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WHAT IS SUSTAINABLE INVESTMENT?

Eurosif defines Sustainable Investment1 as an investment philosophy that combines 
investors’ financial objectives with their concerns about Environmental, Social, and 
Governance (ESG) issues. Sustainable investors expect market rate returns over the 
medium to long term time horizon, and ESG issues are increasingly important 
factors in determining long term investment performance. Representing up to 
15 per cent of the European institutional financial markets, sustainable investment 
has attracted the attention of mainstream players that range from large public and 
private investors, policy makers, multinational companies and the greater public.

Examples of sustainable investment used by HNWIs include negative screening 
(excluding sectors such as weapons, tobacco, etc. from a fund); positive screening 
(investing in companies with a commitment to responsible business practices or that 
produce positive products); thematic investing based on sustainable issues (clean 
energy, water, climate change, lifestyle etc.); and community investing (underprivileged 
economic and geographic areas). Sustainable investment is now applicable to any 
type of financial product (stocks, bonds, public debt, private equity, property etc.) 
even though it was originally mostly applied to publicly listed companies.

A key challenge for sustainable investors is in investing for the long term while 
facing short-term pressures. There is rarely a simple answer to the complicated 
puzzle of combining money-making with “sustainability” criteria. For example, in 
evaluating a company’s ESG issues, some investors will find the environmental 
policies to be the key input while others will point to the company’s human rights 
practices as the critical issue. It is this sort of complexity that makes sustainable 
investment a dynamic field where ESG considerations, properly integrated, can lead 
to financial out-performance.

By Matt Christensen
Executive Director, Eurosif
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WHY RESEARCH HIGH NET WORTH INDIVIDUALS  
AND SUSTAINABLE INVESTMENT?
The High Net Worth Individual (HNWI)2 market has been 
growing at an increasing clip over the past decade. The 
importance of this market is only now becoming clear to 
practitioners who traditionally service the SRI institutional and 
retail SRI market. Eurosif believes there are a number of trends 
that will result in a closer connection between HNWI and 
sustainable investing in the years to come, yielding positive 
effects for the entire market:

First, the amount of wealth available for investing by this group 
is at an all time high and projected to expand further with the 
coming retirement of the baby boomer generation. In Europe, 
the HNWI population was estimated to be 3.1 million in 2007, 
with a total wealth of $10.6 trillion (€6.75 trillion), an increase 
of 5 per cent since 2006.3 This amount is forecast to reach 
$13.5 trillion in 2012 as illustrated in Figure 1.

Globally, HNWI wealth is forecast to grow to US$59.1 trillion 
by 2012. This vast pool of funds will offer liquid, international 
product development opportunities for sustainability aware 
providers, which European HNWI can be expected to continue 
to tap into.

Second, the demand for “sustainability criteria” as an offering 
within this sector is growing largely due to a generational shift 
in thinking about capital growth and preservation (as evidenced 
later in the report) as well as financial out-performance 
prospects. Global fund managers and asset allocation consultants 
are increasingly highlighting the link between ESG 
performance, corporate performance and the delivery of 
shareholder value on a medium to long term basis – which 
typically corresponds with HNWI investment timeframes and 
wealth management horizons.

An illustration of this shifting perspective manifested itself in the 
2007 World Wealth Report, a mainstream publication by 
Capgemini & Merrill Lynch; for the first time ever, a section of the 
study was devoted to the growing demand for socially responsible 
investments. In their financial advisors survey, respondents were 
asked how often their clients requested SRI screens and how much 
of their current portfolios were dedicated to this strategy. As 
illustrated in Figure 2, in Europe it was estimated that 6 per cent of 
the overall HNWI funds were in SRI.

Further, as sustainability reporting, emission trading schemes, 
carbon markets and international government commitments to 
emission reduction targets continue to evolve, so too will emerging 
industry opportunities on a global basis. Such developments, 
complemented by appropriate regulatory frameworks and public 
funding will provide the mechanism for directing private sector 
capital (including HNW investment) towards sustainably focused 
companies and industry sectors. By way of example, it is forecast 
that investment in sustainable energy sectors will need to treble to 
$450 billion a year by 2012 in order to meet stated global emission 
targets. Global carbon markets grew to $64 billion in 2007, an 
increase of 123 per cent over 2006 (the EU ETS also saw a 
doubling of both the value and number of allowances transacted 
to the tune of €37 billion).

