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“Great wealth is not earned. It is amassed, 
accumulated, collected, gathered, taken.  
There are many words to describe the process  
but ‘earned’ is not one of them. The wealthiest 
among us do not operate alone in the world.  
What they enjoy has been brought to their  
door by the labour of a vast number of people … 
Under our present social system there is nothing 
necessarily wrong with being rich, so long as the 
rich person makes right use of their riches.”

JOSEPH E. ATKINSON
PUBLISHER, TORONTO STAR
JUNE 9, 1941
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Introduction

This document describes a framework created to support the governance and management of  
the Atkinson Endowment. It was constructed on the legal, regulatory and strategic basis of the 
foundation. Atkinson’s Investment Policy Framework is a powerful tool used by the Board of 
Directors, Investment Committee, staff and advisors in the process of developing, executing  
and evaluating our investment strategy – in tandem with advocacy, grant making and other  
philanthropic strategies. Updates are recommended by the Investment Committee with the 
support of the Chief Executive Officer to the Board for approval as required. The Framework  
in its entirety is reviewed every five years.



2	 ATKINSON FOUNDATION  |  LAST UPDATED: AUGUST 2025

1. Mission, Principles and Values

The Atkinson Charitable Foundation promotes social and economic justice in Ontario. This mission 
compels us to pursue racial justice.

Social justice is concerned with respecting and protecting inalienable human rights, and building 
solidarity and a sense of the common good. Economic justice is about sharing wealth equitably. 
Racial justice is the elimination of racial hierarchies for collective liberation.

Joseph E. Atkinson’s vision for his foundation started with a single idea: “humanity above all.” In a 
complex world of multiple considerations, Mr. Atkinson believed people come first. The Atkinson 
Principles, as they have become known over more than eight decades, ground this vision: a strong 
and united Canada, civic engagement, individual and civil liberties, the necessary role of government, 
and workers’ rights. 

It is in the context of growing income, wealth and democratic inequality in the first decades of the 
21st century that Atkinson’s Board and staff members are living out this mission and these principles. 
We are driven by the value of kinship that calls us to repair our relationships with each other and 
the planet; the value of equity that shifts power to Indigenous, Black and racialized communities; 
and the value of accompaniment that enables us to work alongside communities with respect, 
humility, and patience.
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In 2025, Atkinson reaffirmed its course for the next ten years: building movement power for decent 
work. We serve this strategic priority by making investments and grants, and by advocating for 
public and corporate policy changes. 

As an institutional investor, Atkinson believes that our portfolio has a dual purpose. It is an expression 
of our values and a source of funds for programs and projects aligned to our mission and strategic 
priority. We press for action toward environmental, social and governance (ESG) goals including, 
but not exclusively, equitable employment practices.

As grant makers, we support community organizing and policy innovation that benefits Indigenous, 
Black and other racialized, low-income workers, families and neighbourhoods. As advocates, we 
challenge dominant public narratives about inequality and prosperity; that extreme poverty and 
wealth are inevitable and acceptable. Specifically, we question who deserves what, who gets to 
decide, and who benefits from these decisions in workplaces and the wider world.

Atkinson holds itself accountable in three, overlapping spaces: within the foundation, in relation 
to the movement builders we support, and as part of movements for decent work. We also par-
ticipate in cross-movement spaces dedicated to social and economic justice. We measure impact 
over generations, not years, in terms of “movement builder strength” and durability. This strength 
is indicated by independence, flexibility, commitment and distributed power. Progress is deter-
mined, however, by shifts in institutional attitudes about people who live on low-incomes, positive 
changes in institutional behaviour toward them, and material improvements in their lives.

2. Strategic Priority
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Our Investment Philosophy is a summary of what we hold to be true about ourselves, the field  
in which we operate as investors, and our relationships with others who have an interest or  
stake in our investments. It is a description of the core beliefs that govern our behaviour, and  
our management of others who we engage to support our investment-related activities. 

Atkinson believes that how we think and behave as an investor, owner and shareholder can help 
make economic systems and structures more equitable and sustainable. This makes our approach 
to investment an integral part of our mission. All investments are expected to align with and con-
tribute to this end. Our individual and collective actions can result in an economy that promotes 
mutual trust and reciprocity, and produces enough for everyone. 

As part of a responsible investment movement, we believe that:

•   �Investment strategies can produce sufficient funds at an acceptable risk to meet charitable 
objects and mitigate social and environmental consequences. We also aspire to preserve the 
real value of our endowment in perpetuity. We prioritize, however, charitable activity and 
operations over growing its real value.

•   �As fiduciaries, we have an obligation to act responsibly toward society and the environment. 
We invest in a manner loyal to our mission and exercise prudence consistent with how that 
mission informs financial risks and opportunities.

•   �Achieving our investment return over the long run depends on a just society, a fair economy 
and a sustainable environment.

•   �Individually and working together as consumers of financial services, investors can positively 
influence corporate conduct and change the behaviour of financial markets. Ultimately,  
they can generate profits in a manner consistent with the goal of repairing relationships and 
benefiting people and the planet.

