 40 percent Social Weight 30 percent Governance  Weight 30 percent

Weight and score 4.2 5.0 7.5

Environment-management system
  No explicit policy to manage  
a company’s impact on the  
environment

  Complies with local laws and 
regulation

Eco-efficient operations
  No greenhouse-gas emissions  
or energy-consumption disclosure

  Commitment to disclose more  
information going forward

Product stewardship
  Operations subject to hazardous- 
materials regulations (REACH)

  Commitment to eliminate  
hazardous materials further

Employee relations
  Non-discrimination and freedom- 
of-association policy in place

  Operations meet local health  
and safety regulations

Social and economic development
  Code of conduct in place but  
not disclosed

  Clear customer-management  
procedures

Supply-chain management
  Requires certificates from suppliers 
(compliance with local regulation)

  Violations not addressed by third 
party result in termination of  
relationship

Board accountability
  Five out of eight board members  
independent

  Combined CEO/chairman position
  Majority of audit committees 
independent

Shareholder rights
  One share one vote
  No controlling shareholder
  Independent board members

Executive remuneration
  Remuneration committee: three 
out of four members independent

  Transparent remuneration policy
  Potential dilution through  
options programmes: 10 percent

4.2

4.2

4.2

4.2

4.2

4.2

4.2

4.2

4.2
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Many energy companies are already feeling the conse-
quences of climate change and the increased scrutiny from 
financial regulators as well as investors. There is intense 
pressure particularly on the carbon-intensive coal and oil-
sand industries to reduce CO2 emissions. According to the 
estimates of Carbon Tracker, the British non-governmental 
organisation, 60 to 80 percent of the reserves of listed ener-
gy companies will become unusable if pledges to limit glob-
al warming are followed through. Such former highly priced 
reserves might become so-called “stranded assets”. 

Global Trends – specialised companies with prospects 
At the core of our investment strategy is the belief that our 
economy is moving towards a sustainable future. Therefore, 
companies operating in these areas not only advance this de-
velopment, but are the potential titans of the future economy. 
Because of this, we are looking at many different corporate 
are as. We are also partly aligned with the Sustainable Develop-
ment Goals (SDG3, examples see below) as we want to con-
tribute to the closing of the 2.5 trillion US-dollar investment 
gap that stands between the present and a sustainable future. 

Progress is therefore needed on all fronts. Investing in  
companies that have the most potential to address environ-
mental issues in this area may give our economy enough 
time to transition towards a carbon-neutral one. Motivated 
by this, we initiated, in collaboration with the South Pole 
Group, the world’s first analysis of potentially avoided  
emissions of publicly listed companies in our cleantech 
strategy. With this analysis, we not only want to demon-
strate the environmental impact of our underlying portfolio 
holdings, but also seek to motivate other investors.  

The more similar analyses there are, the higher the aware-
ness will be.

Of course, not all “clean technology” companies will auto-
matically turn into financial success stories. To single out the 
possible winners, it takes extensive research, deep industry 
knowledge as well as fundamental financial and ESG analyses. 

3  In 2000, the UN set out so-called Millennium Development Goals (MDG) to end 
poverty within 15 years. They form the basis of Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDG) that have been adopted by 193 member states of the United Nations.
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Swiss Equities – the fortress of performance and knowledge 
Acting in the long tradition of Vontobel’s successful man-
agement of Swiss securities, the Swiss Equities team has 
been following the topic of sustainable investing for more 
than 15 years, developing a broad range of strategies.  
It uses a blend of a standard best-in-class screening and in-
house research, which is inspired by the mtx approach. The 
result is an approach tailor-made for the Swiss market.  
Besides successfully managing our own funds, the Swiss  
Equities team has vast experience in the area of third-party 
ESG products. Combining Vontobel’s top-quality invest-
ment prowess with such third-party universes has resulted 
in successful performance of the sustainability funds man-
aged by the Swiss Equities team.

In 2016 and over the last three and five years, the team out-
performed its benchmark. Over a longer investment hori-
zon, the strategy that we manage on behalf of our co-oper-
ation partner Raiffeisen deserves a special mention. Be-
tween 2012 and 2016, it has won the award of best fund in 
Lipper’s “Equity Switzerland” category over a period of 10 
years, five times in a row. Taking all asset classes into ac-
count, this strategy is one of the largest actively managed 
sustainability funds in Switzerland with an investment vol-
ume exceeding 750 million Swiss francs.

Our different sustainability investing processes

Process Description ESG 
Integ.

Best-in-
class

Thematic 
screening

Exclusions Research partners Proxy voting and  
engagement

Thematic 
Investing,  
Global  
Leaders

Proprietary framework  
integrated into fundamental 
analysis of companies. The aim  
is to assess the impact of ESG 
risks on ROIC of invested  
companies.  Direct and indirect 
engagement with companies. 

Yes No No Weapons, tobacco,  
nuclear energy  
(>20% of nuclear 
power-generation 
capacity)

We use qualitative  
information of  
Sustainalytics  
and MSCI ESG  
Governance Metrics

Proxy voting  
and collaborative  
engagement out-
sourced to Hermes 
EOS. Started to  
engage directly  
with companies.

Thematic  
Investing, 
Global  
Trends

Thematic universe already  
excludes many controversial  
areas. ESG information is used 
for fundamental analysis if  
available, but no systematic 
screening or integration.

