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Abstract 

Impact investing, defined as investing with the intent of creating both social and/or environmental 

(impact) and financial returns, is a relatively new form of sustainable investments for which its 

industry has yet to prove itself as approaching the size of the traditional investment industry. Actors 

in the impact investment industry express the goal to become mainstream, but uncertainty regarding 

the methods to achieve this pertains. So far, the research on the industry has mainly drawn from 

quantitative research, neglecting the qualitative as well as the sociological aspects on an industry 

that supposedly deals with a moral (impact) aspect of investments as well as a financial aspect. 

Drawing on a pragmatist approach, this paper applies a theoretical framework of how this new 

market is shaped in a reflexive society and how market traits are interconnected throughout the 

market. The data, collected through interviews and observations at impact investment events 

presents uncertainty in the market due to opaqueness in terms of communication, definitions, 

regulation, measurement tools, and the future. This leads to a discussion drawing on findings in 

correlation with the presented theory, where a number of traits that according to market actors are 

important for the market are discussed. These include 1) strong evidence of embeddedness of the 

market actors but weak evidence of embeddedness of society and regulation, 2) uncertainty in the 

market having an effect on market behavior, 3) actors calling for a change in the capitalist system, 

but not of it, 4) the existence of market plurality needing revision, 5) money’s value lying in its use 

as a tool and in its self-multiplicating effect, and 6) the threat of future risks encompassing all social 

layers, but impact investing is skewing the distribution of risk. 

 

Keywords: impact investing, market creation, valuation, value plurality, risk society, economic 

sociology 
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1. Introduction 

1.1. Introduction 

In the context of increasing social and environmental degradation, massive efforts are needed in 

order to ensure appropriate responses to these global challenges facing humanity. Increasingly, 

governments and international institutions recognize this, and efforts to unite market actors and 

meet these challenges have been initiated. The OECD with the Development Assistance Committee 

and the UN with initiatives such as the Paris Agreement and the Sustainable Development Goals 

(SDGs) represent governments and large international actors engaged in initiatives to counter the 

current social and environmental challenges we face. It is becoming evident that the action taken 

does not live up to what is needed (United Nations, 2019), and as governments and international 

institutions are not arriving at solutions, a call for market action has emerged, with the public 

pushing for the financial market to seek beyond financial gains and towards a sustainable presence 

in society.  

The market is normally quick to adhere to the public, but although there is undeniable evidence of 

demand for sustainability, the business sector struggles to fulfill it (Scott, 2019). As described by a 

2013 report by the World Economic Forum:  

“Investors have significant influence over the social, environmental and economic 

challenges of societies, yet continue to operate within a market infrastructure and 

investment ecosystem where the incentives do not generally balance social, environmental 

and economic impact.” (World Economic Forum, 2013, p.3). 

As the estimated total investments on a global scale amounts $300 trillion, the amount of capital 

that could be targeted at social and environmental initiatives is considerable (Rockefeller 

Philanthropy Advisors, n.d.). Despite evidence that companies that in the past have integrated 

environment, social and governance policies into their organization appear to be outperforming 

their competitors in the long term (Eccles et al, 2012), the notion of investing for societal or 

environmental good being seen as counterproductive remains. There continues to exist a doubt in 

the investor community that investing for sustainability can be as profitable as other types of 

investments, and this creates some reluctance to the idea (IFC, 2019a).  

Impact investing offers a clarification to the uncertainty regarding the profitability of “doing good”. 

Impact investments are described in general terms by their ability to offer both financial returns on 
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par with market returns and social and/or environmental impact, which makes them different from 

other types of socially or environmentally targeted investments or investments screened for 

environmental, social and governmental (ESG) dimensions. Intention is emphasized as the indicator 

of impact investments - impact investments should be equally intended around the achievement of 

impact and the achievement of competitive returns (The Rockefeller Foundation, n.d.). The concept, 

coined in 2007 by the Rockefeller foundation, and the market for it has since seen continuous 

growth, drawing the interest of institutional investors, governments, family offices, foundations, 

banks, funds etc. (OECD, 2015). Large international institutions such as the World Economic 

Forum, the IFC and the GIIN are forwarding the industry and its goals, mobilizing interested actors, 

such as governments, institutional and private investors, and enterprises towards a establishing 

common platforms and investor networks that may solidify the industry and its goals (the World 

Economic Forum, 2013; GIIN, 2019a; IFC, 2019a). In addition, some of these institutions have 

taken it upon themselves to help with defining the measurement and management frameworks and 

principles that are needed for the industry to thrive (GIIN, 2019a; IFC, 2019a). 

This type of investment, seemingly placed in the intersection between purely financial investments 

and philanthropy in a way that is to benefit for all, is still under-researched. Theories where the 

rational, financial take on the market meets sociological interpretation of market devices and 

economics discuss the continuous creation of markets and the social construction elements of 

valuation and calculative tools. These can be discussed in relation to other theories based on the 

human causes to the risks that are now requiring a response, for instance in the form of impact 

investing. However, issues are persistent in the still young and growing industry, including 

uncertainties with regards to measurement of impact, reporting for impact, and communicating the 

benefits of impact investing to the public, and these uncertainties’ effect on the industry’s continued 

development are not sufficiently researched. 

Thus, the following research paper will take a thorough look at the industry from the approach of 

economic sociology in order to comprehend the intricacies and issues that arise when investments 

are attributed a double objective, thus letting the financial returns share the spotlight with another, 

suddenly equally important, dimension. Our research reveals complex structures within the market 

in which experts, agents, networks, valuation and impact together influence the impact investment 

market in interconnected relations that enable, as well as challenge, the continued processes of 

market creation. We will in this paper attempt to answer the following research question: 
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What traits specific to the impact investment market are viewed by market actors as 

significant for either the support or hindrance of this emerging market, and how is 

interconnectedness between these traits visible? 

1.2. Outline of Argument 

This question will be answered in the following six consecutive sections. First, a presentation of our 

theoretical framework will take its point of departure in economic sociology, moving through the 

classical branch and into the contemporary branch, drawing on Callon, Barman, and more. In 

addition, a section will introduce the notion of the risk society and reflexive modernity. Following 

this, the literature review will give a thorough overview of the impact investing industry in which 

significant players, institutions and market devices are described. The fourth section on 

methodology explains the choice of a pragmatist approach and establishes the data collection 

methods used in our research, including semi-structured interviews and observations. This section 

will also give an account of the studing of elites. This is followed by a data presentation and 

analysis in which the data collected is scrutinized and categorized. The sixth section discusses the 

data in relation to our theoretical framework and presents our specific findings. Finally, we will 

conclude on our research where an answer to our research question above will be given, and 

suggestions for future findings will be presented. 

2. Theory and Literature Review 

In order to answer the research question a theoretical framework has been established. This 

framework has the intention of providing a foundation for an analysis of the environment in which 

impact investments are performed. As explained below, doing this through the lens of economic 

sociology opens up for a broad perspective of a market analysis including the behaviors of the 

actors within. 

If looking at the market through the eyes of a neoclassical approach, the market should have the 

power to solve the challenges we face in a modern society through the invisible hand and the 

intersection of demand and supply. However, the extensive social and environmental risks modern 

society face poses threats that capitalism might not be able to overcome, which would imply a 

failure of the free market.  
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As a foundation for the market of impact investing stand instead the idea that capitalism is not dead, 

but broken and in need of change. Drawing on this idea of a “New kind of capitalism” presented by 

Yunus (2010), the theoretical framework in this paper encompasses not only the market of impact 

investments in the context of its very creation, but principles and theories that has aimed to explain, 

conceptualize and critique the financial market and the activities performed there through time. 

Seeing the end of capitalism as not having arrived, and acknowledging the assumption that it will 

not, this study of the impact investing market requires us to form a theoretical framework based on 

studies of the market through which it has evolved. Current researchers in the field of economic 

sociology have, when examining the increasingly complex social problems in society, drawn on the 

works and insights of their predecessors in order to develop a critique of the different roles of 

money and monetization in the shaping of contemporary society, thus the use of this overview aids 

us in the analysis of the impact investing market. 

2.1. Economic Sociology 

A framework drawing from the discipline of economic sociology allows for an analysis which 

combines economic interests and social relations. As opposed to traditional economic theories, with 

the atomistic individual as the foundation of the analytical framework, the field of economic 

sociology aims to study the relationships between economic activity and the rest of society. 

Through the theoretical lens of economic sociology, an analysis of economic phenomena, such as 

production, exchange, distribution and consumption of goods and services, can be performed 

through the application of sociological concepts and methods with the aim to investigate their social 

causes and effects. 

This view of economic action as social allows economic sociologists to base their analysis on 

groups and/or societies, whose existence is viewed as independent from, but nevertheless partially 

constituting, the individual. Concepts central to the analysis of economic behavior, such as 

individual interests, beliefs and motivations to act, are established through their interaction in 

various constructions. The central notion of embeddedness of economies in social and political 

structures, through the symbiotic relationship between the state, civil society and economies, urge 

the inclusion of concepts such as culture, power, organizations and institutions as fundamental in 

the contextualization of economic activity (Dauter, 2007). 
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In order to analyze the behavior of the actors in the impact investment industry and the environment 

they are operating in, this framework introduces a brief overview of the discipline of economic 

sociology as well as its main predecessors. With a focus on the classical period of economic 

sociology followed by the contemporary period, the overview is presented below. 

2.2. The Classical Period of Economic Sociology 

As a reaction to capitalist modernity, the school of classical economic sociology was born in the 

late 19th century, with prominent figures such as Durkheim, Weber, and Simmel popularizing the 

term. The period of classical economic sociology was characterized by a focus on fundamental 

questions such as the differences and relations between economics and society, the impact of 

capitalism on society, and the urge to construct a new type of analysis distinct from the classical 

economic theory (Swedberg, 2003).  

Marx is considered a major predecessor to economic sociology. Although the full Marxist doctrine 

is beyond the scope of economic sociological analysis, Schumpeter’s suggestion of distinguishing 

between Marx as a sociologist, as an economist, and as a revolutionary is useful (Swedberg, 2003). 

This makes it possible to look at Marx’ focus on the social implications of capitalism and his 

critique of the use of an isolated individual in economic analysis. Marx instead describes the social 

individual as “his presence as a social body – it is, in a word, the development of the social 

individual which appears as the great foundation-stone of production and of wealth.” (Marx, 1973, 

p. 705, in Fetscher, 2008, p. 110)  

This implies that the social individual is connected to other individuals, which according to Marx 

happens through class belonging. “Class interests”, or collective economic interests, are created. 

This leads Marx to deny Adam Smith’s invisible hand from classical economic theory, that brings 

individual economic interests together for the benefit of the general interest of society. Instead, the 

political structures in society, based on class belonging, creates the exploitation upon which the 

skewed economic order is based. Thus, Marx acknowledges a mutual constitution of the state and 

the economy but ignores the institutions that in essence condition economic action and lay the 

grounds for the motivations, goals, and possibilities behind it. In Economy and Society (1978) 

Weber elaborates with a more extensive inclusion of the state in his analysis, stressing the links 

between legal and political order as laying out the basis for the economic order in a society. In the 
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lines of Marx’ social individual, Weber’s developed the term “social action”, which are actions that 

are influenced by the actions of others, defined as:  

“We shall speak of “action” insofar as the acting individual attaches a subjective meaning 

to his behaviour - be it overt or covert, omission or acquiescence. Action is “social” insofar 

as its subjective meaning takes account of the behavior of others and is thereby oriented in 

its course.” (Weber, 1978, p. 4) 

This opened up for the consideration of concepts such as power, beliefs and habits in addition to the 

impact of organizations on economic life within the field of economic sociology. Just as economists 

study economic action, the notion of social action allows economic sociologists to study social 

economic action, driven not only by economic interests but also by social aspects, like traditions 

and emotions. Social action occurring in a repeated manner, thus creating objectivity, stands as the 

base of his definition of order. Stability and permanency of these orders are increased through the 

various sanctions that encompass them, such as the regulatory environment they operate in. The 

concept of economics as an order of worth in a contemporary setting will be elaborated in section 

2.5.  

Despite his work not being purely focused on either economics or sociology, Durkheim in The 

Division of Labor in Society (1984) provides important additions to the development of an 

economic sociologist theoretical framework. Through his positivist institutionalist approach he 

considers the relationships between the state and the economy, focusing on the institutional forces 

and their effect on market-oriented behavior. He argues underdeveloped institutions without proper 

structure to be the source of the negative effects of capitalism, as the state constitutes a vital support 

for healthy market exchange (Swedberg 2003). 

Simmel, like Durkheim, discussed economic phenomena in relation to other non-economic 

phenomena (Swedberg 2003). In The problem of sociology (1971), he laid out the importance of an 

analysis of interest in the field of sociology by stating that the formation of social relations is 

essentially driven by interests, and that these interests can be expressed only through these relations. 

He argues that interests can take on different expressions, where  

“Economic interest is realized both in competition and in the planned organization of 

producers, in isolation from other groups and in fusion with them” (Simmel, 1971, p. 26 in 

Swedberg 2003 p. 21)  
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In connection to this, Simmel accounts for the concept of competition and outlines an analysis of 

“tertius gaudens”, a situation concerning three actors, A, B and C, showing how competition not 

only concern the competitors but other actors, such as the target of the competition. He exemplifies 

it with actor A, not participating in the competition, exploiting actors B and C and their competition 

for her favor. This implies that competitive behavior, as an economic phenomena and thus related to 

economic action, involves other actors than those involved in the market exchange through the 

simple act of existing (Swedberg, 2003). The connection between money and sociological concepts 

expressed by Simmel will be accounted for further down.  

Polanyi argues that the economic system is the key in economic sociology and stresses the 

importance of economy and society being non separate. With a focus on the economic system, he 

argues that economic activity is conditioned by an institutional form of integration, and that forms 

of integration are connected to institutions which in turn define the goals of economic actions and 

the means to achieve them. 

The economic system inhabits various forms of integration which are present there to various 

degrees in different societies. In primitive societies reciprocity through direct social obligation 

regulated production, distribution, and exchange, and in feudal societies the redistribution was 

regulated by political institutions. For this theoretical framework, the one of the current economic 

system, the market, is of relevance. Trade within a market as a form of integration is according to 

Polanyi characterized by the production of goods for sale in the market, and the distribution of 

goods through market means (Dauter 2007). In The Great Transformation, Polanyi (1944) coined 

the term embeddedness through his explanation of how disembedded economic action leads to 

destructive behavior (Swedberg 2003). Through emphasizing the importance of society and 

economy to be non-separate, Polanyi argued that early markets being price-regulated rather than 

free, implying disembeddedness of economic action through society's increasing independence from 

social regulation, to be the reason of the market collapse during the Great Depression (Dauter 

2007). His critique of capitalism is thus the economy deciding over the economy, and not the other 

way around. The contemporary use of the term embeddedness has evolved into the understanding 

that organizations, institutions, and in the end the economy as a whole, cannot be understood in 

isolation from the social world in which it is embedded (Swedberg 2003). 

2.3. The Contemporary Period of Economic Sociology 
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The contemporary period of economic sociology, distinguished by a revival in the field in the 

1980s, is characterized by the studies on how existing social relations affect and characterize 

economic relations. The term new economic sociology was coined by Granovetter (Dauter 2007) 

who in in Economic Action and Social Structure: The Problem of Embeddedness (1985), elaborated 

on the concept of embeddedness of economic action in social relations as described above is 

elaborated. Polanyi’s idea of an economy as described in previous section further provided a 

foundation for the development of the notion of a “moral economy”, elaborated by Thompson 

(1971) as an economy based on justice, fairness and goodness. 

Further, the idea of institutions being congealed social networks led to the notion of interpersonal 

relationships as being crucial when analyzing economic action, and to the conclusion that economic 

action takes place within these networks (Granovetter 1985) has brought attention to the 

methodology of social network theory within the field.  

This aligns with how organization theory has influenced contemporary economic sociology through 

the similarities between its variant of new institutionalism and the new institutionalism of economic 

sociology. According to new institutionalism, an organizational field is established through 

networks of relations among organizations or groups, which are initially based on and created 

through relational ties between individuals at the micro level. Within the organizational field, the 

organizations/groups engage in ongoing strategic interactions, thus creating a set of relations. The 

stability of these relations, and thus the stability of the organizational field, is dependent on the 

legitimacy of the rules of interaction and strategy in addition to the power of the 

organizations/groups involved. Further, the organizational field exists within an institutional 

environment, where the action and strategies employed must be subject to the regulatory rules 

constituting this environment (Dauter 2007).  

It must further be noted that the concept of culture, which sociologists for long have seen as a 

crucial component of economic life, has allowed for contemporary economic sociology to include 

cultural strains in the analysis of economic action through norms, values and routinized practice 

(Ibid 2007). 

2.4. The Performability Thesis 

The brief overview of economic sociology above presents theories contributing to an analysis of the 

developing impact investment market. Drawing on Callon and his quest to understand the effect of 
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economics as a theoretical discipline on the economy as a practical thing, we are able to expand this 

framework beyond an analysis of the market and into an analysis of how it is created.  

Callon (1998) critiques previous economic research for mostly neglecting a discussion of the central 

institution of neo-classical economics, the market, in addition to the literature that did exist on the 

subject for failing to include the core of the market; the marketplace. The “performability thesis” 

stating that economics “performs, shapes and formats the economy, rather than observing how it 

functions” (Callon, 1998, p. 2). In order to establish an understanding of this thesis, Callon accounts 

for the market and the concepts distinguished there; the calculative agent, the sources of 

calculativeness, the framing and overflowing allowing the disentanglement of a market transaction, 

as well as the calculative tools within the economy.  

Starting with the calculative agent, he states three abilities of essence for a calculative agent to be 

able to know what happens and will happen in the market; her ability to perform calculativeness and 

to write and conclude calculated contracts; the ability to establish a list of the possible states of the 

world, the ability to rank these and identify and describe the different actions that allows for the 

production of each of the possible states of the world. Callon disregards both cognitive psychology 

and cultural influences to alone being able to explain the actions of an agent, asking “How on earth 

does one become calculative, since this competence is neither in human nature nor in institutions?” 

(Callon, 1998, p. 6).  

Here, he refers to the social network theory and the notion of embeddedness, concluding it being a 

requirement for the homo clausus (of economic theory) to evolve into the homo apertus (of social 

network theory) if she is going to be able to calculate when faced with uncertainty. However, 

referring to Granovetter (1985) and his approach to embeddedness, the networks does not serve as a 

context and the agents within are neither framed by it nor immersed in it. Instead, the identities, 

interests and objectives of the agents within the social networks are variable and fluctuates 

depending on the relations between them. Either the social networks fluctuate based on the agents 

inside, or the agents fluctuate based on the social network, and thus there exists no dualism of agent 

and network.  

In economic theory, the concept of externalities can be defined as “(...) all the connections, 

relations and effects which agents do not take into account in their calculations when entering into 

a market transaction” (Ibid, p. 16). In order to make relations calculable and visible in the network, 
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investments have to be made, consisting of framing the actors and their relations and thus defining 

agents clearly distinct from each other. The process of framing as an ongoing and never ending 

process, defined by the term overflowing, is proven by the fact that the internalization of an 

externality always creates additional externalities. In order to contextualize this process, Callon uses 

the sale of a car, a market transaction in its simplest form; 

“This framing has reduced the market transaction to three different components: the buyer, 

the producer-seller, and the car. The buyer and the seller are identified without ambiguity, 

so that property rights can be exchanged. As for the car, it is because it is free from any ties 

with other objects of human agents that it can change ownership.” (Ibid, p. 18).  

It is thus the framing of the transaction; to the car, the buyer and the seller, that allows for the 

disentanglement, de-contextualization and alienation of all kinds of relationships and overflows to 

the car, that makes the transaction possible. The ties between the object and other object/humans 

have ultimately been cut, and externalities such as know-how and technology from the seller to the 

buyer get lost.  

In addition, calculativeness requires calculative tools, and to understand the relationship between 

economics and the economy an analysis of the relationship between what is measured and the tools 

to measure it is needed. As stated by Weber, the dependency on accounting tools for cost and profit, 

leads to accounting methods (economics) holding a position of being a key prerequisite for modern 

capitalism (economy). Calculative tools, divided into the three categories law, marketing 

management and accounting tools, are ultimately used and designed by the calculative agent to be 

able to manage the tension between the need to frame decisions and the unavoidable overflowing 

redefining the framework of decisions that they face. Overflowing makes framing more difficult, as 

the constant creation of externalities hinders a full disentanglement. Through calculative tools the 

calculative agent is able to track down overflowing without leaving their frame. The role of a 

mediator between economics and the economy ultimately bind them together.  