Lastly, the HNWI market traditionally acts as an early signal of 
investing appetite for future asset allocations of more mainstream 
institutions. The current HNWI interest in this space should 
lead mainstream investors to augment their asset allocations 
towards more sustainable investments over time. As an example, 
HNWIs were early adopters of mainstream venture capital and 
hedge fund products, which today have now found their way 
into the greater mainstream portfolios of pension funds and 
other institutional investors. Similarly, HNWIs are currently at 
the forefront of the present trend to invest in venture capital that 
is also integrating sustainability criteria (VC4S).4 In Eurosif’s 
recent study “VC4S – Venture Capital for Sustainability 2007”, 
one of the findings was that the most prominent investors 
allocating capital into VC4S funds were HNWIs/family offices 
(32 per cent). This asset class has now crossed into the institutional 
market with mandates for sustainable private equity steadily 
appearing throughout much of the EU.

Eurosif strongly believes that these trends impacting the HNWI 
segment will yield benefits to the greater sustainable investing 
community. SRI practitioners will have a greater opportunity to 
penetrate an area that has still largely been untapped and 
represents great potential. A case in point is that wealth 
management divisions of financial institutions have not 
traditionally developed close ties with their SRI colleagues, but 
we found evidence that they are now seeking understanding and 
solutions for a growing client demand. Finally, the cross-over 
between the HNWI segment and decision makers who sit on 
Boards, influence public policy and act as stewards for 

Figure 1.  HNWI financial wealth forecast 2005–2012  
(by regions) US$ trillions

Figure 2.  HNWIs’ interest in socially responsible investments,  
2006 ( per cent) (by regions)

Source: Capgemini / Merrill Lynch Financial Advisor Survey, March 2007
† Bahrain and Qatar were added to the model for years 2005 onwards.

Note: All chart numbers are rounded.

Source: Capgemini  Lorenz curve analysis, 2008



21The Australian Journal of Financial Planning

a Financial Standard publication Volume 4  Number 2  2009 

communities should not be underestimated – Eurosif considers 
that the growth of HNWI interest in sustainable investment will 
steadily correlate towards a greater openness to integrate these 
issues into other levers of society.

GOAL OF THE STUDY
Eurosif recognises and applauds the initiatives that have examined 
this area, some as by-products of specific studies on HNWIs as 
well as more focused publications on sustainable investment. 
Information previously available includes the earlier mentioned 
studies by Capgemini & Merrill Lynch, an UKSIF survey on 
HNWI demand in the UK, and a study released in January 2007 
by the UNEP FI Asset Management working group on the 
scope of Environmental, Social and Governance (ESG) issues in 
the Swiss private banking sector.5 Eurosif’s aim is to build on the 
earlier works by canvassing a European-wide net and adding 
more depth to what is currently available. 

This is the first comprehensive, European-wide study on 
questions regarding the sustainable investment strategies used by 
HNWIs in their asset allocations and to what extent they integrate 
ESG issues into their investment decision-making and ownership 
practices. The aim of this European-focused study is to:

l provide a better picture of the overall European market,

l unveil any discrepancies that may exist between 
intermediaries and final clients in their discussions and 
perceptions about sustainable investment,

l identify innovative ways to respond to the growing 
demand,

l discuss obstacles and challenges for HNWIs and wealth 
managers, and

l foreshadow future market developments.

METHODOLOGY AND SCOPE OF RESEARCH

Survey

Eurosif surveyed two different segments of this market: wealth 
managers (supply side) and HNWIs and family offices (demand 
side)6 in Europe. By surveying both sides, Eurosif was able to 
assess the understanding of sustainability between the two camps 
and gauge if there was a latent demand for sustainable investments 
by HNWIs untapped by wealth managers.

In this first attempt to examine the European market for HNWIs 
and sustainable investment, it was important to limit the scope of 
our study. For example, HNWIs often use philanthropy and 
increasingly, venture philanthropy, as a means to better society. 
This study does not include that segment as sustainable investors 
expect market rate returns while it may not be the case for 
philanthropic investors.