Par-
tially

No Yes Weapons, nuclear 
energy (>20% of 
nuclear power-gene-
ration capacity, 
>5% revenues from
supply of core com-
ponents to nuclear-
power stations), 
coal, uranium, palm 
oil, oil sands

We use qualitative  
information  
and ratings of  
Sustainalytics

Proxy voting  
and collaborative  
engagement  
outsourced to  
Hermes EOS.

Sustain-
able  
Investing  
Boutique

Universe of global equities  
and bonds combining a modified 
best-in-class approach with  
exclusion criteria. Universe is  
applied to multi-asset, equity,
fixed-income and real-estate 
portfolios within the boutique.

No Yes No Weapons, tobacco, 
pornography,  
gambling, GMO in  
agriculture, nuclear, 
chlorine, agro-
chemicals, airlines,  
companies with  
labour-rights issues

We use a proprietary  
assessment model  
based on external
raw data (Asset4/ 
Thomson Reuters), 
qualitative information  
(Sustainalytics)

Proxy voting  
based on ISS  
recommendations,
engagement  
integrated into  
research process.

Products managed on behalf of clients / sustainability processes designed by clients:

Futura Universe for global/Swiss  
equities and fixed-income
portfolios combining  
exclusion criteria and a strict 
best-in-class approach.

No Yes No Nuclear, GMO  
in agriculture and  
medicine, weapons,  
alcohol, tobacco, 
pornography, gam-
bling, several con-
troversial activities

Inrate Proxy voting  
and collaborative  
engagement  
outsourced  
to Ethos.

Ethos Universe for Swiss equities  
combining exclusion criteria 
(controversies and norms- 
based) and a best-in-class  
approach.

No Yes No Armament,  
gambling, GMO  
in agriculture,  
nuclear energy,  
pornography,  
tobacco

Ethos Proxy voting  
and collaborative  
engagement  
outsourced  
to Ethos.
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Originally rooted in the desire to align investment portfolios 
with personal values, sustainable investing is nowadays a 
well-developed and segmented market. To do justice to this 
diversity and investor preferences, we approach sustainable 
investing in an independent and flexible manner. Our mul-
ti-boutique approach is well-equipped for this. We provide 
and manage various sustainable-investment strategies in 
our two specialised boutiques and offer simple client-specif-
ic solutions across Vontobel Asset Management. 

We are focused on delivering strong performance and de-
veloping these personalised solutions. Over the past three 
years, the majority of our sustainability strategies outper-
formed their benchmarks. With assets under management 
of 11 billion Swiss francs, we are one of the leading asset 
managers for sustainability in Europe and Switzerland and 
across all our sustainable strategies we have registered an 
annual growth rate of 23 percent since 2013. We will con-
tinue our mission to provide attractive, personalised and in-
novative solutions to our investors, as well as promoting 
sustainable investments inside and outside of Vontobel. 

Dr Patrick Sege
Head Sales
Thematic Investing 
patrick.sege@vontobel.ch
Phone: +41 58 283 56 91

Marc Bindschädler
Senior Portfolio Advisor  
Thematic Investing
marc.bindschaedler@vontobel.ch
Phone: +41 58 283 58 87

Daniel Signer
Head Sales
Sustainable Investing 
daniel.signer@vontobel.ch 
Phone: +41 58 283 70 41

Marco Lenfers
Senior Portfolio Advisor
Sustainable Investing
marco.lenfers@vontobel.com
Phone: +41 58 283 21 58

Your contact persons

5.  Conclusion
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Important legal information:
This document is for information purposes only and nothing contained in this document should constitute a solicitation, or offer, or recommendation to 
buy or sell any investment instruments, to effect any transactions, or to conclude any legal act of any kind whatsoever. Past performance is not a reliable 
indicator of current or future performance. The value of invested monies can increase or decrease and there is no guarantee that all or part of your invest-
ed capital can be redeemed. Although Vontobel Asset Management AG (“Vontobel”) believes that the information provided in this document is based on 
reliable sources, it cannot assume responsibility for the quality, correctness, timeliness or completeness of the information contained in this document. Ex-
cept as permitted under applicable copyright laws, none of this information may be reproduced, adapted, uploaded to a third party, linked to, framed, per-
formed in public, distributed or transmitted in any form by any process without the specific written consent of Vontobel. To the maximum extent permit-
ted by law, Vontobel will not be liable in any way for any loss or damage suffered by you through use or access to this information, or Vontobel’s failure to 
provide this information. Our liability for negligence, breach of contract or contravention of any law as a result of our failure to provide this information or 
any part of it, or for any problems with this information, which cannot be lawfully excluded, is limited, at our option and to the maximum extent permitted 
by law, to resupplying this information or any part of it to you, or to paying for the resupply of this information or any part of it to you. Neither this docu-
ment nor any copy of it may be distributed in any jurisdiction where its distribution may be restricted by law. Persons who receive this document should 
make themselves aware of and adhere to any such restrictions. In particular this document must not be distributed or handed over to US persons and must 
not be distributed in the USA.
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Vontobel Asset Management AG
Gotthardstrasse 43 
CH-8022 Zurich
Telephone +41 58 283 71 50 
asset.management@vontobel.ch
vontobel.com/am