Based on this framework, Callon account for his view on money as lacking use value, as it provides 

equivalence; “Money has no use value, but it is a trail, a wake, a visible materializable, traceable 

trajectory”. (Ibid, p. 35) However, he disregards the idea of money as a facilitator of the 

disentanglement process, despite it by construction being framed already, and opens up for a 

critique of what he calls “a misinterpretation” of the condemnation of money as a destructive and 
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alienating power by Simmel and Marx. In contrast, supported by Zelizer (1997, 2005) and her 

theory on earmarking as a way of giving different meanings to money, disregarding the idea of 

money as impersonal and fungible, money is according to Callon in a constant process of re-

entanglement and diversion. Due to their constant renewal, organizing overflowing and multiply 

ties with money is possible and disentanglement of money is impossible. Bank notes, coins, bills, 

receipts, bank records and listings are given as examples proving the traces money leave behind 

through its constant circulation, which is controlled by agencies. He further argues for the 

dissociation from the given trajectory of money being impossible, since any dissociation make 

money lose its legitimacy. In his words: “if the trajectory is not legible, money would lose its value 

as money” (Ibid, p. 35). Without being able to trace money, the ability to account for them through 

taxes or profit/losses is not possible. Thus, money is not valued based on the things we attach to it, 

but through its trajectory and its constant entanglement and disentanglement.  

The valuation or, in the words of Callon, calculation of money is realized through the process of 

disentanglement, as“the disentanglement which in its material realization implies the establishment 

of lists of positions and relations that, once established, allow calculation, opens the way to 

entanglement” (Callon, 1998, p. 37). This implies every framing to produce overflowing as well as 

every disentanglement procedure to produce new attachments, since framing requires the 

mobilization of entities and new overflowing is produced by their irreductible autonomy. In other 

words, all framing creates overflowing due to the never ending production of externalities, and all 

disentanglement gives the opportunity to new entanglement due to the impossibility of money to be 

disentangled. These opposing forces are existing in the same movement, and the proliferation of 

calculative agencies is ultimately subject to this movement due to it reinscribing them into non-

calculability. This argumentation ultimately frames Callons view on the economy as not 

distinguishable from other factors of the society, such as trust, relations and values. In essence, 

homo economicus exist due to his embeddedness in the economy:  

“(...) in the form of many species and his lineage is multiple and ramified. But if he exists he 

is obviously not be found in a natural state - this expression has little meaning. He is 

formatted, framed and equipped with prostheses which help him in his calculations and 

which are, for the most part, produced by economics” (Ibid, p. 51). 

In What does it mean to say that economics is performative? (2007), Callon further explains his 

performability thesis by arguing it to be able to provide a solution of Faulhaber and Baumol's 
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Quandary; to show how economists contribute to the flow of innovation in business and 

government. Arguing the performability thesis to provide evidence for economists to be innovators 

and not only describers of the economy, he states it to be“(...) that both the natural and life 

sciences, along with the social sciences, contribute towards enacting the realities that they 

describe” (Callon, 2007, p. 315). 

In addition, the notion of economists performing the economy implies a plurality of organizations 

of economic activity that can be (co)performed. Thus, performation leads to experimentation 

(Callon, 2007), an argumentation elaborated through a study of carbon markets (Callon, 2009).  

Proving markets to stimulate creation, innovation and coordination, Callon (2009) also 

acknowledge the negative externalities they create, to which economists aims to find solutions. 

Based on his previous work, Callon emphasize the importance of well designed markets, since the 

efficiency of them depend on the socio-technical arrangements that creates them. However, 

regardless of well designed markets, no one is able to completely predict the future, and“[c]oncrete 

markets can be described and analysed in vivo only” (Callon, 2009, p. 536) 

This uncertainty, leading to the need for measurement and monitoring devices, imposes a mixture of 

agnosticism and experimentation and of trial and error. Since market design needs experimentation 

to be validated, and experimentation act on the existing market design, the two notions should not 

be seen as separated. Focusing on the establishment of (civilized) carbon markets, Callon discusses 

markets as on-going experiments, drawing on the distinction between economic experiments in the 

laboratory, run in vitro, and experiments in a scale-one real market, run in vivo (Muniesa and Callon, 

2007).  

In essence, Callon and his quest for understanding the relationship between economics and 

economy redirects the attention away from the common notion of economic theory being limited to 

the ability to observe or explain reality, into the idea of it being its creator. Putting externalities as a 

point of departure of his analysis of what shapes the market, in addition to the embeddedness of 

economics in the economy, opens up for a discussion on how calculative agents in modern society 

frame negative externalities, such as regulation, anti-bribery laws and fear of scandals. The 

application of Sampson’s (2016) study of the creation of ethics and compliance officers as a new 

corporate function shows how moralization of firms leads to new relationships between employee 

and employer. These relationships are based on the employees moral skill set, and not only on 
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contracts and performance. Sampson argues that “morality and ethics now pervade modern 

capitalism” (Sampson 2016, p. 83), but, referring to continuous scandals and unethical corporate 

behaviour, that this does not equal capitalism having become moral (Sampson, 2016).  

In addition, the performability thesis provides an incentive for including theories on value and the 

process of valuation, in addition to theory on risk, into a theoretical framework for the analysis of 

the impact investing market. 

2.5. Value 

The field of economic sociology allows us to develop a theoretical framework of how to analyze the 

process of valuation of these investments and of how the process of valuation is performed in this 

environment. Through such framework, we show the importance of analyzing this process when 

aiming to understand a market, as it measurement devices, understandings and perceptions of values 

in the market contributes in the shaping of it (Callon, 1998). As this project is looking at a market 

that is defined by the generation of both a financial and social/economic/environmental returns, we 

have provided a theoretical framework encompassing theories of value and the processes, 

measurement and perception surrounding it.  

We once again draw on Marx, now focusing on his description of money as two-sided, a universal 

measure of the value of commodities and as a universal means of exchanging commodities with 

each other. Commodities can be described by two distinctions - the utility which of it in a society 

and the exchange-value of it. These two are rarely connected - diamonds have high value but low 

social utility, while rice have high utility but low value. But the question in relevance for this 

theoretical framework is ”how do you value something?”. Marx concludes that all commodities 

have one thing in common - labour. All commodities are products of labour and thus labour stand as 

the source of all value. However, in a capitalist (global) market, the buyer rarely has any connection 

to the seller, and thus have a hard time valuing the specific labour behind the individual produced 

commodity. Goods and services are traded in the market and it is the quantity of labour on average 

that matters, rather than the labour behind an individual commodity. Value of a commodity is thus 

not only due to simply labour, but due to socially necessary labour-time, a concept which includes 

societal factors specific for that society. The law of value emerges with the generalization of the 

commodity production in conjunction with the exchange of these commodities. Value is ultimately 

social relations between the labour of individuals, thus seen as a relationship between things. 
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Money, the standard measure of this value, stands as the ultimate expression of this generalization. 

Since value is a social relation, money is a set of relations and the societal monetary system a 

system of social relations. The use and generalization of money as a standard measure of value, and 

thus a measure of social relations, transform these social relations into monetary or financial ones. 

Due to this, the rarely connected utility of a commodity in a society and the exchange-value of it 

drifts even further apart. Those producing commodities, the producers, become alienated from their 

labour and from what they have produced, since it is no longer useful for them as individuals. When 

commodities start to be produced for other purposes than for the communal good, as they are in 

capitalist markets, external trade is established and thus commodities are being produced with the 

sole purpose of exchange over the purpose of utility. The use-value of the commodities’ becomes 

distinguished from their exchange-value. When this system, where producers exchange their 

commodities for other commodities instead of using them themselves, becomes universal and 

generalized, a general form of value appears. In addition, a social need of a standard measure of this 

value arises, which ultimately gives birth to the concept of money. In conclusion, the labour theory 

of value shows money as a representation of the ultimate form of alienation of the producer from 

her labour (Swedberg, 2003; Comninel, 2019).  

Engels explains the emergence of money commodity as a product of a society suddenly dependent 

on trade in connection to the growing division of labour within class society, but also the emergence 

of the merchants, a class which is concerned by the exchange of products, and not with production. 

He explain money as the product of private ownership. He refers back to a time when money and 

usury did not exist, and concludes that with the entrance of money, it was not able to resist the 

pressure of the formation of this new social power (Engels, [1884], (1962)). Engels perception of 

the capitalist society is conceptualized in the following, when accounting for his view money as 

charity: “(...) bourgeoise is charitable out of self-interest; it gives nothing outright, but regards its 

gifts as a business matter.” (Engels [1845], in Engels and Marx 1962 p. 316 in Magubane 1985 p. 

61)  

The theories described above are focused on money only based on its functions. In The Philosophy 

of Money [1978] (1990) Simmel moves away from the notion of money in terms of their function. 

Instead, he focuses on the role of money as a social institution, and the monetary system as the 

product of social evolution rather than a conscious political creation. Money in itself is empty and 
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value-less but is given value by its universally accepted role as a payment method in the exchange 

of commodities. By considering exchange as 

“a sociological phenomenon sui generis, an original form and function of social life. It is in 

no way a logical consequence of those qualitative and quantitative things that are called 

utility and scarcity which acquire their significance for the process of valuation only when 

exchange is presupposed. If exchange, that is the willingness to sacrifice one thing for 

another, is precluded then no degree of scarcity of the desired object can produce an 

economic value.”(Simmel, [1978] 1990, p. 100). 

He explains his view on money being the reason value can exist objectively for all, since “value is 

the epigone of price” (Ibid p. 94). A requirement for money to be granted its value is the actors 

involved in the exchange agreeing on its role as a payment method. This requires trust, a concept 

whose absence according to Simmel would cause the collapse of money transactions. In relation to 

money, trust consists of nuances. The nuance being described as a “weak form of inductive 

knowledge” (Ibid, p. 179) is illustrated by the money economy not being alone in depending on 

trust. Any economy depends on it, which is exemplified by the sowing of a field depending on the 

farmers trust on it to bear grain as former years, or the trader’s providing of goods depending on his 

trust in the public demanding them. The knowledge of something happening before gives trust in it 

happening again. 

The other nuance is more complicated to describe, and explains the development of credit money 

since this nuance is present in, in addition to pure money transactions, transactions involving credit. 

This nuance of trust is not based on experience, but contains “an element of socio-psychological 

quasi-religious faith” (Ibid, p. 179), implying a non rational belief. For this trust to occur a 

“confidence in socio-political organization and order” (Ibid, p. 179) is required.  

In addition, Simmel disregards the idea of economic significance being based only on the value 

prescribed to it, or frequency of its circulation at any given time. The connection between money 

and “economically important sentiments” (Ibid, p. 171) is emphasized through money being 

produced through the hopes, fears, desires and anxieties that surrounds and is associated with it 

(Simmel, [1978] 1990). 
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The notion that there exists a multiplicity of institutionalized understandings of value accessible to 

market actors has been emphasized in the field of sociology. Through the concept of institutional 

logic, defined by Thornton and Ocasio (1999) as: 

"the socially constructed, historical patterns of material practices, assumptions, values, 

beliefs, and rules by which individuals produce and reproduce their material subsistence, 

organize time and space, and provide meaning to their social reality", (Thornton and 

Ocasio, 1999, p. 804) 

sociologists have demonstrated that there exists no single form of order of worth (Barman 2016). 

Through the development of a sociological theory of value, the concept of “order of worth” or 

“economies of worth” (Boltanski and Therenot 2006) serve as an organizing principle 

institutionalized in a modern society where multiple systematic and coherent principles of 

evaluation for organizations coexist. Markets, and the determination of value based on market 

rationality, inarguably constitutes an organizing principle. However, as shown by Boltanski and 

Therenot (2006), in a modern society and economy it is not the only one. Instead, multiple orders of 

worth help and guide market actors in determining the value, quality and goals of their investments.  

Emily Barman’s research contributes to this field by examining social value as an order of worth, 

defined as “the commitment to both private and voluntary pursuit of social good” (Barman, 2016, 

page 217). By focusing on altruism and philanthropy and the social organization behind them she 

moves beyond the notion of people’s subjective moral beliefs as the facilitator behind socially-

oriented activity. Instead, she examines how societal factors can facilitate or hinder these activities, 

and how they define goals, methods and valuation work of firms and thus structure the direction of 

socially-oriented behaviour (bu.edu).  

In Of Principle and Principal: Value Plurality in the Market of Impact Investment (2015), Barman 

examines valuation work by showing how concerned markets of impact investing are giving a 

central role to the plurality of values in a market setting. 

In the lines of Callon (2009), concerned markets are described as new, hot markets with the intent 

to address environmental challenges and social inequities by focusing on areas such as ethical 

consumption, clean technology and carbon trading, with impact investing being one of the forces 

behind their proliferation. In concerned markets, economic exchange is viewed as a method for 

achieving the ultimate goal, which can be environmental, social, or political. The term value 



Page 19 
 

plurality, defined as“the concurrent co-existence of different valuations” (Helgesson and Muniesa 

2013, p. 6) has emerged as a consequence of literature receding from valuation work focusing 

solely on economic value. Value plurality is found and practiced in all markets, but as shown by 

Barman (2015, 2016), specifically in concerned markets, such as the market of impact investing. 

Barman examines how this new organization of value appearing in concerned markets is not being 

assessed in pure financial terms, as opposed to traditional markets where value equals maximized 

profits. The paper presents an outline of current calculative tools used in the market of impact 

investing, and Barman argues that these concerned markets provide contribution to the scholarship 

on the role of the market in our contemporary society. Further, accounting for the value complexity 

in the market of impact investing by providing such a genealogy is argued to extend the theoretical 

understanding of the basic conditions of the role of value. Barman shows that the measurement of 

value in economic terms, ie capitalization (or monetization), has not occurred for all types of value 

in concerned markets. This is demonstrated by firms’ social and environmental value not being 

referenced via their economic worth for shareholders, but via experimental socio-technical 

arrangements developed specifically for this type of valuation work such as described by Callon 

(2007). 

Barman further argues that agents operating in an impact investing markets, accept and even 

welcome this value plurality, as opposed to what has been predicted by other scholars. The 

presentation by Zelizer (2005) of failed attempts to separate economic and emotional matters in 

America, stands in contrast to Barmans description of impact investors as not showing any moral 

discomfort in the pursuit of economic value alongside social and environmental value. Barman 

instead describes the juxtaposition arising between financial value and social/environmental value 

as not being the result of investors’ moral concerns of financial profit surpassing their social and 

environmental incentives. Instead, impact investors embrace the complexity of value, thus 

disregarding the view of market methods and finance capital being used to address social and 

environmental issues as “hostile worlds” (Zelizer 2005). 

In order to examine market proponents as evaluators, and how they have recognized, defined and 

negotiated the existence of value in impact investing, Barman applies a pragmatist approach. This 

approach examines cultural, relational, material and other conditions that facilitate economic 

exchange between actors, distinguishing itself from the neoliberal approach stating that economic 

value results only from the intersection of supply and demand. Applying the approach to valuation 
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leads to value being seen as a social construction, as opposed to the members’ subjective, fixed 

preferences. Instead of shaped by collective norms and networks, value is according to the 

pragmatist approach shaped and generated by the valuation practices, market devices and 

conventions in the situation of study. In order to facilitate value determination for investors, socio-

technical valuation tools, or arrangements, such as rankings, critics’ judgements and labels have 

progressively been established. Examples include new accounting methodologies such as the triple 

bottom line and socially responsible investments (SRI) methodologies. 

In understanding the question of value in impact investing, Barman describes evaluators (rankings 

and ratings) as a third party intermediary. She notes that the Rockefeller Foundation, prominent in 

the creation of concerned markets, is concentrating on the needs of the investor. This indicates that 

concerned markets divert from traditional economic theories of supplier activity as the foundation 

of markets. Since neither philanthropic resources or government aid are able to cover the global 

social and environmental needs, the social and environmental needs exceeds the resources used to 

cover them. In a concerned market, supply exist regardless of demand. The Rockefeller foundation 

thus focus on unlocking mainstream investors and the large “untapped” private pool of finance 

capital available in the global financial market, by making concerned market attractive to them. 

They identify two groups of investors; those who invest considering impact first and those who 

invest considering financial returns first. For both groups impact mattered as distinct regime of 

value from financial value, but in divergent ways, and thus the market of impact investing would 

have to keep financial value juxtaposed and dissonant from social and environmental value by 

distinguishing them as different regimes of value.  

Based on this, and in conjunction with investor confusion on how to perform social due diligence 

and thus be able to compare investment possibilities, Barman highlights the importance of valuation 

work. Investors need to be able to measure the social and environmental value along every 

dimension. According to the Monitor Institute (2009), reliable social metrics would provide 

investors a way to measure their investments, in a similar way to how financial value is already 

measurable based on commonly accepted calculative tools. This would facilitate the impact 

investment market to expand to its desired scale and unlock the mainstream investors and their 

capital. Thus, two calculative tools were developed by the Rockefeller foundation sponsored by 

non-profit organizations GIIN and B-lab respectively; Impact Report Investment Standards (IRIS), 

a reporting standard, and Global Impact Investing Rating System (GIIRS), a rating system. While 
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IRIS provides the capacity for comparison, GIIRS provides the ability to evaluate the impact 

created (see section 3.3.1 on the measurement of impact).  

In Caring Capitalism (2016) Barman further investigates the concept of social value, the theory 

behind the market in society and the theory of value. She examines how social value is determined 

in a market that embraces market-based methods and market actors and moves beyond 

acknowledged economic theories of how financial value of goods are measured. By asking the 

question of what consequences social value has on the valuation devices and discourses of firms 

demonstrating their social value, she contributes to a lacking theory concerning social value as a 

distinct order of worth as described by Boltanski and Thevenot (2006). Based on qualitative 

research in an American context, she examines firms with a social incentive operating in the context 

of caring capitalism, defined as a market where companies do well by doing good, thus where 

companies “can pursue social impact and they can make a profit in so doing” (Barman, 2016, page 

1).  

She demonstrates how these firms create a new way of conceiving social value as an order of worth, 

and how the meaning of social value is not understood, assessed or practiced in a unanimous, joint 

manner. Different settings and different actors in this market define and understand social value 

differently. Social value can thus not be interpreted as a fixed entity, but in contrast as 

“polymorphous in practice and perception; multivocal in meaning and measure” (Barman, 2016, p. 

218).  

The multivocality can be demonstrated through the subjectivity and variability of market actors’ 

views on what goods are able to actually generate social value. Some actors define social value 

through the provision of products generating social benefits to customers (resulting in SRI and 

Impact Investments), some actors view social value as their way of including economically 

disadvantaged people into the market (resulting in Social Enterprises, Inclusive Business, Impact 

Investments) and some actors view social value as their just treatment of stakeholders (resulting in 

Corporate Social Responsibility and Responsible Investments). 

In addition to the different understandings of how to define social value, there exist different 

understandings on how the market logic and social value should be coordinated. Some argue 

businesses to be the best in creating social value while some argue non-profits to be superior, which 

leads to a debate on the level of importance of shareholder returns for the motivation behind the 
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pursuit of social value. The limitations of social value is also a contested subject, with some arguing 

for it to be limited to benefits for the individual and the local community, and some arguing for it to 

have larger, political or civic implications. With the demonstrated multivocality of social value as 

an order of worth, she questions the assumption by other scholars that, despite there existing many 

different qualities and orders of worth, the singular order of worth is in itself uniform and consistent 

in nature. As shown above, the social value as an order of worth does contain various meanings, 

understandings and views of social value. Social value as an order of worth is thus not uniform, but 

still manages to retain a bounded quality of an order of worth that market actors can rely on 

(Barman 2016).  

Prior scholars of economic sociology have in addition assumed economic practices to diffuse all 

parts of society and thus have tried to understand how these practices have been implemented in the 

everyday relational situations of common people. Here, the work of Zelizer (2005) and her theory 

of earmarked money provides an understanding of money as a medium of exchange that is 

connected to culture and morality, and not only to market logic. 

Further theorizing on social value, Barman (2016) investigates how, in a caring capitalism context, 

social value becomes subject to the logic of the market. She asks when, how and why firms 

demonstrating their social value actually employ traditional market logic, and how the creation of 

spaces, networks and practices are inspired by this. Her findings show that the creation of a caring 

capitalist market is based on both material labour and cultural work, but also on an effort of the 

actors to be able to assign monetary worth to the goods and services provided. She argues this 

process to be “uneven and incomplete” (Barman, 2016, p. 221). 