Whilst this study is limited to investment activities focusing on 
market rate returns, Eurosif recognises the importance of broader 
asset and liability management issues to the generation and 
preservation of HNWI wealth. In this regard, Eurosif expects 
sustainability aware products and services addressing these 
broader issues to become a feature of private bank and family 
office service offerings to the HNWI market and expects to 
track such trends in future studies.

Another factor that Eurosif considered was the capacity to reach 
a significant number of EU HNWIs and wealth managers within 
a limited time frame. Eurosif approached close to 400 
organisations for the survey. The assistance of various distribution 
partners (associations of private banks, networks of family 
offices  etc.) was also essential in disseminating Eurosif’s survey 
to organisations or individuals that usually shy away from 
exposure. This approach, while not allowing for a reach of the 
entire European wealth manager and HNWI community, was 
deemed more time and cost effective and believed to cover an 
important portion of the existing European HNWI and 
sustainable investment market.

Methodology

A survey of about 30 questions was distributed by email between 
March and June 2008. A series of follow up phone interviews 
was conducted for clarification and research for case studies. The 
return rate on the questionnaire was over 20 per cent. The 
answers in this study reflect the self-selection inherent among 
those who chose to respond. Readers should keep in mind that 
those who responded are either already involved in sustainable 
investing or interested by the topic. 

Additionally, many of the graphs in the study clearly delineate 
responses from HNWIs and private banks so that readers can 
tease out some of the differences and similarities between 
demand and supply side within the sector. Unless specified 
otherwise, the figures and averages discussed in the report refer 
to the whole sample of respondents (HNWIs and wealth 
managers combined).

MARKET RECEPTIVITY

A new frontier

“In 2007 we defined SRI as one of the most interesting asset 
classes of the future and thus as part of our core business. In 
the long term we recommend every one of our clients to in-
vest 10 per cent in SRI products. The share of (private) clients 
asking actively for SRI products is small – but when informed 
about SRI by the bank the response is enormous: thus the 
development of the SRI market will depend heavily on supply 
strategies of financial institutions.” —Wealth Manager

For the most part, HNWIs and wealth managers were reticent 
in tackling sustainability issues through their investing until 
recently. As seen in the quotation above, part of that reticence 
may have been due to the lack of effective proactive marketing 
and sales efforts. Today, the interest in the field is significant. 
Eurosif uncovered three stages to the evolution in the growth of 
the sector as illustrated in Figure 3.

Stage 1: From 1988–2001, European players started to offer 
sustainable services sporadically and primarily due to bespoke 
client demand. In some cases, these early pioneers became 
sustainable investment specialists and built track records, refining 
and enhancing their offering along the way.

Stage 2: Following the 2001–2002 dotcom crash and series of 
scandals (Enron, Parmalat, Tyco) and through 2004, sustainable 
service offerings increasingly became institutionalised. In 
particular, there was an increase in demand for investments 
taking into consideration issues such as corporate governance or 
environmental impacts.
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Stage 3: Since 2005, there has been a significant interest in 
thematic investing, through both public and private equity, 
bringing newcomers into this field, sometimes from large 
mainstream banks. (See case study on BNP Paribas.) The year 2007 
has seen the most new entrants in this area so far and Eurosif 
found that new offerings are being planned going forward, in 
spite of and because of the recent market turbulences.

In addition to thematic trends and increasing allocations to SRI 
products on an “alternative asset class” basis (see quotation 
previous page), Eurosif also expects to see greater ESG integration 
in HNWI core portfolios going forward, particularly as reporting, 
research analytics, regulatory and product development initiatives 
evolve. As noted, these moves are expected to be complemented 
by the development of sustainable products and services across a 
range of other disciplines also relevant to the management of 
HNWI wealth.