•   �The agents we appoint to invest on our behalf are an extension of Atkinson’s mission and 
alignment of interests is essential. We ask them to act as we would act. 

3. Investment Philosophy
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•   �As an active investor, we should be compensated for the risk we take and as a long-horizon 
investor we measure performance over suitably long periods, recognizing that short-term 
investment returns may vary.

•   �Communication about our policies, practices and outcomes, including the impact of our 
investment practices, demonstrates accountability and contributes to building a much  
stronger movement. 

For Atkinson, the alignment of mission and money has always been a transformational process 
that is never fully realized. We know first-hand how this process changes systems – through 
strategic, mission-related investments and interventions to build institutions, educate and train 
stakeholders, collaborate across interests and sectors, and engage the people who have historically 
and persistently experienced the most negative effects of capitalism.

Atkinson’s investment philosophy is aligned with the UN-supported Principles for Responsible 
Investment (2005) and the International Labour Organization’s Declaration on Fundamental  
Principles and Rights at Work (1998). 

We are concerned with the Truth and Reconciliation Commission’s Calls to Action, specifically 
Recommendation 92 (2015). It calls on business leaders and corporate shareholders to rethink 
policy and practice to meet standards set by the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of 
Indigenous Peoples (2007). We are also concerned with the National Inquiry into Murdered and 
Missing Indigenous Women and Girls (2019) and its Calls for Justice related to the public and 
private sectors.

Other standards of responsible business conduct recognized by Atkinson are:

•   �United Nations Guiding Principles for Human Rights and Business (2011) 

•   �United Nations Global Compact (2000)

•   �Organisation of Economic Co-operation and Development Guidelines for  
Multinational Enterprises (2008)

Atkinson monitors and adopts other standards of responsible business conduct in keeping with 
this philosophy and our organizational strategy.
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Our Investment Policy lays out the parameters for investing endowment funds and sets the terms 
governing the management and monitoring of our investment program. It identifies investment 
objectives, preferences or tolerance for risk, constraints on the investment portfolio, and how the 
investment program is managed and monitored. It demonstrates a commitment to the fiduciary 
care of endowment funds and is used to guide decision-making.

4.1		  RISK TOLERANCE

We recognize the difficulty of achieving our investment objectives in light of the uncertainties and 
complexities of markets. We also recognize that significant short-term volatility must be assumed 
to achieve long-term objectives. We have considered our ability to withstand short and intermediate 
term variability and concluded that our endowment can tolerate fluctuations in market values  
and rates of return. This level of risk tolerance is necessary to achieve our long-term objectives  
of preserving and, if possible, increasing, the purchasing power of our assets to support grant 
making over the long term.

4.2		 PAYOUT REQUIREMENTS

Atkinson’s investment return goal (net of fees) is based on our spending policy and the Canada 
Revenue Agency’s minimum disbursement quota. In addition to meeting this goal, we aim to 
achieve returns that protect the endowment’s real value. We prioritize, however, charitable activity 
and operations over growing its real value. 

4.3		 ASSET ALLOCATION MIX

The process for setting the endowment’s asset allocation mix is determined by the Board on the 
recommendation of the Investment Committee. The responsibility for setting and maintaining 
asset allocation may be delegated in whole or in part, to a third party.

4. Investment Policy
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The asset mix is monitored at least three times per year (and/or more often in extraordinary  
circumstances) by the Investment Committee and its advisors, and rebalancing occurs when  
necessary. An independent review of the asset mix is conducted at least once every three years.

4.4		 PERFORMANCE

The guidelines Atkinson set for the performance of its assets are:

•   �Global/US equities should outperform the MSCI World C$ Composite (adjusted for  
management fees).

•   �Canadian equities should outperform the S&P/TSX Capped Composite Index (adjusted  
for management fees).

•   �Canadian fixed income should outperform the FTSE TMX Canada Bond Universe Index  
(adjusted for management fees).

•   �Mission-related investments should replicate or outperform other investments with similar 
financial characteristics. 

4.5		 MANAGER SELECTION

The selection of a fund manager is a critical choice. Atkinson delegates most day-to-day invest-
ment decisions to asset managers; their ability to enact our investment philosophy is, therefore, 
essential to the achievement of our mission.

•   �We establish relationships with carefully selected third parties to manage public equities, 
fixed income and alternative investments. These parties play a key role in aligning our  
investments to our mission and/or strategic priority.

•   �Fund manager arrangements should be appropriate to our organizational scale and  
resources.

•   �We employ active managers and favour holding equities in segregated funds because we 
pursue strategies that maximize our ability to enact our investment philosophy and policies. 

•   �Holding assets in segregated accounts facilitates the exercise of ownership rights and the 
use of pooled funds should only be undertaken when there is strong policy and strategic 
alignment. The use of index funds adds to the risks of non-alignment because of the breadth 
of their holdings as well as their pooled fund structure. 