However, when the meaning of value is ambiguous and hard to understand, such as in an impact 

investing context, customized commensurability becomes a solution. Defined as “the ability of 

multiple actors to engage in valuation based on his or her own subjective and idiosyncratic 

definition of value through the use of a single measuring device” (Barman , 2016, p. 41), she shows 

these measurement tools to encapsulate more than one one single order of worth by in itself being 

“empty of judgement” (Barman, 2016, p. 221).  

Further in lines of Barman’s examination of the two devices (IRIS and GIIRS) and their attempt to 

engage multiple actor’s subjective definition, Chiapello and Godefroy (2017) discuss the 

importance judgement devices for markets. They explain such devices to be crucial in the 
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construction of markets, where segmentation of the market into product classes is associated with 

different judgement procedures. These classifications, including rankings of what is traded within 

the markets, are organized by the judgement devices. This  “cohabitation of several types of 

judgement devices” (Chiapello and Godefroy, 2017, p. 152) results in diversification and the 

avoidance of product standardization due to judgement devices that are overly similar. This study 

supports the alignment of the performativity thesis and theories of valuation. The performability 

thesis’ view on measuring (valuation) devices created by economics as structuring the economy 

puts the way we value at the heart of the market. Valuation, what Chiapello and Godefroy (2017) 

refer to as judgement, and valuation tools become significant for markets and their creation because 

they allow for diversification of products. The different judgement procedures are thus understood 

as what Barman refers to as value plurality. 

As investors in the market have been proven to accept a value plurality, the value of impact 

investments are part the value of reducing the negative implications of social and/or climatic 

degradation. It could be said that they are investments for the mitigation of uncertainties, or of risks 

facing society and the planet. In other words, asking the question “how much impact will this 

investment have”, can be translated to “how much risk can be mitigated with this investment?”. 

This draws our attention to those risks that face the modern society, allowing for a presentation of 

what Ulrich Beck ([1986] 1992 ) refers to as the risk society, in which risks caused by human 

factors are impacting society and the prevention of these risks is a significant preoccupation of all 

societal groups. 

2.6. Risk Society 

Ulrich Beck introduces the notion of risk society and reflexive modernization in his work Risk 

Society - Towards a new modernity ([1986] 1992). He describes how society is entering a new form 

of modernity in which the script of industrial society undergo modernization. This differentiates 

from the previous modernity, which functions within the frame given by classical industrial society. 

This new type of modernity is referred to by Beck as reflexive modernity, where modernization 

becomes “its own theme” (Beck, [1986] 1992, p.19). Modernization becomes reflexive as society 

increasingly questions the consequences of industrialization and wealth accumulation, seeing the 

negative consequences and externalities, such as pollution, stemming from classical industrial 

modernity. Beck refers to these new potential dangers as risks and theorizes that a risk society is 

being created. Continuous modernity leads society from wealth-distribution towards risk-
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distribution. In the risk society, risks are to be understood as being of global character, rather than 

of personal character and are described by Beck as “(...) risks of modernization. They are a 

wholesale product of industrialization, and are systematically intensified as it becomes global” 

(Beck, [1986] 1992. p.21) 

Risk is then, as a concept, bound to that of reflexive modernity and can be described as a systematic 

way of addressing those insecurities and hazards that are created by modernity. Related to modern 

risks is the fact that no one is an expert on risk - there is a gap between scientific and social 

rationality in dealing with the hazards of civilization. 

Beck views risk as related to anticipation, clarifying that although risks are in the future, the fact 

that they are being considered as potential dangers in the future makes them present and act as a 

stimulus to action. In World at Risk (2009), he emphasizes the important distinction between risk 

and catastrophes. Risks, he explains, are the anticipation of catastrophe: “They are the future events 

that may occur, that threaten us.” (Beck, 2009, p. 9). 

He stipulates that this means that risks are at the same time real and unreal, setting it against the 

clarity of either possessing wealth or not possessing wealth. He argues for class-specific risks, 

explaining that “Wealth accumulates at the top, risks at the bottom” (Beck, [1986] 1992, p.35). 

Thus, he considers a strengthening of the class society when risk is introduced, where risk works in 

a reversed pattern to that of wealth. He argues that wealth accumulates at the top but that risk often 

accumulates at the bottom, where the poor are exposed to threats that those at the top (the rich, the 

educated, the powerful) can avoid or pay for security and freedom from. In addition, while the risk 

society develops, some find ways to profit off of risks, which creates division between those that are 

affected by risk and those able to profit from it. The importance of knowledge, along with the 

power to structure knowledge, becomes important for this exploitation. However, Beck presents the 

boomerang effect, wherein those responsible for producing or profiting from risks eventually are 

threatened by these same risks as well (Beck, [1986] 1992). Thus, in the risk society, everyone is a 

victim as everyone is involved and: “(...) forced together in the uniform position of civilization’s 

self-endangering.” (Beck, [1986], 1992 p.47) 

He claims that the processes of endangerment set in motion by the risk society will threaten the 

nation states, explaining that previous societies could accommodate the notion of the nation state, 
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but that risk societies bring forward “communities of danger”, transnational communities that he 

imagines to be comprised in the United Nations. 

In World at Risk (2009), Beck presents the notion of staging global risks in the risk society. He 

explains that although you can distinguish between risk and the perception of risk in a cultural 

context, this distinction is becoming blurred. Risks are staged in part because risks are not 

necessarily objective. There is a tradition for measuring risks in rational terms by expects and 

scientists who present risks as “objective” and who are believed to be the ones who should be 

charged with comprehending and defining risk. Everyone else, the non-experts, are poorly informed 

and are subjective when measuring risk. 

Beck presents a staging thesis that contradicts the perceived objectivity of risk in the eyes of 

experts. He argues that risk, especially those of global character, are difficult to calculate. The less 

calculable, the more risk is subject to cultural charged ideas of risk. This leads to an increasingly 

blurred distinction between risks and the cultural perception of risk. Thus, within different cultures, 

the same risk may be “real” in different ways, may be assessed differently depending on context. 

This difference in cultural perceptions of risk can lead to mutual exclusiveness. Beck believes that 

with globalization, nations are somewhat reluctantly becoming united, which may agitate conflicts 

grounded in cultural differences, religion, common pasts etc. Increased conflicts only makes the 

task of global consensus on risk perception a more vexing one. 

“The notion of an objective yardstick against which degrees of risk can be measured 

overlook the fact that risk counts as urgent, threatening, and real or as negligible and 

unreal only as a result of particular cultural perceptions and evaluations.” (Beck, 

2009, p. 13) 

Some risks may seem negligible to some states, while other states may see great urgency in the 

same risk. This makes it an enormous and inherently impossible task to agree on global solutions to 

risks in the global risk society in global forums. And indeed, Beck’s risk society questions the 

notion of the consequences of decision-making being controllable in the modernized society, 

introducing the concept of the incalculability of risk (Beck, 2009). 

3. Literature Review  

3.1. What is an Impact Investment? 
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In Impact Investing: Transforming How We Make Money While Making a Difference, (2011) Bugg-

Levine and Emerson address the fact that our social and environmental challenges are too vast, and 

our financial resources are too limited for our current bifurcated approach to work. This is argued to 

be a “shared reality” that every one of us is confronted with. They use blended value, a term coined 

in 2000 by Bugg-Levine, as a new way of integrating investment activity around the recognition 

that we do not seek appropriate wealth or social justice, but both. They argue that all organizations 

are creators of value that consists of economic, social and environmental components, and that all 

investors are generators of these three forms of value. The perception of value as only economic or 

social leads to investors and managers missing out on the opportunity of capturing their total value 

potential, since the combination of capital, community and commerce can create more than its sum. 

Managing for blended value, meaning incorporating the understanding of the concept blended value 

as a non divisible combination of the three core components into strategy, enables a transformation 

into a stronger and more nuanced organizational and capital structure.  

Explaining impact investing as investments that can pursue financial returns while also addressing 

social and environmental challenges, the authors describe impact investments as leading to blended 

value, an idea which ultimately disrupts the principle that for-profit investment should seek only 

financial return and people concerned with social or environmental issues should donate their 

resources and rely on the government to interfere. Ultimately, impact investing is what is being 

done and blended value is what is being created.  

The idea of investments having impacts beyond financial returns goes back to century old 

traditions, founded on the thought of the responsibility of the community as a whole being in the 

hands of the owners of wealth. Bugg-Levine and Emerson (2011) refers to the alignment between 

investments and values by the Quakers Church in 17th century England. During the 19th century, 

the Indian Shaker Church partly funded their religious activities by coordinating business with their 

social beliefs. More current reconnections with the term includes institutions such as the 

Commonwealth Development Corporation, founded in 1948, and the World Bank’s International 

Finance Corporation (IFC), founded in 1956 (O’Donohoe et al. 2010). Further, the environmental 

movement during the 1970s, the apartheid campaigns during the 1980s and the SRI and fair trade 

movements all connects to the idea of investments providing more than only financial impact 

(Bugg-Levine and Emerson 2011).  

https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10551-014-2327-0#CR145
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The term impact investment, however, was originally coined in 2007. It was developed through 

discussion among institutional investors at the Rockefeller Foundation, with the joint objective of 

using their capital to create not only financial returns, but positive outcomes. At the time, terms 

such as SRI, ethical investing or sustainable finance were disregarded based on them being 

perceived as implying moral obligation, focus only on the environment, or underlying normative 

judgement. The term impact investment was however perceived as a broader umbrella term able to 

include a wide range of investors.  

The double meaning of the term makes it accessible for both investors content with their 

investments directly leading to social or environmental impact and investors that seek to have an 

impact on all their investments (Bugg-Levine and Emerson 2011). The authors argue that the 

industry circles around a definition including investments with various levels of financial returns, 

thus acknowledging investors accepting below-market financial returns in exchange for achieving 

social impact in the definition of impact investment. This is supported by the the GIIN, showing 66 

% of impact investor respondents pursuing risk-adjusted market returns, 19 % pursuing below-

market-rate of returns close to market rate, and 15 % pursuing below-market rate returns close to 

capital preservation (GIIN 2019a). Mutual for all investors should according to Bugg-Levine and 

Emerson (2011) however be the rotation around a reorientation towards blended value as the 

organizing principle of work, where capital is used to maximize combined and total value in 

addition to numerous aspects of performance. The focus on intention is evident, as well as the 

attention to the creation of blended value, and making an investment creating social value but 

lacking the intent to do so does not qualify you to call yourself an impact investor. Neither 

investments creating a portion of social value simultaneously as destroying a larger portion of it 

qualify. The investment strategy behind must focus on the creation blended value maximization.  

Impact investments most often focus on the forms of venture investments, private equity and direct 

lending due to their short line between capital and its actual social impact. According to the GIIN’s 

Annual Impact Investor Survey 2019, the impact investors involved with the GIIN are typically 

funds (both for-profit and non-profit), foundations, banks, family offices, pension funds and 

insurance companies, and development finance institutions, with the division as shown in the 

following diagram: 
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Figure 1. (GIIN, 2019a p.1) 

The IFC has defined a set of principles that are meant as a guide for managing for impact, that they 

along with a number of other actors in the industry will sign up for. These principles are expected to 

strengthen the development of the market, and in addition, to help avoid so called “impact 

washing”, which is described by the IFC as deceptive environmental claims. In the words of the 

IFC, impact washing is a significant threat to the industry because “[it] deters potential investors 

and threatens the credibility of the industry.” (IFC, 2019a, p.XIV). 

One reason for the advent of impact washing is given by the IFC as the lack of standards in the 

industry of impact investing. The IFC calls for a standard that includes intention in asset selection, 

credibility in the asset selection for impact, and an impact measurement system that can provide 

accountability (IFC, 2019a). The IFC will be elaborated on in section 3.2.2. 

3.2. Defining Impact Investments 

Investing with a purpose other than a financial one comes with many options. In the aftermath of 

the specification of the concept of responsible investments into the term impact investment, 

numerous definitions and practices around the concept has been established. Below, relevant 

definitions and guidance tools related to the term are accounted for. 

 3.2.1. The GIIN 
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The GIIN is a global network mobilizing industry professionals helping investors to accelerate their 

progress and building an impact practice. This is done by providing a database of impact funds and 

products, ImpactBase, with the incentive to provide a resource of sourcing impact. They also have 

established a catalogue of “generally-accepted performance metrics”, IRIS, with the incentive to 

contribute with tools, guidance and resources to facilitate easier identification of impact metrics and 

integration of impact considerations into the management of investments. In addition, the Research 

Center provides industry publications and research and the training program offers specialized 

impact investment training. The GIIN draws on the description made by Bugg-Levine and Emerson 

(2011) and define impact investments as  

“investments made with the intention to generate positive, measurable social and 

environmental impact alongside a financial return.” (GIIN, 2019a, p. 52) 

Presented in the report is a distinction of investor based on their financial demands, including 

investors accepting below market returns as well as investors demanding market rate returns  (GIIN, 

2019a). They list four core characteristics: Intentionality, i.e. the investment having a positive social 

or environmental impact; investment with return expectations, i.e. the investment generating 

financial return on capital, or at least, a return of capital; the range of return expectations and asset 

classes, i.e. the investments not being limited to one asset class nor being limited to a specific 

expectation of financial returns and finally; impact measurement, i.e. the investor’s commitment to 

reporting and measurement of the social and environmental performance in order to achieve 

transparency and accountability (GIIN 2019b). 

3.2.2. The IFC 

The IFC defines impact investment as:  

 “investments made into companies, organizations, vehicles and funds with the intent to 

contribute to measurable positive social, economic and environmental impact alongside 

financial returns.” (IFC, 2019a, p. XI) 

They argue that the lack of a common discipline for both management of impact investment and for 

the systems supporting it leads to an industry without market consensus, which leads to difficulties 

understanding how to operate in it. Moreover, a growing industry as this attracts not only good 
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incentives, but also organizations wanting to wrongly using the strategy and its popularity for gain 

(Walker 2018).  

This argumentation is the background of the launch of the Operating Principles for Impact 

Investment. The principles are created to shape and develop the industry, and to contribute to 

reduce the complexity, confusion and lack of a coherent contrast between impact investing and 

other forms of responsible investing (IFC, 2019b).  

The principles provide building blocks for impact investment systems and are intended to contribute 

to a “robust investment thesis of how the investment contributes to the achievement of impact” 

(IFC, 2019c), moving beyond coordinating portfolios to impact goals through asset selection. Two 

concepts has served as fundamental in the formulation of the The Principles: (1) core elements of a 

robust impact management system; and (2) transparency of signatories’ level of alignment with the 

Principles. The nine principles are divided into five elements as demonstrated in appendix 1. 

3.2.3. Market Actor’s Definition 

In addition, a variety of market actors, such as banks, investment’s firms, accounting firms and 

other organizations have also taken on the quest of defining the term. In order to provide examples, 

the investment bank J.P. Morgan defines impact investments as 

“investments which create positive impact beyond financial return. They require 

management of social and environmental performance in addition to financial risk and 

return” (O’Donohoe et al. 2010 p. 5),  

the accounting organization KPMG defines impact investments as:  

“a financial undertaking that aims to generate specific and measurable beneficial social or 

environmental effects in addition to financial gain” (KPMG International 2018 p. 2), 

and the global investment firm Cambridge Associates defines an impact investment as 

“an investment made in an enterprise (whether a corporation, a nonprofit, a government, or 

some other entity) because that enterprise offers a market-based solution to a social or 

environmental challenge that the investor wishes to address. The central point of emphasis 

in this definition is the investor’s intent. In other words, an impact investment is one chosen 
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by an investor precisely because of its ability to generate the particular social and/or 

environmental returns of interest to that investor” (Johnson and Lee, 2013, p.2). 

It is evident from the many definitions that are forwarded by a plethora of actors within the industry 

that there is an interest amongst impact investing actors in being a part of the discussion. This might 

be indicative of a wish to have a say in the industry and to have a certain control over the industry 

they are a part of. Granted, the many definitions create ambiguity in the industry that actors may 

benefit from in order to avoid impact washing accusations. This increases the importance of having 

scientifically grounded, academic definitions, for which industry actors’ definitions can lend 

support. 

3.2.4. Academic Definitions 

As demonstrated above, there is a vast practitioner literature and research provided by global 

institutions and advisory and advocacy organizations. However, in academia the literature is still in 

an emerging state and is today mostly focused on investment structures, the catalyzation of private 

capital, and the market formation, from an organizational perspective (Ormiston et al., 2015). 

Höchstädter and Scheck (2015) argues there to be two broad schools of thought to consider: 

“(...) one that limits impact investing to certain organization types—for example, unlisted 

organizations and/or organizations that place the mission above the business side, 

potentially legally formalized in a (limited) distribution constraint—and one that ignores 

organizational characteristics completely and considers only the ultimate impact to be 

achieved with the investment... In [our] view, however, an impact investing understanding 

that is completely detached from objective (organizational) criteria makes it more difficult 

to identify and label impact investments” (Höchstädter et al., 2015 p. 461)  

 

Agrawal and Hockerts (2019) describe how the impact investment field of study suffers from a 

discrepancy between practice and theory, stating that studies on impact investment are only slowly 

growing in number. They claim that this can potentially harm the industry, as it 

“pose[s] an increasing risk of failure for both the investors and the investees” (Agrawal and 

Hockerts, 2019, p. 3). 
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thus highlighting the importance of academic definitions for the prosperity of the industry. In line 

with this argument, Höchstädter and Scheck (2015) summarize the discussion on the definition of 

impact investment as lacking a conceptual clarity. They argue that a uniform definition is absent in 

the field, and that the distinction from other concepts and terms, such as SRI, are unclear. This leads 

to an interchangeability between these and impact investing. 

Although the practical and theoretical definitions of impact investing are many, it can be established 

that a common feature of all these is a concentration around two core features: a financial return and 

a non-financial (impact) return. A requirement of intentionality and measurability can also be 

distinguished as recurring (Höchstädter and Scheck 2015). 

3.3. Impact Investment Market Size 

The lack of a common definition of the term has led to difficulties in establishing a general 

acceptance of industry performance. By comparing the same impact investors, there has been 

established a common understanding that it is a growing industry. According to Impact Investing 

for Everyone: A Blueprint for Retail Impact Investing, Triodos Bank's September 2014 report, 

investors committed USD 8 billion to impact investing in 2012, USD 10.6 billion in 2013 and USD 

12.7 billion in 2014, an increase of capital of 37% in three years (Vaccaro 2014). The GIIN 2019 

Annual Impact Investor Survey’s comparison of the growth in assets under management of 81 

respondents over the years 2014-2018 showed an increase, representing a 16% compound annual 

growth rate (the GIIN 2019a). 

The industry as a whole is however more difficult to measure. The 2019 GIIN Impact Investor 

survey reported USD 239 billion in assets under management, estimating the entire impact investing 

industry to manage USD 502 billion assets at the end of 2018. Data from a Principles for 

Responsible Investment (PRI) report showed USD 1.3 trillion dedicated to impact investments in 

2016 (Morriesen, 2018). With the common understanding of a market in growth, this indicates that 

impact investments are being measured or defined differently by the two institutions. 

3.4. The Measurement of Impact 

The common theme of the range of impact investment definitions is the requirement of it to yearn 

both financial returns and a non-financial (impact) return. The seemingly quantifiable nature of 

money makes the financial measurement of an impact investment commensurable, measured as in 

http://www.socialimpactinvestment.org/reports/Triodos-Bank-report-on-Impact-investing.pdf
http://www.socialimpactinvestment.org/reports/Triodos-Bank-report-on-Impact-investing.pdf
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investment in a pure financial context. The measurement of impact, however, is inarguably more 

difficult and the industry has not yet agreed to a common standard.  

Addressing measurement, in this context, as equivalent to valuation, the financial valuation of an 

impact investment measures the shareholder value in quantifiable terms. Muniesa’s (2012) study 

relating financial value to pragmatist approach to valuation (Dewing 1941), opens up for a 

discussion of adding the financial market logic to social and environmental value, ie the impact 

required from an impact investment. Summarizing the approach used by Dewing (1941), Muniesa 

states: “Valuation is in short, about capitalization” (Muniesa, 2012, p. 31). However, as Barman 

(2015) notes, this capitalization of value has yet occurred for all types of value, and the valuation of 

social and environmental today is not, as it should be according to the quote above, about 

capitalization. According to Barman’s notion on the acceptance of a plurality of values, the question 

on how to value, and account for, impact separated from a financial valuation remains. 

Given the novelty of the industry, the employed measurement tools are evidently equally young. 

Power (2015) refers to how the establishment of accounting tools is a process that is difficult to 

observe, arguing that existing framework for creating accounting tools can in fact act as an 

impediment to the creation of new tools. Power’s study demonstrates the impossibility of showing 

how accounting tools actually begin, given the framing that is in a constant state of evolvement. 