Respondents’ culture

The responding organisations were split between those who 
have a culture of “full and long time support” for sustainable 
investment and those who have “mixed feelings” about this type 
of investment. The former often held the view that sustainable 
investing should be a “core” part of a portfolio while the latter 
were increasingly of the belief that good fund management 
should naturally integrate the most important ESG risks. 
Nevertheless, a finding that impressed Eurosif was that 30 per 
cent of those surveyed consider sustainable investing as part of 
their core portfolio. In discussions with family offices and private 
banks, we established that where there is a culture of support for 
sustainable investing within the family office or wealth 
management institution, integrating ESG criteria becomes an 
important part of fund management. One family office explained 
“sustainability is behind much of our family office’s investment 
strategy with specific allocations that utilise best-in-class or 
focused thematic investing. ”

Given such moves and increasing research highlighting the 
positive links between ESG performance, corporate performance 
and shareholder value, Eurosif expects that views of sustainable 
investing as “counterintuitive” from a portfolio diversification 
and risk management perspective will be strongly challenged. A 
carbon constrained global economy, relevance of governance 
issues (for example) to the current sub-prime crisis, rising cost of 

non-renewable energy sources and commodities etc. increasingly 
support the characterisation of sustainability focused investing as 
a prudent, risk minimisation strategy, providing the opportunity 
for both capital preservation and alpha generation.

Perception of sustainable investment

Consistent with our finding that HNWI sustainable investment 
is a new and growing area, our survey showed that a third of the 
respondents consider sustainable investment to be a financial 
discipline as shown in Figure 4. This means that a majority of 
respondents believe that specific knowledge is required to invest 
in a sustainable manner, applicable to all asset classes. Nevertheless, 
a quarter of respondents still consider sustainable investment as 
an asset class in itself and 23 per cent as an investment style 
(along with active/passive, growth/value styles). The findings 
reflect the evolving nature of the market. In the future, Eurosif 
believes that the “financial discipline” perception will gain 
greater credence as many respondents in follow-up phone 
discussions indicated that better information in the marketplace 
was increasingly allowing them to integrate ESG information 
into their overall funds management approach.

Typology of investors

For those who love to segment or even ‘micro-segment’ pools of 
data, the HNWI market proves an interesting challenge. In this 
first survey of the EU HNWI sustainable investing population, 
Eurosif found that by many criteria, there is not a “typical” 
sustainable HNWI investor. Respondents were asked whether 
there is a difference in HNWIs’ interest for sustainable investment 
according to their age, gender, wealth origin and wealth bands. 
The one common thread was that the younger generation of 
wealth owners are more inclined to invest sustainably: 

l “Younger HNWIs tend to demonstrate more appetite for 
social entrepreneurship” 

l “The younger family members are more attuned with that 
investment class”

l “We see a stronger focus for those under 40 years old”

Additionally, it appeared that women showed a keener interest 
in sustainable investment; this has also been evidenced in a 
special report looking at private client attitudes towards 
sustainable investment in the UK market.7 

Figure 4.  A majority of respondents see sustainable investment 
as a financial discipline

Source: Eurosif HNWI & Sustainable Investment Survey, 2008

Figure 3.  Date of first sustainable services offering

Source: Eurosif HNWI & Sustainable Investment Survey, 2008
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The implications of these findings for HNWI client acquisition 
and retention (and ongoing sustainability service and product 
design) are significant, particularly given forecast intergenerational 
transfer of wealth and continuing trends towards the provision 
of family inclusive services in private banking.

Sustainable issues

In assessing market receptivity, the most important sustainable 
issues for all respondents are climate change, eco-efficiency8, and 
health & nutrition as shown in Figure 5. Other issues mentioned 
by respondents include pollution, renewable energy, agriculture 
and social standards.

MARKET SIZE AND GROWTH

Respondents’ stake in sustainable investment

Sustainable investing is now a widespread topic among our 
respondents. Only a small minority of respondents (18 per cent) 
do not offer sustainable services, nor ask for them as of yet.

Among those active in sustainable investing, 13 per cent of the 
respondents can be classified as “pure sustainable players” with 
more than 50 per cent of the HNWIs’ portfolio invested in 
sustainable products, as illustrated in Figure 6. For over a quarter 
of respondents (27 per cent), sustainable investments represent 
more than 10 per cent of their assets, demonstrating the growth 
of this area. This growth is still in its early phase however, with 
sustainable investment assets representing less than 5 per cent of 
the total HNWIs’ portfolio for 61 per cent of respondents.