•   �Where pooled funds are used, we select asset managers whose practice is aligned with our 
Investment Policy Framework. The investment guidelines of each pool take precedence. The 
Investment Committee reviews pooled fund policies and practices for consistency with our 
framework before making investment recommendations to the Board.

•   �All fund managers employ responsible investment and ESG tools, practices and approaches 
appropriate to their mandate. 
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•   �All asset managers are expected to be signatories of the UN-supported Principles for  
Responsible Investment (PRI) or can satisfactorily explain why they are not. Investment 
teams employed by our asset managers act in accordance with the UNPRI and provide their 
UNPRI performance report annually to the Investment Committee.

•   �Our asset managers are expected to be fully transparent about their holdings, including the 
constituent investments of pooled funds.

•   �Further considerations of manager selection for mission-related investments are addressed 
in section 4.7. 

4.6		 ACTIVE PORTFOLIO MANAGEMENT

The Investment Committee assesses our portfolio’s ESG exposure on an ongoing basis. Annually, 
fund managers speak to ESG exposure in our holdings. Every seven to ten years, we retain an  
independent third party to conduct a comprehensive review of holdings against ESG factors.

4.7		 MISSION-RELATED INVESTMENT

Mission-related investments are aligned with our charitable objects and deliver financial returns. 
These investments are made directly or in partnership with other investors. The parameters for 
mission-related investments include but are not limited to:

•   �Prioritize products or offerings that align with our investment philosophy and are consistent 
with our priorities.

•   �Consider any applicable regulatory restrictions in structuring specific investments, seeking 
legal advice when necessary.

•   �Invest in Canadian entities that primarily operate within Canada.

•   �Collaborate with other institutional asset owners, service providers and public officials for 
optimal impact.

4.8		 SHAREHOLDER ENGAGEMENT

Atkinson’s long-standing commitment to shareholder engagement has provided us with the tools 
to be active owners. In collaboration with responsible investment service providers and our fund 
managers, we influence corporate conduct through research, policy development, letter writing, 
face-to-face meetings, proxy voting, shareholder engagement and filing of shareholder resolutions. 
We annually review the engagement priorities of responsible investment service providers such  
as the Shareholder Association for Research and Education (SHARE).
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4.9		 PROXY VOTING

Atkinson delegates our voting rights to an independent proxy voting service provider to exercise 
its voting rights according to SHARE proxy voting guidelines and retains the right to direct how 
votes are cast. We annually review the voting agent’s policies and practices. Where shares with 
voting rights are held in pooled funds, our asset managers report annually on how each security  
in the pooled fund was voted.

4.10	EXCLUSIONS

Atkinson considers excluding specific investee corporations from our portfolio. If key elements of 
a business are fundamentally harmful to society or the environment, and we have determined that 
the exercise of our ownership rights cannot address that activity constructively, we will seek to 
exclude the investment from our portfolio. Where investments are managed through third parties, 
exclusions are to be set out in the associated Investment Management Agreement. The Investment 
Committee recommends and periodically reviews guidelines for investment exclusions for decisions 
by the Board. 
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Atkinson’s Board of Directors is responsible for approving and monitoring the implementation  
of its investment philosophy, policy and related practices. The Board charters an Investment  
Committee to monitor the performance of its investments, and recommend a strategy and  
implementation approach. With the support of the Nominations and Governance Committee  
and Chief Executive Officer, the Board also appoints the Investment Committee members. As 
with other Board committees, the composition and responsibilities of the Investment Committee 
are reviewed every two years. The Chair of the Investment Committee is ideally a Board member 
or a past Chair of the Atkinson Board of Directors.

Investment advisors provide the Investment Committee with investment performance measurement 
services. They are responsible for monitoring the activities of our fund managers and reporting 
compliance with the guidelines stated in this policy.

Fund or asset managers are accountable to the Investment Committee for managing the portion 
of our asset base for which they have been given responsibility. They are accountable to this policy 
framework through contractual provisions unique to their remit. They are expected to exercise  
the care, skill and diligence that can reasonably be expected from a prudent investor at all times. 
They take ESG factors into account in their investment decisions. 

Responsible investment service providers coordinate proxy voting and other joint shareholder 
initiatives such as shareholder resolutions. They work directly with the Chief Executive Officer and/or 
their designate. The Chief Executive Officer also manages the mission-related investment portfolio 
with guidance from financial, legal and subject matter experts as well as the Investment Committee.

We also seek opportunities to combine resources with other investors to increase impact and cost- 
effectiveness of our efforts. We collaborate with other foundations with respect to implementing 
investment policies.

5. Investment Governance
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The Atkinson Investment Policy Framework provides a foundation and structure to direct our 
ongoing investment strategy work. It describes how Atkinson thinks about its investments and 
provides context for the Investment Committee as it provides advice and undertakes its duties.

Conclusion



The Atkinson Foundation builds movement power for decent work.  
Learn more about us at atkinsonfoundation.ca. 

THIS CONTENT CAN BE SHARED WITH ATTRIBUTION UNDER THE FOLLOWING TERMS. 