This indicates that the market is continuously experimenting and changing, making it impossible to 

see a beginning or an end to accounting tools. It may be argued that even without the existence of 

accounting tools, measurement would still be conducted. Power argues for accounting tools not 

being an agent for capitalism, but rather, a routinized instrument and narrative inscription. The 

accounting tool is in a constant state of circular self-expansion, without beginning or end (Power, 

2015). This aligns with Callon’s understanding of a market in continuous development. 

3.4.1. IRIS+1 

One attempt to provide a universal measurement tool for impact is the IRIS reporting tool, 

developed by GIIN (section 3.2.1) in order to facilitate commensuration (Barman 2015). Their 

framework has the incentive to provide impact investors with the same tools as the International 

Finance Reporting System (IFRS) provides for financial investors (O’Donohoe et al., 2010). The 

standards are free to use and publicly available through signing up for an account and is based on 

 
1 This system was released in 2019 as an updated version of the IRIS system referenced to by Barman (2015) 
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the argumentation of comparable impact data being vital in in order to create impact investment 

decisions and results. The system provides for such a compatibility between firms, with a  

“streamlined, practical, how-to guidance that impact investors need, all in one easy-to-

navigate system.” (GIIN 2019c)  

that is aligned with Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) Standards in addition to more than 50 other 

frameworks (GIIN 2019d). 

3.4.2. Global Impact Investing Rating System 

Another attempt correlating to the one described above is the rating system GIIRS, created in order 

for market actors to be able to assess/value the social or environmental impact they create. If the 

IRIS+ system has the incentive to align to that of IFRS, the GIIRS approach is analogous to that of 

Morningstar analytics and Capital IQ financial analysis. This system uses a cross-industry and 

cross-geographic methodology in order to provide transparent and independent data through ratings 

and analytics. As the above standard, the GIIRS is free of internal use (Barman 2015). 

3.4.3. The Sustainable Development Goals 

In order to address current global changes, the UN adopted the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 

Development in September 2015 at the UN Sustainable Development Summit in New York. The 

Agenda is developed as a plan of action for people, planet and prosperity. The implementation of 

the Agenda requires a nature of interconnection and integration of the goals, which is obtained by a 

Global Partnership for Sustainable Development emphasizing the importance of a collective 

partnership where no one is left behind. The Agenda is universal and requires all stakeholders and 

all countries to participate and oblige to full implementation. The core of the Agenda is represented 

by the 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), aimed to serve as “a blueprint to achieve a 

better and more sustainable world.'' (un.org, n.d.a) These goals are set up to be realised in 2030 and 

focus on achieving human rights for all by addressing the global challenges of poverty, inequality, 

climate, environmental degradation, prosperity, peace and justice. The goals are created as an 

integrated framework balancing the three dimensions of sustainable development, namely the 

economy, the society and the environment (un.org, n.d.b). 

The SDGs highlight the importance of including all stakeholders and does not only target 

government action. Since its release in 2015, numerous companies have aligned the SDGs into their 

https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/post2015/transformingourworld
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/post2015/transformingourworld
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activities and the year of 2018 demonstrated a greater amount of companies than ever before 

adopting the SDGs into their development plans (CNBC, 2018). 

Suggesting the SDGs to be a north star for companies, the Case Foundation argues that the use of the SDGs 

as a framework to integrate the private sector into a new way of thinking of their investments may provide 

the opportunity to massively reduce global poverty (Nathoo, 2017). Chakravorti (2015) argues that this is 

possible through the SDGs providing a framework for mobilizing companies to align their business interests 

with investment in sustainable development in a continuous and scalable manner. He refers to these 

companies, with the ability to align business interests with sustainable development and gain leverage 

through the SDGs, as inclusive innovators (Chakravorti, 2016). 

4. Methodology 

4.1. Scientific Approach 

We draw on a pragmatic approach for our research. This calls for an understanding that concepts 

are irrelevant where they do not support action. Thus, the study of theory and concepts is conducted 

with thought towards the “roles they play as instruments of thought and action, and in terms of their 

practical consequences in specific contexts” (Saunders et al, 2016, p.143). This allows for us to take 

an observed problem, that of the impact investing market’s struggle to gain acceptance as a valid 

investment choice in terms of both financial and impact returns, and use our research to deliver a 

practical solution that hopefully will be of use to future researchers and industry actors. Our wish to 

contribute with practical outcomes as opposed to abstract conceptions appeals to the use of 

pragmatism as our research methodology, given the approach’s ability to vary in terms of the degree 

of objectivism or subjectivism (Sanders et al, 2016). The anti-essentialist approach of pragmatism is 

well-suited for research of situations in which uncertainties prevail, as we have assumed to be the 

case of the impact investment market and allows for us to study our subject without being hindered 

by a pre-supposed essence of that subject. This is useful in our research for the study of agents that 

participate in complex interactions with others (Muniesa et al, 2007). 

In taking on a pragmatist approach in this study, it becomes necessary to look at value not as a fixed 

preference or as an intrinsic quality of something, but as a social construction as a result of the 

action of valuation (Muniesa, 2011; Barman, 2015). The pragmatic approach, when applied to the 

study of value (valuation), is thus the study of an action stemming from “socio-material 

arrangements” (Barman, 2015, p.12) that produces value. Economic value is based on those 

https://hbr.org/search?term=bhaskar%20chakravorti
https://hbr.org/search?term=bhaskar%20chakravorti
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mechanisms, rules and devices inherent to a market. In the research of markets, the pragmatist 

approach allows for exploring the conditions (relational, cultural etc.) that enables economic 

exchange. Market devices, defined as “a simple way of referring to the material and discursive 

assemblages that intervene in the construction of markets” (Muniesa et al, 2007, p. 2) play a 

significant role in the construction of markets according to the pragmatist approach, grounded in 

their importance, as calculative tools, for valuation within markets (Barman, 2015). 

Taking the pragmatist approach thus allows for us to research the creation of a market and within 

that, the processes of valuation, from an approach that calls for us to identify, study, and give 

meaningful comments on structures specific to the particular market of our research. As researchers, 

we wish to contribute with a structure for use by the impact investing industry as a tool for better 

understanding their market and its complicated structures through a theoretical framework grounded 

in both the study of the market and of its processes of valuation. The structure of our study is 

grounded in the specific industry of impact investing, where value plurality is apparent (Barman, 

2015) and thus the action of valuation is grounded in multiple different calculative tools. This gives 

low transferability of our study onto the study of other markets, implying that the generalizability of 

this study is ill-advised. 

4.2. Methodological Process 

4.2.1. Research Design 

This study has taken the form of an exploratory research design in which insights into the research 

theme and subject were found, not exclusively through academic or other literature, but through the 

insights presented to us during our research process. This lies in part in the fact that the research 

issue, impact investing, is a fairly young concept, and in part in the fact that academic research 

treating the subject thus far primarily has taken a quantitative approach, with few exceptions (see 

for instance Barman (2015) for exception). Thus, the literature on the subject with relevance to our 

chosen area was limited enough for us to pursue literature not necessarily evident to the impact 

investment industry, but which was discovered to be significant as our research was carried out. As 

such, we hope to open up for an enlarged discussion of the social aspects related to the market 

within the impact investing industry. Taking on an exploratory research set-up meant that at the 

outset of our research, we had yet to define the limits of our research (research question, hypothesis, 

methods, etc.). This allowed for moving back and forth between research and theory draw from 
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both to make new discoveries, and thus for an abductive research approach. This has been 

imperative for a study of a subject as little researched as this, as it has been necessary to at time 

trace our steps back to re-center and reframe our understanding of the subject. With this research 

approach, we could adjust our literature choice when new insights were discovered during our field 

research and adjust our research goals and interview guides according to new insights gathered from 

literature, thus enabling a continued stream of uncovering new elements throughout the research 

process. 

4.2.2. Interviews 

Our main data collection method was seven semi-structured interviews with impact investors, 

impact or responsible investing experts, and related individuals from selected intermediaries. 

Further, we made attempts to get in contact with the Danish Ministry of Finance and asked for the 

chance to interview either the Minister of Finance or the Minister of Innovation in order to gain 

knowledge on the enabling environment for Danish impact investing. We were, however, informed 

that the ministers as well as the ministries themselves were unable to participate in interviews for 

thesis and other group work. Our interviews were conducted either in person or over the phone, and 

all the interviews were recorded and transcribed. We will, however, not be providing the transcripts 

due to their sensitive nature to our interviewees. For a recapitulation of the interviews, please refer 

to sections 5.1 through 5.2. 

The interviews had great importance for our understanding of the industry and its institutions as 

well as for the specific cases we have been working with. It should be noted that our research 

strategy was in need of alteration during the process, and although we had initially intended to use 

the REPAIR Impact Fund (REPAIR) as the single case for our study, we changed this and let the 

study include a larger number of impact investment intermediaries. This will be elaborated on in 

section 4.2.5. 

Conducting interviews allowed for a qualitative research design, and we were able to gather deep 

insights into the impact investing industry by means of multiple different outlooks. REPAIR takes 

on an impact investing role within the larger, non-impact-oriented structure of Novo Holdings. The 

portfolio company CEO and the Scientific Selection Board member we interviewed were somewhat 

less directly involved with the impact investing industry and were therefore valuable as outsiders in 

a trusted position, and in possession of knowledge. In the Zürich Investment Group, we saw how 



Page 38 
 

impact investing gains ground and unfolds in established funds. Kim is a familiar figure within the, 

in his words, “lacking Danish impact investment industry”, and (s)he held insider information that 

was of extreme importance to our research. His resourcefulness helped us gain contact to Andy, 

who is an important member of the IFC and was incremental for our understanding of our research 

from an institutional perspective. Finally, Drew of Merkur Andelskasse was of importance as a 

representative of a Danish institution with mainly private customers and with investing for impact at 

the core of their strategy. 

In an attempt to ensure the validity of our interviews, we identified themes that we expected to be 

relevant for all interview subjects, such as motivation, shareholders and stakeholders, assessment, 

enabling environment, challenges surrounding the industry and standard-setting (Even though our 

framework changed, the themes remain relevant under slightly altered names: intent, clients and 

investors, financial and impact measurement, regulations, challenges and definition). These themes 

were identified through an extensive study of diverse impact investing sources, including websites, 

newspapers, blogs, academic articles etc. in order to ensure that although our literature and 

theoretical framework was altered during the writing process, we were still able to make use of the 

themes. Having identified these themes as a red thread for the interviews, we were able to create 

interview guides adapted for the specific interviewee, taking into consideration their expertise 

within the field of impact investing. This gave rise to differentiated and in-depth interviews. By 

subjecting our interviewees to semi-structured interviews, we allowed for the personal opinions and 

observations of our interviewees to guide and steer the interview. All the while, we had ensured 

highlighting of those questions we considered of the highest significance, allowing for a strategy for 

re-centering the interview in case this was needed or if time was running against us. For an example 

of interview guides, please refer to Appendix 2. 

Although each of our interviewees hold different positions in their respective organizations and are 

present within the industry in different ways, they all have strong relationships to the impact 

investing environment. The fact that they each hold such different positions enrichens our 

perspective and increases our knowledge of the industry, as it opens up for a fuller description of 

the industry as a whole. 

4.2.3. Observations 
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As an important part of our research process, we participated in an impact investment conference in 

London, arranged by Impact Investment Word Forum. This opened up for a setting of industry 

experts and other interested individuals, which allowed for us as researchers to gain relevant 

insights into and knowledge of both the opportunities in the industry as well as the challenges 

pertaining it. Participants of the conference ranged between an array of different sectors and 

positions, including impact investment fund founders/partners, impact investment interns of major 

banks, interested asset managers, employees of large-scale international organization, both profit 

and non-profit, and institutions of national and supra-national character. Representatives of the non-

profit, investor, impact investor, international institution and philanthropic sectors were invited as 

guest speakers and panel debaters. Through the participant observations we collected during the 

two-day conference we were able to gain crucial insights into the dynamics of the current impact 

investing landscape, as well as ensure an understanding of the coherence and knowledge shared 

within the industry as a whole. One important goal of our participation in the conference was to 

explore how the industry as a group shared and produced common meanings of their industry. 

Throughout the conference, we found ourselves in a position to gain exploratory insights into the 

industry. This has led to data that can lend support to areas of our argumentation around and 

analysis of the interviews. Engaging with the impact investing community present at the conference 

ensured supplementing, complementing, and last but not least challenging insights concerning the 

impact investment industry as well as those individuals, funds, and organizations considering 

themselves as being part of the industry or with special interests in the industry. This type of 

observation may be compared to Ortner’s interface ethnography, described by Souleles as “(...) 

identifying events and sites at which a population that is hard to access presents itself to the public” 

(Souleles, 2018, p. 53). 

In addition to opening up to a normally hard to access, elite group of people, a benefit of interface 

ethnography is the large array of industry actors that are present at such events, and which enables a 

broader group of individuals than referrals and snowball sampling are able to provide (Souleles, 

2018). The conference was thus, for our specific research subject, of great use in relation to gaining 

important insights into what questions, concerns, challenges and opportunities drives both the core 

of the industry as well as those individuals, organizations and institutions at the periphery of impact 

investing. Citing Cohen: “Participant observation helps us experience daily life firsthand, clears a 



Page 40 
 

path to understanding, and acts as a point of reference for local practices that might otherwise 

remain obscure or strange to the passive observer.” (Cohen 2000 in Souleles, 2018, p. 55) 

Finally, we managed to gain access to an exclusive event by Finans Danmark, an interest group for 

the financial sector in Denmark, where the investor Jeremy Grantham of GMO discussed climate 

change and the financial sector’s role in this. This gave us a further opportunity to observe Danish 

financial sector representatives with an interest in learning from a prominent industry figure about 

finance’s role in the fight against climate change. In addition, we could draw knowledge from an 

expert in the field who argued against any possibility of limiting global warming to less than 2 

degrees and in an outspoken manner explained the serious consequences of this. The presentation 

gave us a chance to observe finance for climate action being discussed within a group of experts in 

the financial field. As participant observers, we took notes on the presentation and the reaction of 

the people present. 

4.2.4. Sampling Choice 

When initially choosing impact investing as the overall subject of our research project, we were 

drawn to the medical industry and the discussion regarding whether or not medical businesses can 

be defined as social organization, given their raison d’être of profiting from selling medicaments, 

i.e. profiting off people being sick. We decided to commence our research by researching impact 

investing initiatives by Danish medical firm. A search on Google revealed to us that Danish Novo 

Holdings had in fact launched REPAIR in early 2018 (Repair Impact Fund Launched, 2018). An 

impact investing fund at the core of the greatest Danish medical company seemed ideal for our 

study purpose at the time. 

Through an adjunct professor at CBS who works with corporate responsibility at Novo Nordisk, a 

company owned by Novo Holdings, we were able to get in contact with Charlie and thus gain 

entrance to the fund. Although unable, or unwilling, to reference us on further into the fund and its 

other partners and board of directors, Charlie helped connect us to the CEO (Leslie) of one of their 

portfolio companies as well as one of the experts (Gerry) from REPAIR’s Scientific Selection 

Board. Our supervisor was able to refer us to industry experts Kim and Taylor from Zürich 

Investment Group. The interview with Kim in turn made it possible for us to get acquainted with 

Andy from IFC. Taylor, although unable to participate in an interview herself, was quick to 

reference us to one of her coworkers, Hayden, who winded up fitting our research well. Finally, n 
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contacting Merkur Andelskasse’s Board of Directors, we were put in contact with Drew who was 

willing to participate in an interview. 

Having been referred to some of our interviewees, while others we got in contact with on our own 

device, we have been able to make use of both purposive sampling and snowball sampling 

(Barman, 2015). Purposive sampling was used when selecting Charlie, Kim, Drew, and Taylor for 

our research. Snowballing was used when gaining access to Charlie through an adjunct professor at 

CBS, when being referred on to Andy, Leslie, Gerry, and Hayden by means of our initial contacts. 

In our choice of interviewees, we have attempted to bring validity and reliability to our research 

results by making sure to choose individuals deeply involved with the subject of our study and 

avoiding actors we thought would be too detached from the core of our issue. In addition, we have 

attempted to bring a diverse set of industry players together in the interviews, ensuring a final result 

that avoids one-sidedness from interviewing only certain group within the industry. We thus 

ensured diversity in our interview subjects. 

4.2.5. Studying Elites 

One thing that must be addressed is the potential difficulties experienced in relation to the studying 

of elites (see for instance Souleles, 2018; Ho, 2009). The typical interviewee and other study subject 

in our research project has been what could be considered an elite; high-profile employees in 

investment funds, pension funds, international organizations, or within the investment sector. As 

stated by Souleles (2018) in his article appropriately titled How to Study People Who Do Not Want 

to be Studied: Practical Reflections on Studying Up, interviewing societal elites does not 

necessarily go smoothly, especially without the right connections. This, of course, did give rise to 

some difficulties in the course of our research. 

However, we encountered a different type of issue with studying elites, namely one that arises once 

initial reception has been granted. As mentioned above, our initial thought for the project was to use 

REPAIR as a case study and example of the industry we researched, thus we had expected to enter 

into a closer relationship with Charlie than what turned out to be the case. After our initial meeting, 

which seemed to be satisfactory to Charlie, we presented an email with the different contacts we 

expected or hoped to gain access to through Charlie and the interviews that these would enable (this 

included another meeting with Charlie, access to a board member, the other partners of the fund, a 

meeting with one of the portfolio companies, and a group interview with Charlie and the remaining 



Page 42 
 

REPAIR partners). Having already had an initial meeting, we were confident in our continued 

cooperation with REPAIR. 

Following the mail Charlie called us and voiced a number of concerns and an apparent 

unwillingness to continue our collaboration. Although we can only speculate, we expect this to 

perhaps be grounded in the fact that we asked for the contacts of coworkers and superiors, thus 

individuals in high positions within the fund, and that Charlie felt like we were asking for more than 

what (s)he was willing to give. In addition, (s)he found our research going in a different direction 

than expected, which led to her/him stating a disinterest in participating in purely academic research 

and that was of little benefit to REPAIR and Charlie.  

Although expressing concern over the direction of the research, Charlie suggested another approach 

that would be of greater interest to her/him, where the research instead could become a study 

oriented towards a look at different impact investing funds and how they might be pursuing such 

investments in different ways, i.e. a kind of a mapping of the industry in a Danish context. This did 

not suit our research purpose well. In order to continue our collaboration with Charlie, we agreed to 

include other actors in the industry into the research, which in the end enabled a stronger project 

with the ability to draw more industry-relevant conclusions than would have been made possible 

with an exclusive focus on REPAIR. 

It should be noted that this following discussion involves a discussion on power relations and 

gatekeeping in the context of elites in elitist industries. As we can neither prove nor disprove 

elements of the discussion, it is kept on a speculative level. The incident described above is of 

interest for two reasons. First of all, as gatekeeper to the rest of REPAIR, Charlie was in a position 

of power, which could be used to her/his advantage, and (s)he felt in her/his right to use this power 

to influence the direction of our project and steer it towards a solution that suited her/his ideas. This 

brought us, as researchers, in a dilemma: either we could have stuck with our initial research idea 

but lose REPAIR as study object, or we could continue our collaboration with the fund and alter the 

research in a direction that the gatekeeper wanted, which however made us worry that the goal of 

our research would have to be abandoned to fit the new requirements. The resistance from Charlie 

made it clear that (s)he, as an elite, holds power over us as researchers. Ultimately, and through 

lengthy discussion, we decided that we could retain our initial research agenda and at the same time 

agree to Charlie’ demands by widening our focus to include other industry actors. 
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Secondly, although most of our interviewees were elites and in positions of power that they no 

doubt exercised, the remaining interviewees’ exertion of power over us was more subtle. One can 

speculate on the main difference between Charlie’s and the other interviewees’ involved with 

impact investment, as an explanation for this marked difference. Charlie has traditionally been 

involved in Novo Holdings A/S and has thus mainly been engaged with traditional, financially 

oriented investments before entering REPAIR. Drew, Kim, Andy, and Hayden, the remaining 

interviewees involved in impact investing as investing agents, all have responsibility, sustainability, 

and environmental and social impact at the core of what they do. 