Figure 6 focused on the depth of sustainable investing as a percentage 
of total investment assets, but another important area Eurosif 
investigated was breadth across the client base – one could envision 
a wealth manager with a high amount of sustainable investments 
but only due to a few deep pocket clients. In fact, Eurosif found that 
the base of clients interested in sustainable investment is well 
distributed: for a large majority of responding wealth managers  
(65 per cent), the largest sustainable HNWI client represents less 
than 5 per cent of their institution’s total sustainable investments. 
The pattern that emerged is that wealth managers start to develop a 
sustainable investment offering to meet one of their HNWI 
clients’demand and once the offering is institutionalised, sustainable 
products are successfully rolled out to other clients.

CASE STUDY

BNP Paribas Private Banking
A mainstream player developing a sustainable investment offer

BNP Paribas Private Banking started to offer sustainable 
investment as a distinct and structured offering in 2006, due to 
clients’ demand and conviction of the now head of Responsible 
Investments and Philanthropy Coordination.

Sourcing process

The private banking arm uses an open architecture; therefore 
its relationship with the responsible investment department of 
the whole group is similar to a client – supplier relationship. 
Once a specific HNWI client need is identified, BNP Paribas 
Private Banking will source the best sustainable product, 
either internally or externally. If a specific product cannot be 
found on the market, the team will develop bespoke products 
preferably with internal resources or externally if expertise 
has been identified outside the group. The sourcing process is 
as formalised as with any other traditional product, involving 
due diligence, a validation committee, risk and legal 
departments etc.

Sustainable investment offering

BNP Paribas Private Banking offers sustainable investments 
across all asset classes. The private bank has identified specific 
responsible investment themes for which one or more 
investment products have been selected or created. This is 
particularly the case for the following themes: 

l Water treatment and waste management

l Access to credit for everyone

l Climate change

l Social entrepreneurship

Challenges

Maintaining a balance between financial and extra-financial 
aspects of a product is an evolving process. There is a chance 
of overlooking the extra-financial aspect of a product that is 
interesting financially, or conversely, neglecting the financial 
risk and return profile of a product by focusing too much on its 
ESG outline.

Figure 5.  Importance of sustainable issues

Source: Eurosif HNWI & Sustainable Investment Survey, 2008. Source: Eurosif HNWI & Sustainable Investment Survey, 2008.

Figure 6.  Share of sustainable investments in total HNWI 
clients’ portfolio
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HNWI sustainable investment assets

A number of respondents chose not to disclose the amount of 
their sustainable investment assets, but not always for reasons of 
confidentiality. In many cases, it was because their reporting 
system did not allow them to quantify this type of investment, 
evidence that this is a new area that wealth managers are not 
necessarily yet well equipped to manage.

Based on findings from our survey, market research and previous 
studies9, Eurosif estimates that sustainable investments represent 
approximately 8 per cent of European HNWIs’ portfolios as 
of December 31, 2007. In 2007, the overall European HNWI 
financial wealth was estimated at €6.7 trillion,10 which 
translates into an EU HNWI sustainable investment market of 
€540 billion. For context into the significance of this size, the 
HNWI sustainable investment segment corresponds to between 
20 to 30 per cent of the European institutional SRI market.11 
This financial clout is all the more impressive knowing that the 
HNWI sustainable investment market has only just begun. 
Based on Eurosif growth trends in the market, we predict that 
by 2012 the share of sustainable investments in HNWIs’ 
portfolios will have increased to 12 per cent. Extrapolating on 
projected wealth of European HNWIs (€8.6 trillion12), this 
means that the European HNWI sustainable investment market 
will have doubled, surpassing the €1 trillion mark in 2012.

A significant increase in 2007…

This market is in an early, high growth phase. 72 per cent of 
respondents saw an increase in HNWI interest for sustainable 
investment in the last 12 months.13 On average, respondents 
estimate that the growth for this period was 50 per cent, which 
is substantial. Through phone interviews, Eurosif was able to 
confirm that respondents see this increase as a real trend and not 
a fad. While some acknowledge that the market could slow due 
to overheating in pockets (thematic investing segments such as 
renewable energy were cited), no one believed that there would 
be an extensive risk for a market bubble.