Although this is only speculation, it could be possible to explain the difference between Charlie and 

the other interviewees in their respective approaches to impact investing. Charlie is oriented 

towards a specific impact, rather than having a wide interest for impact of different aspects. This 

makes her/him stand out from the typical impact investor in our sample. Conversely, the remaining 

impact investment agents were engaged in a broad approach to impact investing, which makes it 

interesting for them to discuss improvements in the industry. Charlie may thus have had an interest 

in learning about the industry as a whole, rather than focusing on the one aspect of impact investing 

that (s)he is familiar with already, and using resources on a collaboration that could be made to 

better use elsewhere. Another suggestion for explaining the differences between Charlie and the 

other impact investment agents could have to do with their inherent investment categories. As 

traditional investing is concerned with mainly financial objectives, Charlie may not have considered 

it useful to participate in a research project involving social studies. On the other hand, the other 

investors, who are involved with different aspects of impact investing, might have seen value in 

increasing social knowledge of the impact investing industry. 

This is however not possible to prove, and thus neither true nor false in this case. We may suggests 

a range of other reasons for Charlie having behaved in a different manner than the remaining 

interviewees. First of all, Charlie was initially placed in a context where (s)he and REPAIR were 

the sole unit of our analysis. The others were contacted after we had made the decision to expand 

our research to encompass other industry actors. There is nothing to prove that they would not have 

had the same questions and requirements had then been placed in a similar situation. In addition, 

Charlie holds a senior position in both Novo Holdings and REPAIR and may simply not have had 

the time to set a process in motion for two researchers to be allowed access to Novo Holdings’ 

facilities in order to interview people, possible on multiple occasions. In addition, Charlie was older 
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than our other interviewees, which may indicate generational differences, etc.. In short, although an 

interesting speculation to explore, there is too little evidence of such a claim, why we chose to end 

the argument here. The discussion of elites and using them as study objects will, however, be of 

some interest later in the discussion. 

4.2.6. Studying Characters Within the Same Industry 

After each interview, we were asked to email the interviewee a list of what we expected to quote 

her/him for saying in the project. Having done this, in the feedback we received most interviewees 

had comments regarding their quotes. Although we had asked for the interviewees to either approve 

or disapprove of the quotes, many sent us edited versions of the quotes, where they corrected in 

terms of colloquial language. However, some also asked us to delete entire quotes from our data 

projects, almost all of which included critique of other actors in the industry. Some admitted their 

reluctance to criticize other players, while others argued for the quotes simply being out of context 

or confusing. This was likely due to not having, at the time of interviewing, felt a need to remain 

anonymous in our research, but backtracking on this when their quotes were presented to them, 

understanding that their names would be associated with the critical quotes. This had potential 

implications for our research, and we feel required to state this matter in order to ensure the validity 

of our project. Due to some of the more significant quotes being requested to be taken out of the 

paper by our interviewees, we decided to anonymize our interviewees by giving them pseudonyms 

and at strategic sections avoid mentioning altogether which interviewee is quoted. This ensured 

non-interference with our data and our research, given the relevance of our interviewees to the 

research as actors within the industry, rather than as individual characters. In other words, we are 

not interested in the individuals, we are interested in actors of different types and their 

organizations, and how they interact with other actors and organizations within the industry. 

5. Data Presentation and Analysis 

5.1. Presentation of Our Interviewees and Observation Settings 

In the following, a short introduction to each of our study subjects is given. Seven semi-structured 

interviews were conducted with individuals closely connected to the industry of impact investment. 

The subjects have in common a high position in their respective organizations, with considerable 

inside knowledge of their company strategy regarding the subject in question. Although none of our 

interviewees specifically requested to be kept anonymous, the expressed need to change specifically 
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those quote that criticize other actors, along with the embeddedness of the actors in the market and 

their strong connections to other actors, we have chosen to give our interviewees pseudonyms. 

5.1.1. Charlie from Novo Holdings and the REPAIR Impact Fund 

Charlie is a partner of REPAIR and Novo Seeds (Novo Holdings) in Denmark. REPAIR was 

founded in February 2018 as a part of Novo Holdings (Novo Nordisk Foundation), specifically 

devoted to investing in companies involved in developing alternative therapies targeting resistant 

microorganisms. Starting with a budget of USD 165 million, the fund aims at investing USD 20-40 

million over a period of 3-5 years in about 20 different projects, and targets early-stage companies, 

company spin-offs and start-ups in Europe and the United States. Given the low statistics for drug 

development leading to commercialization, the goal is to have at least one new therapy reach the 

market out of the expected 20 investments. As of August 2019, the REPAIR portfolio consists of 

six companies corresponding to investments of USD 32 million. 

5.1.2. Drew from Merkur Andelskasse 

Drew works as an advisor at Merkur Andelskasse (Merkur), a Danish ethical bank. In addition, 

(s)he advises a private family office. (S)he plays an active role in boards of NGOs and interest 

organizations. Merkur is structured as a cooperative, meaning that its primary customers are also its 

owners. It is grounded in the core idea of the world as a cohesive whole and believes in a 

sustainable society, which is reflected in the financial services it provides. Importantly, the bank 

audits potential investments in terms of both financial and societal and/or environmental impact 

prior to committing. The focus on sustainability has led to the bank co-founding the Global Alliance 

for Banking on Values, a network of value-based banks with a societal orientation. At the time of 

writing, the network counts 28 member banks from 6 continents (Merkur Andelskasse, 2019). 

5.1.3. Andy from the IFC (World Bank) 

Andy holds a senior position at the IFC, a part of the World Bank Group. At IFC Andy has a 

significant role in terms of assessment and evaluation of funds and investments. In addition, (s)he 

functions as the IFC representative in their cross-institutional impact investment activities. 

According to their website, the IFC is “the largest global development institution focused on the 

private sector in developing countries” (IFC, 2019d). 



Page 46 
 

With a dual objective for 2030 of eradicating extreme poverty and create shared prosperity 

worldwide, the corporation engages its extensive financial resources and expertise in aiding their 

clients and partners to overcome challenges related to business conduct in developing countries, for 

instance financial and structural (IFC, 2019a). 

5.1.4. Hayden from Zürich Insurance Group 

Hayden works as Investment Analyst focusing at Zürich Insurance Group (Zürich). Within Zürich 

she is part of the responsible investment team, consisting of two people, responsible for projecting, 

monitoring and implementing the group’s strategy of responsible investments.  

Zürich is one of the world’s largest insurance groups providing for a customer base of individuals 

and corporations of various sizes on a global plan. The group sees itself as a responsible investor, 

and they work actively to ensure that ESG is integrated in all their investments. In 2018, their 

impact investment portfolio measured to USD 3.8 billion and has the goal to grow into USD 5 

billion within an unspecified time frame. The portfolio consists of different asset classes; green 

bonds, sustainability bonds, private equity funds active in financial inclusion and clean technology, 

private debt impact infrastructure investments. In 2018, the responsible investment team in which 

Hayden is a part of introduced an internal impact measurement framework to facilitate 

measurement and quantification of these specific investments (Zürich Insurance Group, 2019a). 

5.1.5. Kim, Impact Investor 

Kim has previously held a job in the Danish pension fund PKA as Head of Responsible Investment, 

but exited this job in order to establish his own impact investing fund. Kim is an active member 

within the impact investing community in Denmark. Currently, Kim is working with “a new type of 

VC fund that’s going to invest in impact-driven start-ups”, with the ambition to raise USD 50 

million from big institutional investors. Kim is a member of the board of advisors and board of 

directors in different social enterprises. In addition, (s)he is a member of the 2030-panel, an 

advisory board to the all-party coalition the 2030-Network in the Danish Parliament.  

5.1.6. Leslie, CEO of REPAIR portfolio company 

Leslie is the CEO of a small med-tech company with the goal of creating a vaccination against 

Group B Streptococci (GBS). The vaccination, if successful, and if administered to women during 

their pregnancy, has the potential to prevent GBS from infecting newborn children with life-
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threatening bacterial infections as well as from causing premature delivery or stillbirth. Currently, 

antibiotics are used on all pregnant women in order to prevent GBS to affect the child. However, 

with the impending antimicrobial crises, the (over)use of antibiotics is becoming increasingly 

worrisome for society, and the development of a vaccine that could prevent the disease without the 

administration of antibiotics would be a significant step in the right direction. The company has 

been invested in by REPAIR. Leslie states in the interview that the best-case scenario for the 

company’s future would be to be bought up by a big player in the vaccine industry. 

5.1.7. Gerry from the REPAIR Impact Fund’s Scientific Selection Board 

Gerry is employed as Executive Vice President in a drug discovery alliance. (S)he is an active 

member of REPAIR’s Scientific Selection Board. Together with the remaining members of the 

board, Gerry is in charge of preliminary selection of applicants to the fund and ensures that only 

those companies that have a viable science as well as team are moved forward to the fund and the 

final decision-makers. Gerry works actively for improvements of the antimicrobial resistance crisis, 

both in his regular employment and through his responsibilities at REPAIR. 

5.1.8. Impact Investing World Forum 2019 

The Impact Investing World Forum 2019 was an event in London, England taking place from the 

24th to 25th of April 2019. It united a large number of professionals either working with impact 

investing or related issues or with an interest in the subject. The tickets, albeit expensive (495-1395 

GBP), were open for anybody to purchase and no company representation was needed. Over the 

course of two days, 24 guest speakers presented, and four panel discussions were conducted. The 

guest speakers represented a range of NGOs, investment funds, social enterprises, foundations, and 

private and public institutions from the following organisations. Please view Appendix 3 for a 

presentation of each presenting company’s status (profit/non-profit) and their representative’s 

position in the company. 

The Duke of Edinburgh’s 

International Award 

Foundation 

European Bank for 

Reconstruction and 

Development (EBRD)  

(2 speakers) 

GRACE (Greenwich 

Refugee Aid and 

Community Enterprise) 

the MacArthur Foundation M&G Investments  ACUMEN 
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Organization for Economic 

Cooperation and 

Development (OECD) 

SOS Childrens’ Villages IFC  

Climate Fund Managers  Rothschild & Co  MAANCH 

TRUCOST  UBS  Deutsche Bank 

WWF  The Big Issue Group  GOLDMAN SACHS 

Bridges Fund Management  IXO New Forests  

the European Commission ClearlySo  

 

Table 1: Conference participants (source: our notes) 

The same organization is planning the Impact Investing Summit 2019, which will take place the 4th 

and 5th December 2019 (Impact Investing Summit, 2019). 

5.1.9. Jeremy Grantham Presentation: The Race of Our Lives 

The co-founder and chief investment strategist of GMO, Jeremy Grantham, made a presentation at 

Finans Danmark. The presentation was held for a group of representatives of the Danish financial 

and investment sector, as a call to action for them to invest in sustainability and green solutions. 

The presentation is one in many presentations Jeremy Grantham is giving around the world at a 

range of different institutions and private gatherings (Steverman, 2019). 

5.2. Coding - Themes and Concepts 

When analysing our transcribed interviews and coding them using the NVivo programme, we were 

able to identify several recurring themes that were identified among all our interview participants. 

After a great deal of editing and replacement of the themes in order for us to ensure a certain 

differentiation of them, and to avoid the identified themes being too closely aligned (overlapping), 

we came up with the classification of themes that is presented below. Although the themes are 
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distinct, it must be noted that there is a certain interdependence between the different themes. In 

order to gain in depth insights of the different categories we identified, we made use of the word 

count functions in NVivo 12 Pro and Microsoft Word.  

Communication The market 

Critique of other actors in the industry Measuring and assessment  

Definitions  Regulatory environment 

Expectations and future outcomes Uncertainty 

Incentives Responsibility 

Table 2: The identified codes. 

5.2.1. Communication 

Throughout the interviews it is clear that there is a general concern with regards to how the public 

and the interviewees’ client bases perceive impact investments. An aspect that was generally agreed 

upon among our interviewees was the fact that they have noted a rise in the interest for socially and 

environmentally friendly investments over the last few years. Kim references the significant surge 

in available data on impactful investments and how these are doing well as a reason for an increased 

interest: 

“ I think the discussion has changed because more and more can see that by integrating 

ESG or sustainability or whatever you call it, you can actually… you are not compromising 

on any returns, you are not compromising on risk, it might actually be the other way 

around.” 

The increased interest in such investments is also noted by Drew: 

“Merkur has approx. 38,000 customers now and its growing everyday as we are seeing a 

great momentum in people’s desire to give their money meaning.” 

Drew indicates that due to an increased interest in sustainable investment options in general, more 

clients are turning to those that provide such services. The public can thus according to our 

interviewees be seen as a driving force behind the push towards sustainability and impact investing. 

This is confirmed by Andy specifically with reference to impact investing. (S)he describes how 
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listening to such public demands are essentially “good business” since it’s about responding to the 

market: 

“Investors are understanding that it is good business: (...) all businesses respond to their 

market. I think investors are looking at this strategically and saying “if we want to stay 

and be relevant, this is what we need to do.” So impact investing is good business. And if 

you want to be relevant, if you want to attract customers, and employees, this is what you 

need to do.” 

The interviewees show an understanding that purely financial incentives are no longer enough, and 

that the public and their clients are increasingly looking towards extra-financial incentives when 

investing. 

“You need to have another narrative than just making money, to be relevant and to stay 

around. And yes, so in that sense the public is driving it. It is good business.” - Andy 

“And currently, simply focusing on commercial returns is beginning to be insufficient for 

customers – they are increasingly demanding that banks can show the positive contributions 

of the investments.” - Drew 

Hayden refers to generational differences when asked to explain the surge in public interest with 

regards to impact investing, explaining that the younger generations tend to look further than 

previous generations, for instance with regards to the climate challenges of today, and 

understanding that there is more to investments than just making money. However, Hayden is 

reluctant to view customers as drivers for sustainable investments in Zürich Group. In fact, Hayden 

understands the group’s customers as unrelated to the investments, stating that 

“Given we are an insurance company, I only invest the money that belongs to us” 

Later elaborating: 

“I guess it does have some marketing benefit at the end, as well. But that’s not the purpose 

of why we do it. (...) it is so far away, the client, to what we do. It’s more our personal 

conviction.” 

Indicating that their customers are not necessarily related to the group’s reasons for engaging in 

sustainable investments. Hayden thus states that they could use sustainable investments as a 
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marketing tool if they wished, and that perhaps it does attract some customers to the insurance 

group, but that ultimately, since the insurance group does not have fiduciary duties to their clients, 

the reason for it to engage in such investments is because of the convictions of the people working 

within the company. Sustainable investments are, in Zürich, not based on observed trends in their 

clients’ attitudes. 

Another aspect that became apparent throughout the interviews was the acknowledgement of the 

SDGs as having had a catalysing effect on public awareness of and interest in sustainability. Andy 

refers to the Addis Ababa Action Agenda, which expressed the UN’s intent to create the SDGs, as a 

significant driver for the increased interest: 

“And with the enormous interest that has risen after the SDGs and the Addis Ababa for 

private investing to address our shared social and environmental challenges.” 

Adding that  

“[I]t’s given us a language to talk about these things” 

Drew has a positive view of the SDGs and reflects on them as a great way of facilitating 

communication for Merkur, for instance having used them in the latest annual report. However, Dre 

maintains that at least for Merkur, the greatest use of the SDGs is that of a communication tool for 

the public, describing how Merkur has always been value-based: 

“The SDGs are a phenomenal communication tool and a great way to highlight where 

money can have an impact. For Merkur this is not a new thing as we have been based on 

similar values since day one.” 

Gerry, while discussing REPAIR and how it may be perceived by a potential applicant company, 

notes that the word “impact” can, in itself, be an important communication tool. Gerry describes 

how the specific industry of antimicrobial resistance that the fund operates in is small and with 

limited resources, and that companies in search of funding cannot be picky about which fund to 

choose, and thus it may not be specific to the applicants which kind of fund REPAIR is. However, 

Gerry notes that there may be an advantage in including impact in the fund name, as this solidifies 

the focus of the fund in a comprehensible manner to outsiders. 
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“ (...) I think the focus of the fund is the most important thing and I think the word impact is 

a very strong positive word, and I think it gives the fund an outward perception of the fund 

[being] so committed to this area, and it’s specialized, it’s committed, it wants to have an 

impact globally, I think that it’s a very strong brand, if you like, in that respect.” 

Thus, the word impact becomes in itself an important communication tool that according to Gerry 

can be used to communicate commitment to outsiders. 

Communication to the public becomes especially important in order for the impact investors to 

challenge the described common perception, both in the public but also within many peers in the 

investment industry, that you compromise on financial returns when investing for impact or when 

investing responsibly. Kim describes the current state of the investment market, where integration 

of sustainability is still not seen as inherent to investments: 

“So the discussion has really changed, but still, when you look behind the curtains, at many 

pension funds and asset managers, it’s not typical to see that ESG considerations and 

financial considerations go hand in hand. In a lot of cases, it’s still an add-on.” 

Kim goes on to hypothesise on why it may be that there is still reluctance to dive into impact 

investing, indicating that the fiduciary duty of asset managers and pension funds to ensure the 

highest possible returns has an impact on the willingness of these to venture into sustainable 

investments. They worry that the investments will not live up to the market standard and thus 

prevent them from living up to their fiduciary duty. 

“The thing is that the current legislation does not refrain you from investing according to 

impact beliefs or ESG. But there’s been this notion that you’re not able to invest in impact-

driven start-ups, impact-driven companies or funds, because you are obliged to go for the 

highest returns. But I think that the discussion has really changed.” 

Further into the interview, Kim revisits this point, emphasising that  

“But I think we need to fight the notion that anything in the current legislation is refraining 

investors to integrate sustainability.” 

Drew argues that investing sustainably is in fact acting according to your fiduciary duty, as pension 

funds have a duty to ensure your pension, while investing in an unsustainable way is a threat to this 
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future. Here, it is referenced how clients of pension funds are beginning to act on this, claiming that 

being unsustainably invested is a breach of the fiduciary duty of pension funds: 

“There is a trend that pension funds are being sued for breaking their fiduciary duty by 

being invested in a world which isn’t coherent with a sustainable future.” 

Kim furthers this argument, explaining that it makes sense to invest sustainably, rather than in non-

sustainable solutions, and ending the discussion by saying: 

“It should be fairly easy to understand.” 

Client engagement is considered important for the push toward more sustainable investment 

practices. Within this subject, taking an interest in how your money is invested is considered a 

significant contribution. Drew, for instance, calls for the public to be  

“activists with their money.” - Drew 

Thus, suggesting that people, if they are unsatisfied with the way that their money is being invested 

by their pension funds, should act on it and move that money elsewhere, claiming that this sends a 

strong message, no matter the total sum of the money. Drew points to action often being the only 

solution:  

“Move your money, if it’s not good enough, move it! That’s sometimes the only language 

that speaks clear enough to get action.” 

This is confirmed by Kim, who explains how some clients are in fact quite interested in how their 

money can be invested sustainably, and how they are willing to change pension provider if they are 

not satisfied with their current one:  

“People want to go there, and if you don’t accept that then they will go elsewhere.” 

Client engagement is stated as an important driver in the interview with Kim, where it is explained 

as having contributed to pushing the investment market further than ever before in terms of 

sustainability. Kim also emphasizes that regular clients are more than capable of making changes in 

the organizations in which their money is invested and gives multiple examples of scenarios from 

the real world in which this has happened.  



Page 54 
 

“(...) at one point some members were actually trying to sue the pension fund for not 

integrating climate change considerations. You saw a massive shift, because the members 

engaged. They actually replaced the board at the time.” 

“You see an entire organization, you see the head of investments being thoughtful about 

sustainability, he wasn’t in the past. So, engagement is key to make that transition happen.” 

With these examples, Kim is able to highlight a very significant point by explaining that what is 

needed in the industry in order to fully enable the client engagement that kim hopes will turn the 

industry towards greater sustainability and consideration for social as well as environmental issues, 

is a change in the language used when talking about investments:  

“We need to make it understandable for the every-day Dane why this matters, and why they 

should be engaged.”  

In summary, according to our interviewees, clients are important drivers for sustainability in the 

industry, and industry players recognize that they may have a significant impact. Some types of 

organizations (such as insurance companies) seem to be less influenced by client needs and 

demands and tend to view clients as irrelevant for their investing decisions, while other types of 

organizations state clients as important drivers of change towards sustainability. The SDGs are 

useful communication tools and are identified as supplying a platform from which the public can 

understand and observe sustainability in their investments. 

The common perception that sustainable investments are less profitable than other investments is 

detrimental to this industry and the (mis)perception is shared by many, both clients and certain 

investment agents. This makes the correct communication of what impact investment is all the more 

important. For instance, it needs to be understood that there are no legal requirements that are 

hindering sustainable investments, as they are within the scope of the fiduciary duty of an 

investment agent. In the interviews, the notion of client satisfaction is noted as important, given that 

they have sums of money invested that they are free to move if they are unhappy with the provided 

services. 

 

impact (-investing/ment) money + finance (-ial) 



Page 55 
 

Communication code 9 15 

In general 295 204 

Table 3: Word count from NVivo 

In the communication category, impact is mentioned 9 times and money and finance 15 times 

compared to impact in total mentioned 453 and money and finance mentioned 204 times. Impact 

has of course been mentioned in relation to impact investing many times and subtracting the impact 

invest from the impact, we are left with 295 impacts in total and 9 in the communication category. 

This may be an indicator that in terms of communication to the public and clients our clients 

understand that the financial aspects are more important than the impact, while in the grand scheme 

of things, the interviewees are far more interested in impact than they are in money. However, the 

difference in overall use of money and financial and impact may simply be an indication of the fact 

that talking about the financial aspects is a far simpler task than talking impact, and thus there is a 

need for a longer conversation about impact compared to the financials. 

5.2.2. Critique of Other Actors and the Industry 

Kim has a clear opinion on the financial sector in Denmark’s efforts to engage in impact investing 

compared to those of other countries’: 

“It’s actually embarrassing to be frank, compared to what you see in the States, what you 

see in the UK, what you see in the Netherlands, what you see in France, and so forth.”  

Many of our interviewees expressed concern about the lack of funding. Drew and Kim were 

especially verbal in their critique of the investing industry and its actors. They are both concerned 

about what they see as a lack of interest for impact investing. Kim states that funding is lacking for 

impact investing, and expresses disappointment: 

“I have just been a bit frustrated to see the lack of funding.”  

Drew, in turn, expresses concern about those organizations for which impact investing or other 

types of sustainability investments are just a small part of their overall business, stating that this will 

make little difference if the company does not otherwise make an effort:  
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“(...) It’s important to think holistically around a banks entire ecosystem – it’s simply not 

enough to just offer one or two sustainable options is the rest of the business isn’t.” 

This makes it clear that in Drew’s opinion, in order to have actual impact, you will have to take a 

holistic, approach to impact investing wherein the entire organization engages. It would thus, 

according to Drew, not be enough to sign up just a part of your organization to the IFC principles. 

Another point of critique of the general investment industry, mainly discussed by Kim, is its short-

term orientation to profit and investment. Kim describes how for instance the Danish program 

Løvens Hule, in which entrepreneurs are given the possibility to pitch their innovation to a team of 

investors that may then either invest in the company or not, is aiding in the creation of unnecessary 

products that are essentially not needed, all for fast profits: 

“[B]ut I think there’s a massive need for more investors allocating capital towards these 

solutions. (...) take for instance Løvens Hule, those types of investors. They build shitty 

companies based on non-sustainable and unsustainable ideas, we don’t need another 

service to deliver our pizza even faster. We’ve covered it. We don’t need a fitness-tracker for 

cats. We got that.”  

In addition, Kim describes how the industry is too focused on quarterly reporting. With the amount 

of financial accountability that investment agencies are being forced to report on it is difficult to 

invest for sustainability and long-term solutions. Fast results are perceived as the requirement. Kim 

stresses that learning to act for the long-term i.e. for sustainability, is essential when investing and 

that we need to increase our awareness of whether or not we are as long-term oriented as we 

suppose ourselves to be.  

“[H]ow does that affect the investment strategy internally, when you have to perform every 

quarter? It doesn’t make sense (...) I would be surprised if the majority of the biggest 

investors don’t have investment strategies spanning over 5, 10 years. But they have to report 

quarterly. I think we don’t need a structural change in the system, but we need to figure out 

whether or not we are acting as long-term as we think we are in our investments. And I 

don’t think we are thinking as long-term as we have a tendency to believe.” 
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This critique calls for professional investment agents as well as clients to look inward and judge the 

quality of your individual long-term orientation. (S)he critiques the regulative environment for 

being a hindrance for investment agencies to act for the long-term. 

In addition, we note that a couple of our interviewees are aware of how the information found in the 

industry is not always to be trusted. Some critique the Danish bank Danske Bank for unsustainable 

or unethical conduct, one referring to two impact investing funds (Danske Bank, n.d.) the bank has 

recently established, and Kim refer to its, at the time of writing, tainted image and unethical 

conduct: 

“Danske Bank, for instance, not really a sustainability leader these days” 

While another interviewee, when asked about the funds, state that:  

“They call them impact funds, I’m not sure I agree.” 

This interviewee expresses a concern that due to the word impact being too easy to use, the word is 

becoming diluted. Because of the little common language there is around impact investing the 

notion is too easy to abuse.  

“And you are allowed to call it whatever you want, because we don’t have one definition (...) 

And I mean, people don’t know, so how would you, as a normal investor, realize what is 

what? And that’s where the intention comes in.” 

 Kim likewise turns the critique of the industry towards impact washing, and clarifies that it is too 

easy for investment organizations to market themselves as impact investors, even when they are not. 

Kims explains that the vagueness of the language in the industry, as well as the vagueness of the 

industry itself, are causing discrepancies in the industry that allow for harmful practices in the 

industry that eventually misleads the clients, further weakening the impact investing industry’s 

credibility. 

“And I think it’s very detrimental for the discussion around sustainability, because a lot of 

people still believe, for instance private savers or family offices, that sustainability is not 

really something you should integrate if you want to make a return” 

Kim refers to another Danish bank, Nordea, whose head of ESG claimed that by investing 

responsibly at his bank you could reduce your carbon footprint by 27, which Kim states to be a 
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direct lie since the investments would not make any change in the investors’ consumer habits, thus 

his or her carbon footprint could not decrease. 

One interviewee describes the IFC principles as not very helpful, given their focus on the 

management side of impact investing, rather than the operational side, implying that the principles 

are not of great help for the actual investment side of impact investing. 

5.2.3. Definition 

Throughout the interviews, the issue of defining impact investing and the stubborn issue of multiple 

definitions seemed of importance to the interviewees. 

Much of the conversation on definitions treated the question of whether or not the interviewees felt 

that it is important to have a standardized, global definition of impact investing. The answers from 

our interview participants showed a deep understanding for the issues both surrounding the lack of 

clear definitions, but likewise for the issues arising from focusing too narrowly on definitions. 

Every interviewee with knowledge regarding the impact investing sector agreed that the plethora of 

definitions applied to the notion of impact investing opens up for insecurities within the industry, 

and as a consequence may lead opportunistic behaviors and impact washing. 

With this as a significant worry, our interviewees express that ensuring that those who do claim to 

be impact investors are sticking to their principles. 

“I think it’s important that the investors adhere [to] what they mean when they say impact 

investing. So I wouldn’t say a specific definition, per se.” - Kim 

Another interviewee agrees and continues this discussion, stating that although a global definition 

might not be the solution, a form of minimum requirement for being able to label yourself as an 

impact investment agent could be helpful. 

This is imagined to be able to remove some of the uncertainty prevalent in the industry. In the spirit 

of ensuring a stronger understanding of the industry, Kim describes how people that are not familiar 

with the structures, notions and issues surrounding the industry find it difficult to understand what 

their investors do with their money. Kim gives a suggestion for what could be done in terms of 

investment agent obligation to be focused on remaining comprehensible to their clients, specifically, 

rather than having the industry striving towards standardized definitions: 
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“So I wouldn’t say we need a specific definition, but I think investors, they should be obliged 

or have a responsibility to explain what they mean, and create the necessary transparency 

so you don’t have to have a PhD in order to understand what this investment strategy is all 

about.” 

Andy expresses that in the eyes of actors in the industry, the IFC can somewhat stand as a standard 

setter in a global context. In this regard, Andy is pleased that many companies of all sizes (from 

large international asset management companies to local African development agencies) have come 

to the IFC with questions on different aspects of impact investing, specifically with an interest in 

understanding the way the IFC has solved different issues. While these companies are seeming to 

call on the IFC to help with defining the market, Andy explains that the IFC does not consider itself 

to be the responsible party for setting these industry standards, quite simply stating that: 

“It is the industry that needs to own and set standards for impact investing. We at IFC are 

not responsible but happy to try to facilitate” 

 Andy highlights that the IFC principles are not necessarily a firm-wide obligation, since a vehicle 

or a fund within a larger organization can sign up for the principles without applying them to the 

rest of the firm. In relation to this, as more firms enter the industry without necessarily being 

targeted impact investing firms, Andy describes how it will become important as more companies 

enter the impact investment sphere with a small part of their organizations, that the brand value of 

impact remains credible and is maintained. 

The previously discussed critique of the IFC does not stand as the only critique of a large industry 

player. Regarding the GIIN, there are differing opinions among two of our interviewees. Hayden 

views the GIIN as the market’s standard-setter, and ensures that the impact investments made by 

Zürich are in line with GIIN definitions and the criterias of intentionality, measurability, and 

profitability. She explains how the GIIN is the point of reference in the industry, and that you 

cannot get around it if you are working in this industry: 

“But I think it is important to have a very clear definition of what’s being seen as impact 

investment. And I think we are there in the market in nowadays’ time. The GIIN pretty much 

sets the standards (...) you cannot get around if you are working in the sector or the stage.” 
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The other interviewee is opposed to this seeing the GIIN as having tried to take responsibility for 

defining the market, but implying that they have not succeeded. What this interviewee hopes for the 

industry is that responsibility is taken collectively in the industry, so that standardization is emerged 

for collaborated efforts in the market. 

Hayden questions the notion of acute need for standardized definitions, expressing a concern that 

industry actors might end up losing sight of what the purpose of the industry is in favor of 

definitions and standardization.  

“I think we should not lose the purpose of what impact investing is actually supposed to do, 

which is really to support the money flow towards doing good.” 

The dual objectives of impact investing, that of creating impact simultaneously with ensuring 

financial returns is a recurring theme in the interviews. However, there is some division in terms of 

whether impact or finance should be treated as the main goal of impact investing. Drew, Kim, 

Hayden, and Andy all clearly state the intention of impact investing to be one of simultaneous 

impact- and profit-seeking. This is illustrated in the following quotes, all of which are answers 

given when asked to explain how impact investing should be defined:  

“So, for me it is the clear combination of saying when you invest, you invest with the intent 

of creating impact and financial returns. It’s not an add-on. You have to do it with intent.” - 

Kim 

“We do not say what is most important, what we do say is you need to have both financial 

returns and impact. So you will have fund managers with a high financial risk profile that 

might have less financial returns or you might have some more conservative…. That’s 

perfectly fine as long as you manage for both dimensions.” - Andy  

Later adding: 

“[J]ust to clarify. This means that impact investment is not philanthropy.” - Andy 

“An impact investment must have the intention equally around social and environmental 

impact, as well as a financial return. So those two things must be equally valued.” - Drew  

Hayden uses the GIIN definition for impact investing, which is centered around the intention to 

create both social and environmental impact alongside financial returns. 
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Other interviewees understand impact investing as primarily being about impact created, letting the 

financial goals come in second. This group is built up of Gerry and Charlie, who are both involved 

in REPAIR. They are more concerned with making an impact, which is evident throughout their 

interviews, and which is in fact explained by Charlie as the reason why the fund was set up. When 

the fund was set up, the team in charge of researching the possible fund options for addressing the 

antimicrobial resistance crisis discovered that the venture would most likely not result in a profit. 

However, the upper management decided to create the fund nonetheless, given the importance of 

the issue at hand. Impact is thus the intention of the fund. Both Charlie and Gerry have a strong 

awareness of the seriousness of the issue that the fund is addressing, which may explain why they 

are vocal about placing impact in front of returns. Charlie’s opinion is illustrated in the following 

quotes:  

“[T]he priority of those two things is first to have an impact and secondly to have a 

financial return.” 

“[T]he returns may be very uncertain, or in fact, inferior to other things, but we also think 

that we can have an impact.” 

Gerrys opinion of the funds as impact first is less explicitly addressed in his interview, but visible in 

the fact that (s)he does not view the fund as a profit-seeking fund. This is indicated in for instance 

how the fund is seen by Gerry as significantly different from venture funds, due to it targeting a 

market in which there is a pressing need that is being overlooked, and thus a strong potential for 

impact. This issue does not exist in other, more profitable medical markets. Gerry draws on the 

example on the oncology industry, where profits are high, and investors are flocking to. 

“[W]hen I think about impact, it’s having an impact on, you know, on a very large scale, for 

addresses a significant global, a socio economical or health problem, and making change 

for the better, for society.” 

Gerry further states about the fund that: 

“[I]t’s addressing a really serious problem (...) where something is truly broken, on the 

economics, so, where investors are typically walking away from, that’s where (...) the Novo 

Repair fund will make the impact.” 
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Other interviewees likewise understood impact investments as not necessarily complying to that of 

impact and financial aspects both being important. Leslie, for instance, draws on examples of large-

scale European funding grants as examples of impact investing, justifying this by them being 

targeted efforts: 

“Impact investments [are] also philanthropic, it’s just [that] they are targeted philanthropic 

initiatives” - Leslie 

Hayden discusses how impact investments could be anything from mainly financially motivated to 

philanthropic actions, stating that it is important to have all types in the market:  

“[Y]ou have those impact investors who very clearly see a market rate of return, you have 

those who say “I can actually give up a little bit of market return as long as it has a bigger 

social or environmental return”, and then you have those impact investors which I call just 

the grant givers or the philanthropists, who don’t even seek a financial return.” 

The great variation in choice of definition may indicate confusion amongst the impact investment 

actors interviewed, which calls for a more organized market with a solidified, common definition. 

5.2.4. Expectations and Future Outcomes 

Acknowledging the impact investing industry as still in a state of creation, the future prospects seem 

blurry and mainly speculative when speaking to the interviewees. The larger part of the 

interviewees agree that there is a need for change in order for the future of impact investing to 

flourish. Kim points to an increase in the available data as a focal point in enabling such change and 

argues that the more data available, the easier it is to help investors and asset managers understand 

the benefits of impact investing. Andy supports that, arguing that better data makes the 

measurement of impact easier. Although Kim does not consider structural change necessary, (s)he 

has no doubts that change in the way in which impact investing is currently understood and 

communicated is needed, both for investors and for asset managers, stating that: 

“So the more data you have, i think the more accepted it will be by asset managers, asset 

owners, that this should be a prerequisite, or should be integrated into your investment 

budget” 
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“If we are to make change now, and we need change now, then we need to make the notion 

of impact investment fit into something that is understandable for investors.” 

Kim argues that getting the wider investment community on board by explaining why impactful 

investments will not mean a compromise on returns will be of great importance for the future of the 

industry. This understanding is shared by other interviewees, for instance Andy, who explains that:  

“[Y]ou need to have another narrative than just making money, to be relevant and to stay 

around.” 

highlighting once again the importance of extra-financial motivations, not just in order to be 

relevant for the time being, but to remain so in the longer term. In the interviews, it is emphasized 

that creating impact with your investments only makes sense today, even when looking from a 

purely commercial perspective, or, as Kim says: 

“[E]ven if you are aligned with, you know, the Donald Trumps of today.” 

Hayden agrees:  

“[W]e believe we will be able to make better investments, going forwards, when measuring 

impact.” 

The interviewees agree that they are operating in an industry that is still emerging, and that it will 

be important that efforts are aligned so that the industry can remain credible, thus hinting that the 

intention behind investments is extremely important. 

An aspect that is highlighted by Kim as being of great importance for the industry is the 

safeguarding of the credibility of impact and sustainability in order for these not to lose their 

meaning. (S)he stresses that it is important that funds cannot look at past investments to see what 

impact they had and then claim that it was an impact investment. It needs to be impact driven from 

the beginning, otherwise it cannot be defined as impact investing. This leads to uncertainty and 

division in the industry. Andy agrees on this being a potential harm, stating that the industry suffers 

when there are false claims of impact: 

“[T]oo many cases of impact investing that are not actually delivering any kind of impact”  
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In order to avoid the industry going in all kinds of different directions, Andy calls for guidance, for 

instance from the IFC. Drew, on the other hand, highlights a bottom-up approach, where investors 

are more inclined to inquire about the investments made with their money, as a method for ensuring 

a greater will to hold accountable those operating in the industry. On the other hand, (s)he agrees 

that it is important that large players in the industry go forward and help in creating the needed eco-

systems for the followers: 

“All these first-movers can lead the way so that it becomes more commercial and will reach 

a broader audience, because we really need to democratize the access to impact 

investments.” - Drew 

This view is also presented in Gerry’s interview. Gerry understands REPAIR as a fund that can act 

as inspiration for other companies following, highlighting how important the target of the fund is, 

and expressing concern for the future given the nonchalant way the subject of antimicrobial 

resistance is treated publicly. This is described by how people of influence tend to view the issue as 

a “tomorrow-problem”. 

When asked about the future of impact investing, Andy expresses hope that we would not be talking 

about impact, sustainable, ESG etc. investments in the future, but rather, that these investments will 

become “mainstreamed in”, making all investments be impact adjusted. Andy acknowledges that 

this will take time, but is nonetheless hopeful: 

“From risk return to risk return impact. And then there’s nothing called impact invest[ing], 

there’s just investing.” 

Andy further argues for sustainability being the premise of our existence, thus arguing for why all 

investments in the future should be based on sustainability, such as impact investments are. This is 

illustrated in the following quote: 

“[S]o there is no reason to talk about it because all investments should have some kind of 

impact management system alongside financials. As a natural thing. You don’t do 

investments without considering and managing impact, positives and negatives. I hope. That 

would be fantastic.” 

Hayden envisions how, in an ideal world, doing investments would mean not only looking at 

financial return, but also at the soft factors, such as how the investment will do good versus how it 
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will do harm. Drew, when discussing the future, hopes that Merkur can continue to set the bar at the 

highest level, understanding that it cannot become the biggest in the industry, but hoping that it 

nonetheless can continue to increase interest for impact investment. 

Generally, when discussing the future, it is evident that the interviewees are hopeful for the future 

and envision impact investing to become increasingly significant and potentially a market standard. 

However, such expectations they understand are long-term visions, and not necessarily what the 

future holds. They worry about whether or not significant changes will happen in time for the 

industry to deliver the desired impact for the climate and human survival. 

5.2.5. Incentives 

Throughout the interviews, the incentives for getting involved with impact investing mainly 

concern an interest for contributing to the well-being of the planet and humanity. In addition, a 

sense of urgency in relation to pushing these aspects forward is apparent. 

When discussing impact investments and incentives, the interviewees made an effort to state that 

impact investments are as profitable as normal investments, if not more. Especially Kim had a 

tendency to talk of incentives in terms of financial gains. This is possibly due to Kim at the time of 

the interview being in the middle of raising capital for an impact investing fund that (s)he had 

started. Kim sees investing in start-ups with social or environmental goals at the core of their 

strategy as addressing an underserved market, and (s)he believes that this is where major impact can 

be made. Kim describes how it is important to remember that investing for sustainability means 

investing for long-term profits: 

“[I]f you go in and you think you can seize the sustainable shift and profit on that within two 

or three years then you are wrong. You need to have a long investment perspective when 

you invest.” - Kim 

However, (s)he continues by explaining that there are great gains to impact investments, describing 

how (s)he for instance had returns on investments for some micro-finance investments (s)he made 

at his previous job of 17-18% per year. In Kim’s words:  

“So very attractive returns” 
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As discussed in previous sections, there is a strong argument across the interviews that there are 

financial gains to be had from investing for environmental and social impact, as well as an 

understanding that this is something that still needs to be clearly understood among asset managers 

and investors.  

“And I think there are a lot of great things about this. Evidence increasingly suggest that 

sustainable investments out-perform traditional investments. It’s not about just doing good - 

it’s about doing good business.” - Drew 

The interviewees expressed a wish for making a difference as part of the drive for their specific 

positions and involvement with the impact investing industry. Gerry, for instance, who is involved 

in the industry by being a member of the REPAIR’s Scientific Selection Board, describes the reason 

for being in the fight against antimicrobial resistance as:  

“And for me that’s (...) why I get out, I go to work, get out of bed in the morning.” 

This sentiment is shared by Drew, who describes not only her/his, but also Merkur’s motivation 

behind investing for impact:  

“Basically, for us, money is a tool, and it’s a tool that should be to the benefit of society. 

Doing good for society is at the core of everything that Merkur does.” 

Hayden references how younger generations especially are understanding the significance of being 

able to see beyond plain investments towards an understanding of the importance of dealing with 

the larger issues the world is facing, stating this to be an important motivator for action.  

“And climate change, it’s real, it’s happening, we’re experiencing it. So it’s probably the 

outside factors that changed a little bit, but also the generation shift that certainly helped 

speed up the evolution in responsible investments.” - Hayden  

Intention was, again, mentioned as being important. 