... Mostly driven by market demand

This significant growth is principally driven by market demand 
rather than suppliers’ push. Indeed, demand from active and 
convinced HNWI clients has often been the initial starter for 
wealth managers to develop a sustainable services offering. 
Eurosif found that private banks tend to pursue passive rather 
than pro-active strategies around sustainable investing. A large 
majority of respondents do not yet offer these products 
systematically to their HNWI clients (for example, few include 
sustainable investment questions in their “Know your Customer” 
questionnaire); the products are “on the shelf” in case there is a 
client request. This is changing as some respondents indicate that 
they are in the process of refining their sustainable investment 
offering to actively promote it with their clients following 
training of their relationship managers.

Interest from new wealth owners

As illustrated in Figure 8, the increase of sustainable investment assets 
held by wealth managers is primarily due to the entry of new wealth 
owners (44 per cent of responding wealth managers) and new net 
inflows from existing HNWI clients (44 per cent). “Successful 
entrepreneurs of today are not the industrialists of yesterday – they 
are younger and more interested in sustainable investments” indicated 
one wealth manager in the survey. Offering sustainable investments 
in a wealth manager’s portfolio is therefore not only a useful way to 
retain existing clients but also a means to capture new ones.

Figure 7.  European sustainable HNWI forecast 2007–2012 

Source: Eurosif research, Capgemini/Merrill Lynch “World Wealth report 2008”. 
Exchange rate as of June 9, 2008

Figure 8.  Increase of sustainable investment assets Figure 9.  Interest for sustainable investment over  
the next three years

Source: Eurosif HNWI & Sustainable Investment Survey, 2008.Source: Eurosif HNWI & Sustainable Investment Survey, 2008.
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A promising future

In spite of the recent market turmoil, respondents remain bullish 
on the growing demand for sustainable investments in the next 
three years. Less than 5 per cent thought it would decrease. A 
large majority (87 per cent) think the market will increase, divided 
between those (56 per cent) who think it will increase slowly, and 
those who believe it will increase sharply (32 per cent). The 
wealth managers predict to some extent a faster growth than the 
family offices and HNWIs, as illustrated in Figure 9.

One of the most significant findings from the survey is that 
75 per cent of family offices and HNWIs say that sustainable 
investments will increase with the generational transfer of their 
family’s wealth and no one thought it would decrease. This was 
confirmed in telephone interviews – HNWIs said that 
sustainability issues now form a part of the discussion with the 
newer generations around family wealth management.
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NOTES
1 Also called Socially Responsible Investment (SRI) or Responsible Investment (RI). 

In the context of the HNWI market, we think the term “sustainable investment” is 
more appropriate and it will be used throughout the report, although some mentions 
of SRI will occasionally be cited.

2 HNWIs are defined as individuals with more than $1 million in financial assets, 
excluding primary residence. In this report, our references to HNWI include both 
High Net Worth Individuals and family offices.

3 “2008 World Wealth Report” Capgemini & Merrill Lynch. Exchange rate from  
USD to Euro as of June 9, 2008.

4 VC4S is a fast-growing, new segment within venture capital where profit objectives 
are supplemented by a mission which has direct impacts on sustainability.

5 UNEP Finance Initiative “Unlocking Value: the scope for ESG issues in private 
banking “.

6 When analysing the results of our survey, the term “HNWIs” refers to the demand 
side segment, including both HNWIs and family offices.

7 Eiris/Tru-Est. 2008.

8 The climate change issue has a wider remit than eco efficiency as it also includes 
finding solutions to alleviate the consequence of global warming.

9 One example of previous work is the Capgemini/Merrill Lynch “World Wealth 
Report 2007” which estimated that 6 per cent of the overall funds was in SRI.

10 Capgemini/Merrill Lynch “World Wealth report 2008”.

11 The most recent study available, Eurosif’s “European SRI Study 2006” estimated 
the broad European SRI market at €1 trillion. The market has grown significantly 
since that study with the HNWI percentage reflecting this.

12 Capgemini/Merrill Lynch “World Wealth report 2008”.

13 Respondents were surveyed from March to June 2008.