The interviewees present different motivations for impact investments in their respective positions. 

Hayden explains her/his own and the insurance group employees working with ESG integration and 

impact investing as being personal conviction, stating that clients are not considered a factor that 

pushes towards such investments. Drew states motivation to be personal conviction, as well as due 

to social and environmental investments being at the core of what her/his organization does. Kim 
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presents the importance of having an impact as well as getting competitive financial returns, 

highlighting especially the profitability of impact investing. Andy, who is deeply involved in the 

creation of the IFC principles states the industry’s need for a large leader, as well as for 

mobilization and standard setting, as motivation. In addition, (s)he is motivated through her/his 

firm, who engages in impact investments. Leslie’s motivation is financial in the sense that (s)he is 

merely involved in the impact investing industry in order to access finance for his company and its 

project. (S)he is extremely motivated by the importance of his work. Gerry is motivated by the fact 

that the subject (s)he works on is incremental to human health and sustainability. Charlie seemed to 

be motivated by this same factor, given her/his high position (s)he holds in Novo Holdings would 

have made it possible for him to say no to the position in REPAIR of (s)he did not wish to take part 

in it. 

5.2.6. The Market 

As mentioned, Kim states that investing for impact does not only reward you with market-standard 

returns, but likely gives you higher return than market standards. Kim refers to a large study 

conducted on 2.000 studies on ESG integration that showed that 90% of those studies were able to 

show that integrating for ESG creates superior returns. Finally, it is described by Kim that it all 

comes down to data - the more people are aware of the facts, the greater the interest will become, 

both on the investment agent and the investor side: 

“So the more data we have the better it is.” 

Andy expresses a worry that the market is moving too fast for asset managers and investment 

experts to stay ahead. 

“There is a huge influx of capital, and there’s very little experience.” 

This is emphasized in a statement concerning the influx of capital entering the market necessitating 

guidance to avoid too great divergence between different actors in terms of perceptions of what 

counts as impact investing. In short, Andy worries that the impact investing market will fall victim 

to too much insecurity caused by the many investment agents entering the sphere with no 

experience. 

Drew, when told how much money was put into REPAIR, told us that that was the entire amount of 

assets under management at Merkur. This present how much money some private funds are 
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potentially able to contribute to the industry. Kim also highlights this, explaining how his fund is 

currently looking for big players to invest with them.  

“So, we are going to engage big institutional investors to invest in the fund.” 

The market has the potential to attract large amounts of capital for instance from institutional 

investors. However, the impact investment environment is not only open to investors with large 

capital, which allows for private investors taking advantage of a new level of risk diversification: 

“A unique element of the investment universe at Merkur is that we can offer different asset 

classes than just listed equity and bonds to retail investors. That’s interesting from a 

portfolio management perspective as it is a great tool in balancing a portfolio and reducing 

risk.” - Drew  

Drew describes that for Merkur, money is a tool for societal improvements and can work as a point 

of leverage for consumers, who have the power to move their money if they are not satisfied with 

their bank, pension fund, etc. Drew emphasizes that money is used for societal good in Merkur, 

emphasizing that this is:  

“[F]rom a banking perspective, not a philanthropic.”  

Charlie, when discussing Novo Holdings, explains that the goal for funds in Novo Holdings would 

usually always be to make competitive returns on investments.  

“[W]ithin life science, Novo Holdings has returned 18% on average, over the last 10 years, 

in our life science investments. So that is an expectation that we would want to have for all 

of our life science investments, going forward.” 

This, however, is not the case with REPAIR, where the conditions are different from the other Novo 

Holdings funds. Charlie explains how the fund is impact-seeking, rather than return-seeking. This 

allows for the fund to be oriented towards the long-term and sustainable solutions where potentially, 

there may be returns on investments, and thus the fund avoids forcing its investments to come up 

with short-term solutions with limited impact. 

Hayden understands that impact-based investments in fact can give the returns that the insurance 

group is expected to provide in order to be sure of being able to provide their clients their insurance 

claims. When discussing this, Hayden expresses agreement with for instance Kim that investors are 
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able to have market-rate returns when investing for impact. Hayden’s belief in the profitability of 

impact investments is illustrated in the following quote: 

“But for us, to all our activities we are seeking market rate returns. And this is possible in 

the impact-base.” 

In terms of impact investing within the Zürich Group, Hayden explained that there is management 

support behind her/his team, stating that Zürich is committing $ 5 billion to impact investing. We 

note that Zürich’s total investment portfolio according to numbers from their 2018 Annual Report 

are $ 195 billion. This means that the money committed to impact investing accounts for 

approximately 2.5% of their total number of assets under management (Zürich Insurance Group, 

2019b). As mentioned previously, they ensure ESG as part of all their investments.  

Top management support is of course important for any initiative in a company, but Hayden added: 

“But more important, I think it just makes sense from a business point of view, to have this 

long-term view of what we do with mother earth and what we do to spite it, just relates to 

the company in the long run. And especially I think being an insurer even more.” 

Explaining that much of what their clients will make insurance claims based on in the future will be 

damages due to the environmental changes that happen thanks to climate change, and that it will of 

course be in the best interest for Zürich to prevent such claims by doing their part to mitigating 

climate change through their investments.  

The structure of the market is generally criticized for being short-term oriented, which draws 

investors to invest for quick profits, but which also causes difficulties for investment agents, who 

are obliged to do a great deal of reporting (see section 5.2.2. for Kim’s discussion of the problem of 

quarterly reporting). As Kim explained, excessive reporting forces investment institutions to think 

more of how they can gain quick returns on investments in order for the numbers on their reports to 

look good, rather than how they can invest for incremental impact. Kim remarked that 

“I think we don’t need a structural change in the system, but we need to figure out whether 

or not we are acting as long-term as we think we are in our investments.” 
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In relation to this is Drew’s discussion in section 5.2.1. on the fiduciary duty of pension funds, 

where it was explained that Drew critiqued pension funds for not living up to fiduciary duties when 

investing in investments that are not sustainable. 

With reference to Andy’s statement on the market expanding too quickly, while expertise is 

obtained too slowly, the impact washing discussion is taken up. When asked why it is important 

with a global definition of impact investing, Andy explained that having standards, such as the IFC 

principles, will give potential investors a tool to research whether a potential investment agent is 

actually impact investing or merely using the impact “brand” without there being substance to it. 

Andy explains that investment agents taking on the impact brand without actually being involved in 

impact investing will have significant implications for the industry as a whole: 

“But I think it is potentially harmful, as it might decrease the credibility of the industry if not 

managed well.” 

A general worry, especially evident among those interviewed as part of the REPAIR Impact Fund, 

was that of a continued underfunding of the impact investment market, which would mean a 

continued lack of funding for solutions that bring sustainable solutions to a world in need of exactly 

that. Gerry and Leslie were both disappointed with how difficult it is for companies to raise funding 

for the creation of alternatives to penicillin even as antimicrobial resistance rises. Kim widened the 

discussion, asking: 

“Why are they invested in companies that will not exist in 40 years? Why are they investing 

[in] coal-mine companies? Why are they investing in so many oil and gas companies? 

Because their job on your behalf is to position your portfolio, your pension, to seize the 

business opportunities within this shift” 

Thus indicating that the job of pension funds should be to take note of the shift in the market and 

realize that it is possible to have competitive returns, even when investing for impact and that in 

addition to this, pension funds should realize how investments in harmful companies is 

counterproductive. 

5.2.7. Measuring and Assessment 

Generally speaking, the interviews revealed an array of ways in which measurement and assessment 

of impact can be done. Those dealing directly with the investments, such as Andy and Charlie, had 
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very clear descriptions of what they meant was most relevant for investments. Those investors that 

do not deal directly with the investments, but invest through funds, had less clear ideas due to 

measurement being done in the funds. In a short sentence, presented below are the main points of 

each interviewee regarding the measurement of impact. 

• Charlie makes use of his own system based on the investment “graduating” from REPAIR 

or failing, thus measuring impact as either achieved or not in a binary valuation system. 

• Drew screens the funds that Merkur invest in through a system with strong emphasis on 

transparency. 

• Kim acknowledge the importance of measurement tools, suggesting metrics on key point 

indicators presented in a comprehensive way as the preferred tool.  

• Hayden uses the GIIN framework for measuring but was in the process of developing an in-

house system for Zurich Investment Group. 

• Leslie does not measure impact.  

• Gerry uses a framework of scoring companies applying for funding with regards to different 

performance indicators, such as team, science, expected impact etc. Any specific 

measurement tool for the measurement of impact is not used.  

• Andy emphasizes two things as important when measuring impact: the context of the 

investment and the magnitude of what you achieve. 

A significant part of our data on measurement was centered around the need for proper 

measurement tools, rather than centered around those measurement tools that individual 

interviewees used. 

“So why it that you are not including how this company is performing with regards to the 

environmental standards? How they are treating their labor force? Do we have a board in 

place that understands sustainability? Why are you not integrating that into your decision-

making process? It doesn’t make sense why you don’t want to use that information, because 

it’s available, and it can have a material effect on the performance of your investments.” - 

Kim 

Kim suggests using certain key point indicators when reporting, in order to provide examples of 

what the impact of an investment is and presenting it in a way that will be understandable to 

everyone. (S)he acknowledges that this is not a perfect method, but stresses the importance of 

measurement for understanding whether an investment makes a difference or not, as well as for 
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allowing non-experts to understand what impact the investment has. (S)he called for a more 

standardized approach to measurement within the industry.  

Andy described how both social and environmental aspects to impact are extremely complex, and 

how there are no single unit for measuring it, unlike finances. This multidimensional aspect to both 

social and environmental impact,(s)hesaid, should either be simplified or embraced and accepted. 

Andy drew on the fact that the market is still quite young to excuse the complexity of measuring 

impact. (S)he presents three different methods to impact measurement, which(s)hedescribes as 

follows.  

“So we are seeing three different types of measurement systems. There is the target system, 

there is a rating system and there is monetarization. And they have pros and cons. All of 

them can be robust. It depends on the fund manager, and the mandate” 

Andy stated that many funds use monetization to communicate their results, which is praised for 

allowing for comparisons. However, Andy did express scepticism regarding the credibility of this 

method, as it perhaps does not capture all the complexities of the individual investment and it’s 

context. The final advice in terms of measuring for impact, is short and simple:  

“Put it in context.” 

 The target system is used for instance by REPAIR. Charlie explained that with this system, the 

company either hits their target and is able to move on to new funding and phase 2 trials where 

REPAIR divests, or the company doesn’t, and the investment fails. Charlie continued by stating that 

with this method, the fund will not be measuring the amount of products brought to the market by 

the company, or the amount of people saved. This is due to the fund’s mission to support companies 

up to phase 1 completion, but not beyond that, and not all the way to market readiness. Thus, the 

impact that can be measured by the fund is a binary, either-or scenario, where either the company 

invested in succeeds to the targeted phase 2, or it doesn’t.  

Leslie described how (s)he went through a lengthy process of a short-form application, a long-form 

application, and finally a presentation and Q&A in front of REPAIR’s Scientific Selection Board 

before finally getting selected for funding. This presents REPAIR as a fund that takes its job 

seriously and ensures that measurement of the firms in consideration is thorough. Leslie had little 

awareness of any additional reporting needed after the funding was received. Charlie, on the other 
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hand, made it clear that the companies that REPAIR invested do have reporting obligations as well 

as obligations concerning stewardship and access. 

Gerry is a part of the Scientific Selection Board in REPAIR, where (s)he helps in reviewing the 

candidates for funding, including Leslie. This was in his interview described as a thorough process, 

where both the teams and the science of the companies are scrutinized, and only those who excelled 

in both regards were taking into final consideration for funding. 

At Zürich Group, CO2 avoided, and people benefitted are the two metrics they use for their impact 

investments. Hayden hinted at wanting to span these two measurement requirements across the 

entire portfolio, there are currently no plans on adding more metrics to the two. 

5.2.8. Regulatory Environment 

Although Kim states that regulation is one of the drivers of the industry, there are surprisingly few 

comments on regulation in our data. Kim stated that: 

“[R]egulation, change in consumer patterns, engagement and so forth are all really pushing 

the industry to move further than you’ve seen the last 5 years.” 

Thus indicating a belief in regulation playing a significant role in ensuring a rising interest in the 

industry, and explaining that the regulatory authorities need to make up their minds about how high 

they wish to set the standard, showing what their ambition is in terms of enabling material change 

or simply ensuring that all actors can easily comply to legislation. Kim highlighted that what 

regulation there is in Denmark is mainly soft law, which does not invoke punishment for non-

compliance. 

Andy explained that there is a lot to do in terms of regulation, and stated the personal belief that 

“[T]he market is moving faster than the legislation on many of these things. And I think this 

can help push the regulators into making the adjustments that would be of benefit.” 

Drew highlighted that there is a lot of reporting that is required by law, but explained that this is 

mainly on the economic side of things. 

It became evident throughout the interview that regulations was not a major consideration, and 

neither was it specifically a concern that the regulatory environment for impact investing is not 
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keeping up with legislation. The interviewees with comments on regulation seemed to believe in not 

restricting impact investments too much, calling instead for regulation to ensure the credibility of 

the industry through for instance impact reports and transparency.  

5.2.9. Uncertainty 

Uncertainty in the market of impact investing took multiple shapes for our interviewees. They 

discussed the lack of understanding of the competitive returns on investments, the public’s and the 

investment industry’s general unawareness of these types of investments, the lack of 

standardization, and the possibility of impact washing as the most significant uncertainties in the 

industry.  

Many of our interviewees referenced how the public and/or their clients are either confused or 

disinterested in how their money is invested. In relation to this, Kim recognized that there is a 

public ignorance of where the money that is put in their pension funds is placed and more 

significantly, how that money is put to use. This was illustrated well by Kim: 

“When I for instance speak at conferences, I tend to ask how many of you at least know the 

name of your pension provider? 9 out of 10. How many of you have some clear 

understanding or an idea, at least, of how they invest? So what do they invest in, it is only 

listed equities, is it fixed income, do they also have real estate? Of course, their hands go 

down.” 

As previously shown, both Kim and Drew are strong proponents for individuals taking charge of 

their money and potentially using their money as leverage when they are dissatisfied with their 

pension providers or banks. However, Kim described how the notion of sustainability remains 

prone to unfortunate misconceptions: 

“There’s been a wide range of research showing that across Europe, 50 % of the investors 

are still afraid to integrate sustainability, because they are not sure, again, how it’s going to 

add any value to your investments, is it going to outperform, reduce your risk or increase 

your risk.” 

However, not only non-experts were worried about the implications and usefulness of impact 

investing. Although the IFC, in principle, have always been impact investing without using the 
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term, Andy explained that when the choice was made to embrace the notion, and to this day, 

experienced investors in the organization worried that their reputation would take a hit: 

“And it’s actually still a concern from a number of fund managers saying, “if we adapt to 

the impact label, will we be seen as sub-commercial?” 

Perhaps the concern that these fund managers in the IFC this worry is somewhat justified, given 

Kim’s following statement: 

“([A] lot of people still believe, for instance private savers or family offices, that 

sustainability is not really something you should integrate if you want to make a return.” - 

Kim 

It is clear from previous quotes as well as what has just been gone through that many in the public, 

clients, investment institutions and other remain oblivious to impact investments give back 

competitive returns. And indeed, Leslie, who perhaps is the interviewee furthest from being a 

member of the impact investment industry, at one point explained how impact investments can also 

be philanthropic efforts or grants.  

Hayden spoke of blurred lines, explaining it as: 

“[T]he market out there have a different view of different things” 

According to the interviewees, a significant danger of not ensuring a standardization in the industry 

is that it opens up for organisations proclaiming themselves impact investors, when this is in fact 

not the case. Many examples are mentioned, including scenarios where funds claim to have had an 

impact after the investment has been made. This ignores a prerequisite of impact investing, that of 

investing with the intention of generating impact. Our interviewees made it clear that intention 

cannot be a hindsight. 

Drew, who early in the interview described the SDGs as a good tool for communication, for 

instance in Merkur’s annual reports, later stated that there is a downside to the SDGs as well by 

explaining that they are: 

“Unfortunately being used as a greenwashing tool.” 
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Charlie addressed another issue by drawing attention to what (s)he sees as a certain vagueness of 

the term impact: 

““Impact investing” may not always be completely altruistic, because there are a variety of 

funds that are seeking money that will claim to be impact funds without having much impact 

beyond what any investment will have. Thus the definition is often used in an overly broad 

sense.” 

Especially Andy, who as a senior professional in the IFC is a strong actor within the market, 

worried over the lack of standardization in terms of measurement. This sentiment was shared by 

other actors, to a greater or lesser degree. Kim explained that the more measurement tools are used 

by different funds, the more difficult it becomes for clients to navigate the market. The thought of 

investment agents using the term without understanding it worried the interviewees, because over-

use of the term when there is no real impact can damage the reputation of the entire industry. Kim 

for instance shared his concern for the way the notion of impact investing is being over-used to a 

degree where (s)he believes that people will tire of hearing about it in a few year’s time. 

“What is interesting about this discussion around impact is that there are so many people in 

the industry with no experience when it comes to impact investing, using the term over and 

over and over again.” 

Drew stipulated that the market is at the point of impact investing to become mainstream, meaning 

that the demand will increase, and that this is forcing banks to consider how they can adjust their 

practices for impact, and suggested that: 

“[T]here is sort of a slight desperation in some of the other banks.” 

Apart from the industry’s lack of standardization, Andy worried about how to ensure that those 

large investment institutions that only sign up for the IFC principles with a part of their organization 

manage, within the part that has been signed up, to remain true to the IFC principles: 

“Because they are a part of a huge financial institution and complex. It’s not a dedicated 

fund manager who’s only mandate and objective is impact. It’s part of big organizations 

and big institutions. And how do we make sure that the value of the brand “impact” is 

maintained? Otherwise it’s going to fade away.” 
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Drew and Hayden criticize the two large institutions in the industry that are attempting to create a 

platform for standardization. Drew saw that the GIIN has been trying to create standardization in 

the industry, but have not succeeded. Hayden criticized IFC for being of little use other than for 

management purposes. However, (s)he does state further into the interview that 

“I never doubt the IFC will have the power to be the market standard, but there are so many 

initiatives popping up that there is the danger to have too many different approaches to it.” 

Another strong indicator of IFC not have as strong an influence as they are hoping to have in the 

industry came up in the interview with Charlie, where the organization was mentioned by us, but 

Charlie was unfamiliar with the organization and had to ask for a clarification. 

Charlie was the only interviewee to discuss the financial risks and uncertainties associated with 

impact investing, rather than painting a purely positive picture of returns of impact investments. 

(S)he stated that they in his fund are expecting to make their money back, but that due to the added 

possibility of failure in the early-stage medical investments they are overseeing in the fund, they 

cannot be sure.  

“[I]n the REPAIR Impact Fund we are investing in early stage programs, which is riskier 

than investing in later stage programs. So, there are more binary events where programs 

that we invest in will fail right away.” 

5.2.10. Responsibility 

An important question to consider when looking into impact investments is the question of which 

parties are responsible, what kind of responsibilities they hold, and how they can fulfill these 

responsibilities. 

Andy viewed IFC as having a significant responsibility in the industry, given its dual role as large 

investor in the industry as well as a Bretton Woods institution, believing that these two roles give 

credibility to the IFC: 

“So we have a dual role. And we have that credibility to go and push for these things.” 

To further solidify this credibility, Andy drew on IFC’s size, market reputation, and on the fact that 

it has recently been through a rethinking of its entire approach, referring to its recent acceptance of 

impact investment as their activity. To defend this mandate further, Andy explained that so far, the 
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IFC has not experienced criticism of their principles from interested organizations. Instead, they are 

asking to have things clarified and defined.  

“So that gives us a lot of comfort, that we are getting this right. Through that process.” 

He referred to the large amounts of capital that are flowing into the industry and the importance of 

avoiding that these flows end up in impact washing activities as the ultimate reason for IFC to be 

playing a leadership role in the industry. (S)he described how their principles are meant as building 

blocks, but not as a prescription. Andy noted that IFC is not finally responsible for creating a global 

standard, and expressed that if the industry was able to set the standards themselves, that would be 

the ideal. This expectation was shared with other interviewees.  

Kim does believe that the industry holds responsibility, however, (s)he calls for each individual 

actor to take responsibility for their own actions, rather than for the industry as a whole to emerge 

something together. Kim highlighted a need for transparency of investment agents.  

Kim, Andy, and Drew also refereed to the power of first movers in the form of institutions that are 

willing to venture where others are yet to go, and risk a bit more than others. 

“And it’s great if some of these bigger funds lead the way because they create the eco-

systems for the next ones.”  

“We are seeing, also maybe in Denmark, that a lot of the big companies and big asset 

owners are actually pushing the SDGs and the climate change agenda faster than the 

regulation, and I think that’s a positive thing.” 

“Yeah, I think (...) we need these champions within the community to show and highlight 

that this makes sense so others can follow.” 

Drew, when asked about REPAIR, stated that it’s major impact, and that  (s)he  hoped to see other 

funds with access to large amounts of cash likewise engaging in those more difficult investments, 

referring to that as closer to venture philanthropy.  

Drew explained that such first-movers are able to set the framework for moving the industry 

towards more commercial investment opportunities, where it will be easier to reach out to greater 

amounts of investors. Kim, as an example of such a first mover, mentioned the Norwegian Oil Fund 

that has great success with their investments and is unlike many others in the industry, closely 



Page 79 
 

adhering to their principals. The choices the Norwegian Oil Fund makes is watched by other 

investment agencies, and when they divest from something or decides to invest in something, many 

others follow, indicating a strong, if not exactly voluntary, responsibility within the industry. 

REPAIR can perhaps be seen as one of these first movers. The reason why the fund has this 

opportunity is because of the large Novo Foundation behind it (see appendix 4 for a chart of the 

organization as presented by Charlie), who potentially is prepared to lose all the money invested in 

the fund. As Charlie says 

“We did see ourselves as slightly uniquely positioned towards potentially being able to do 

something here, where not a lot of other people could.” 

Gerry emphasized how REPAIR is a significant fund, not only in his own opinion, but also in the 

opinion of actors in his scientific network:  

“[T]he impact fund is really being seen as an incredibly important fund and I think the fact 

that Novo has recognized the need for this as well is a really big deal.” 

Charlie illustrated that the fund understands the responsibility it carries, and refers to two initiatives 

that are unique for the specific fund in the context of Novo Holdings: stewardship and access, 

which is explained as requirements of respectively safeguarding against overuse of the developed 

product and making sure that the product is accessible to all.  

The investors were mentioned as having responsibility in relation to taking control of how their 

money is invested. Both Drew and Kim understood that it can have a large impact if clients in 

pension funds or banks start investigating how these institutions are investing. They expressed hope 

for a bottom-up approach with more client involvement, and states that everyone should start taking 

some responsibility, 

“because we forget, in this room, we are all investors.” - Kim 

By this expressing how everyone has a bank account, a pension plan, etc., so everyone has money 

invested in something, somewhere, that they can use as leverage if they are unhappy with the 

services that are provided by the institutions holding their money. 

Finally, regulatory authorities were taken up as potential responsibility takers. Gerry, when asked 

who has a responsibility in solving the antimicrobial crisis, had no doubts. 
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“Yeah, well, it’s a fantastic question, and you know, ultimately, its, its, governments, this is 

really at government level.” 

Drew hoped that through public reaction, the regulatory authorities will see that there is a need for 

political action. Kim agreed that there should be some policy action, but had doubts regarding the 

strictness of these actions, given that policy makers 

“(...) are not really experts when it comes to how the pension funds they operate.” 

For this reason, Kim did not wish to see strict regulation that describes exactly what is allowed and 

what isn’t. Rather, Kim called for policy makers to understand the value of transparency in order for 

their clients to better understand what their money is going into. 

Finally, Hayden introduced a discussion of what an investment institution should do when they find 

out that a fund or firm, they are invested in is not living up to the expected standards. In Hayden’s 

opinion, it is important to not cut off these firms right away, as they will find funding elsewhere and 

thus can continue their unfortunate practices. Instead Hayden believes that: 

“(...) as long as you are invested in a company, you can have a say with them.” 

Staying invested in the firm means that you continue to have mandate within the firm and thus are 

able to contribute to the needed change. Hayden believed this approach to make more sense for both 

the company itself and for their wish to make a difference. 

5.3. Observations from Impact Investing World Forum 2019 

We estimate the number of attendees of the conference to be approximately 100 people, mainly 

from western (North American, European) countries. Of the participants, the majority were male, 

while the gender representation of the speakers were nearly equal. The keynote speakers all held 

high positions in the respective firms they represented, and we observed the participants to hold 

important positions in well-known companies, with the purpose of either seeking to invest or 

seeking to be invested in. 

5.3.1. The Impact Investing Family 

All participants observed were representatives of the organization they worked for. Despite the 

great variety of organizations, including international institutions, banks, NGOs and companies, we 
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observed that many of the participants had met each other before. This sense of familiarity and 

community was brought to attention by the speaker from OECD, who comments on the impact 

investment community that:  

“It’s a very small community, it’s like a family, and that can be dangerous.”  

With this, she states the importance of taking on insight from other industries. Examining the 

keynote speakers of the coming Impact Investing Summit 2019, promoted on the same website as 

the Impact Investing Conference 2019, the agenda reveals a recurrence of many of the speakers at 

the conference we attended. This confirms the OECD speakers claim of impact investing being an 

exclusive group of familiar members.  

This goes together with a general lack of criticism of other actors during the presentations and panel 

debates. The speakers as well as those participants we spoke to showed nothing but enthusiasm for 

the increased interest in the industry. Despite some speakers representing organizations with 

histories of unethical behaviour, such as the Swiss investment bank UBS’ tax avoidance (Landauro 

and Jarry, 2019), Goldman Sachs being accused of greenwashing (Sirota, 2018) and Deutsche 

Bank’s involvement in transactions linked to Iran, Libya, Syria, Myanmar and Sudan (Comfort, 

2018), none of the participants reflected on their role as representatives of the industry. Also 

passing without criticism was the EBRD’s presentation being solely focus on mining investments in 

Mongolia and Chile. Despite a note on the contribution to maintaining practices for environmental 

and social management, the main sources of impact are stated to be connected to GDP growth, 

filling institutional gaps and helping develop their mining market. A discussion or recognition of 

the apparent negative impacts of the mining industry was not addressed.  

The absence of internal criticism of the companies represented by the speakers could possibly be 

explained by common courtesy. However, critique of other actors in industry was equally 

uncommon. Concepts such as greenwashing or impact-washing were addressed carefully and only 

by few, despite a big focus on how to achieve legitimacy as impact investors. The speaker 

representing OECD stated that clear data is the key to avoiding impact-washing but did not dwell on 

the subject or give an explanation to what impact-washing could look like. One speaker, from the 

Big Issue, a social enterprise, stood out as an outspoken adversary of impact-washing, stating that 

“(...) it shouldn’t be impact washing, it should be impact fraud - because that’s what it is.” 

https://www.reuters.com/journalists/inti-landauro
https://www.reuters.com/journalists/emmanuel-jarry
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Despite his hostile attitude to the concept, (s)he did not mention specific companies or examples, 

only addressing them as “the big guys”. A strategy for fighting impact washing and greenwashing 

were also failed to be mentioned.  

Apart from the organization-specific presentations, four panel debates were arranged with selected 

speakers where audience was given the opportunity to ask questions. The theme of familiarity was 

observed once again in the discussion between the debaters as well as in the questions being asked 

by the audience. Little criticism was brought forward and the questions were often initiated with 

compliments and acknowledgement on the work of the panel participants.  

In correlation to the friendly atmosphere among the participants the attitude towards us as 

researchers should be addressed. We attended the conference presenting ourselves as students 

researching the issues relating to impact investing, and thus did not have the same status as other 

participants. The conversations centered mainly around the participants and their perspectives 

and/or efforts regarding impact investing lead by our research strategy as observer as participant. 

Although more than willing to discuss their own work and experience, only a small interest was 

taking in our research. As participant observers, we did not intend to conduct interviews and the 

goal was not to gather codable data, but instead to participate in conversations and discussions as 

far as possible. However, the conversations were often steered in the direction of the participant, 

with descriptions of their achieved impact. As participant observers, our goal lay in the gathering of 

as much informal data as possible, and the candid conversations with participants during breaks was 

ideal for this. In relation to the discussion on gatekeeping (section 3.2.5.), we noted a general 

reluctance amongst the conference participants to the suggestion of participating in more formal 

data collection, such as interviews, and we were not referred on to colleagues or relations in the 

industry. The reason for the reluctance of giving interviews could be grounded in the idea of the 

impact investment community, much like the industry from Ho’s “Liquidated: An Ethnography of 

Wall Street” (2009), as a closed and elitist community. However, the uncertainty surrounding the 

notion and practice of impact investing among the participants may have aggravated the reluctance. 

5.3.2. Uncertainty 

A majority of the questions posed to the panel participants were focused on specific issues of the 

opponents, such as how to communicate, measure or estimate impact, demonstrating the lack of 

generally accepted strategies, tools and frameworks to rely on. A participant working in data 
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analysis for a large investment bank described them analyzing the market need for impact 

investments and stated their extensive statistical analysis to provide them with answers they found 

highly inconclusive.  

Thus, the lack of interest in giving interviews might be connected to an insecurity of the participants 

of their knowledge on the subject, through a possible lack of confidence of their contribution to our 

research. This general uncertainty was not only present among the participants, but a noticeable 

amount of the speakers talked about the challenges they, and the industry, faced. Common themes 

that emerged were; How to scale impact investments, how to communicate achieved impact in an 

understandable manner, how to measure impact and how to agree on common standards and 

frameworks. This uncertainty was further noticeable in the conversations with participants, where 

we found their personal issues to be the general area of interest for them to discuss.  

The way of defining and looking for impact, (observations of the definition of impact investment is 

accounted for in section 4.2.4), relates to this uncertainty. When addressing the expensiveness of 

measuring it, the speaker from The Duke of Edinburgh’s International Award Foundation talk about 

social value being about change, implying valuation of impact being equal to valuing the change 

accomplished. The speaker from UBS defined impact as outcomes, and the speaker from IXO 

stated: 

“It’s all about managing risk as an impact investor”. 

The speaker from Goldman Sachs further stated the importance of balancing risk to return in her 

presentation of the investors approach to climate change, implying one definition of impact to be 

about mitigating climate change. Despite the call for measurement tools being an evident 

observation, approaches of finding a solution beyond inhouse specific tools were scarce. The 

speaker from The Duke of Edinburgh’s International Award Foundation however proposed to take 

use of university research in the search of new methodologies. She further proposed the use of 

different methodologies for different impacts strived for, fearing that standardization would lead to 

a loss of the nuances of impact. The speaker from MacArthur Foundation, implying the importance 

for a continuous growth of the market, expressed the wish of the industry to learn along the way, 

and not to look to intensely for a perfect measurement system. 

5.3.3. The Market of Impact Investment from an Insider Perspective 
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Adding to a possible explanation of the uncertainty was the seemingly common understanding of 

the industry being immature and under development, moving from being a niche market into being 

mainstream. An increased public interest and thus demand to engage in impact investments seemed 

to be a generally accepted reality by the participants, and consumer needs being reason for the 

organizations engagement in the industry was a recurring theme in our conversations. However, the 

increased interest not being enough to overcome the demand for impact capital was addressed by 

the speakers, implying a general acceptance of a market where demand does not meet supply. 

Further, the rapid growth of the industry was a common theme, and the GIIN annual report mapping 

the growth of capital in the market was continuously referenced. As a reason for this growth, a 

change in the overall economic system was addressed, interestingly by the speakers representing the 

banks. Of the four participating banks, three of their speakers addressed the change, or need of 

change, of the economic system. One of the speakers from EBRD stated that  

“The crisis of capitalism is advancing the shift towards more social consciousness of the 

impact – positive and negative – of investment” (PowerPoint, Russo, 2019), 

and referred to Sir Ronald Cohen and the paradigm shift he views as ultimately changing the flow 

of capital. The speaker reasoned around the need of a new economic system being due to people 

starting to “look around” seeing that capitalism is broken. The speaker from Deutsche Bank called 

for a change of the typical linear economy towards a circular economy production, and the speaker 

from Rothschild & Co talked about the “Economy 4.0”.  

In addition, the speaker from IXO mapped the 

“building [of] new economies” (from PowerPoint, Conway, 2019),  

to be part of the base of sustainable impact investing, and another speaker illustrated the 

tokenization of SDGs to be a way to create a new economy able to allocate the rights people having 

according to the SDGs. What can be seen as a somewhat unified critique of the neo-classical way of 

viewing the market according to supply and demand was further exemplified by the speaker from 

ClearlySo through the existence of Fairtrade products. He argued the purchase of a Fairtrade 

product, priced higher but not providing better taste nor looks compared to a comparable non-

Fairtrade product, to not be economically rational. This behavior is instead due to differing values, 

and people putting their money into things they value, thus voting with their wallet. 
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5.3.4. Definitions and Labels 

The observations of the uncertainties present among the participants bring about the need to address 

the definition of impact investing and the implications of defining it or not. We did not observe 

anyone explicitly defining impact investment in a way differing from the IFC definition, however 

multiple other labels on investments, such as sustainable investments, green investments, SRIs, 

ESG investments, carbon-constrained investments, philanthropy and blended finance were 

presented by the speakers, often without them addressing their difference from or relation to impact 

investments. The need for an integrated market with common standards and tools through a 

common definition being widely spoken about became a contrast to the absence of any mentioning 

the wide range of labels for the investments being presented.  

The IFC definition involving the term “intentionality”, which was continuously mentioned 

throughout the presentations. However, an uncertainty regarding the definition of what the term 

intentionality means was observed. The speaker from M&G investments stated that impact 

investments should not only be 5-10 % of the business, but needs to be a core part of the business 

model. This highly contradicts many of the business models of the firms being represented by 

speakers at the conference, such as Deutsche Bank, UBS, Goldman Sachs etc. 

Further, despite the repeated notion and of the establishment of the impact investment market being 

through the Rockefeller center’s definition of impact investing in 2007, many of the speakers 

claimed to have been doing impact investments longer than this. The rise of “mainstream” impact 

investments and the “democratization” of it were recurrent themes. The speaker from The Big Issue 

Group stated 

“if we want to keep impact investments to the elite, we will never reach the change we 

want” 

and noted the importance of the impact investment industry not to be alienated from the financial 

market. This can, in addition to the increased demand and public “push”, be argued to be a reason 

for investors now identifying with the term. 

However, a recurring theme of the speakers were the SDGs, and 17 out of 22 addressed them (16 of 

20 in their Powerpoints), either in relation to their strategy or as a communication tool. The SDGs 

were often referred to as a “language” with which impact can be communicated with, and as a 
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concept easier to grasp than ESG. Despite the observed spread among the speakers in the labeling 

of their investments, the SDGs occurred throughout. 

5.3.5. Financial vs. Impact 

Considering the requirement of financial returns of impact investments philanthropists and NGOs 

composed a large part of the speakers. Of the 22 speakers, 7 represented organizations claiming 

themselves to be operating non-profit. The possibility of performing impact investments without 

claiming to be one, meaning having impact investments as a part of an otherwise philanthropic or 

purely commercial business model, was not addressed by neither speakers nor participants. In 

relation to this, a strong inclination towards speaking of non-financial impacts, while ignoring the 

financial aspect of impact investing, was observed. Despite notions of profit being essential for the 

growth of the market, such as the statement from Deutsche bank that 

“we need impact investments to come with a return, otherwise we are not going to be able 

to mobilize enough money”,  

none of the speakers provided financial data or statistics on financial profit or returns, while vast 

presentations on social and environmental measures and data was observed.  

This connects to the section on uncertainty, as we observed the interest and apprehension of the 

participants to be related to the measurement, valuation, communication and definition of impact. 

The way of financially evaluating an investment being generally agreed upon in the market became 

clear when contrasted to the many different ways of valuing and measuring impact being accounted 

for. 

However, as 15 out of 22 speakers were representing profit seeking organizations, one could have 

expected financial data on impact seeking investments in relation to commercial investments, or the 

future predictions of these kinds of investment returns, to be a topic of interest.  

5.4. Jeremy Grantham Presentation 

At his presentation held at Finans Danmark’s facilities for an audience of interested actors in the 

Danish financial sector Jeremy Grantham gave a bleak insight into the current state of the global 

climate. The presentation is one of many he is holding all over the world and in all different types of 

settings with the name “The Race of Our Lifes”, referring to the race to adapt to and mitigate 
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climate change before it is completely out of our control. As an investment strategist of GMO, an 

extremely successful asset management firm, Grantham has significant knowledge of the financial 

sector and takes an exceptionally critical view on the sector as a solution for climate change. This 

stands in contrast to the positivity and hopefulness of the conference described above. Grantham 

stated that although the data proving the seriousness of the problem exists, and although the 

technology that is needed in order to solve the problem exists, he finds it hard to believe that the 

industry will act for the mitigation of climatic degradation, and he calls for both governments and 

businesses to take action.  

His approach to knowledge sharing was to present fact on the data and future projections of what is 

happening to the planet and to people as the globe is heated, thus intimidating his audience with the 

dire facts. He himself has dedicated a large part of his considerable fortune to the fight for the 

climate and describes profitable projects that his investment company is investing in. In his opinion, 

it is necessary to exercise control over capitalism. He makes a point of noting that applying Milton 

Friedman’s statement of the firm having one responsibility, that of making a profit, to a human 

would mean that a human is meant to only care for herself. A trait, Grantham notes, that would 

describe a sociopath.  

The presentation stands in stark contrast to the conference described above. Unlike speakers at the 

conference, Grantham showed a great pessimism regarding the ability of the financial sector to 

succeed in turning the tide on environmental change. This outspokenness was interesting to note, 

and one may consider whether the fact that he so openly critiqued a room full of interested investors 

may have to do with the earlier discussion on elites (section 3.2.5.). As a world-renowned investor 

who is famous for having predicted a number of crises in the last decades, he stands as one of the 

highest individuals in the industry, an elite, and may feel comfortable critiquing an industry he 

himself has been so deeply involved with. His status as an elite was evident in the Q&A following 

his presentation, where he would be addressed extremely politely, but gave answers with an attitude 

of disinterest. He was quick to leave the premise at the end of the event, and did not take the time to 

converse with interested participants (of course, the researchers have no knowledge of the daily 

calendar of Jeremy Grantham, and he might have had a busy schedule that day). 

6. Discussion 
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This thesis aims to analyze the impact investment market, accounting for the themes and subjects 

that have been identified as significant for a new market. We take on an approach based on 

economic sociology; thus, the discussion should not be viewed as a contribution to the field of 

economic theory. The field of economic sociology instead allows for a discussion of the market 

through the application of sociological concepts, studying behaviors of the actors within the market 

of impact investments. The aim of this discussion is to account for different factors that might play 

a role for the development of the impact investing market. 

The coded themes presented in section 4.2 enabled the identification of relations between the 

different interviews that would otherwise have remained invisible. A common understanding 

throughout the interviews and across the coded themes is that of a market in continuous 

development in which the actors subconsciously as well as consciously expressed a concern about 

the significant uncertainties that persist in the impact investing market. The relations between the 

different interviewers, as well as the additional data sources will be significant for the following 

discussion. 

The discussion is structured in the lines of our theoretical framework and is thus based on the 

conceptualization of a market according to economic sociology. With such an approach, based on 

studies of the relationship between economic action and the rest of society, we discuss the market 

and marketplace in which impact investments take place, and how the concepts accounted for in our 

data affects this environment, answering the research question: 

“Which factors indicative of the creation of a marketplace can be observed in the impact 

investing market, and how are these factors manifested through the industry actors’ 

observed behavior in the market?” 

According to our theoretical framework it can be expected that we will be able to provide evidence 

of a framing of the market including market (money) transactions between market actors, where 

social/environmental and financial impacts are measured in different ways, i,e, as a plurality of 

values, and that such difference in measurement is not viewed as an issue by the market actors. 

Under the assumption that the creation of new markets will inherently include the creation of new 

accounting (measurement) tools, which according to Power (2015) can be a vexing task to observe, 

we do not expect to be able to provide suggestions for future impact investing measurement tools. 

In relation to this and based on Barman’s assumption of value plurality not being perceived as an 
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issue for the industry actors, we expect to see the same perception on the methods for measurement 

in our data. Within the market, we believe our observed agents (individuals and groups) to be 

embedded in networks, having consequences for their actions in industry-related contexts. We 

expect to see that modern society has entered the risk society of Beck, and to be able to argue that 

this is due to an observed reflexivity of society, including that of elites, of the self-inflicted risks of 

industrialization and modernity. Thus, we expect to be able to provide evidence for the inclusion of 

reflexive modernity and risk in the valuation of investments by the industry actors. Finally, we 

expect difficulties in being able to provide a thorough outline of the impact investment market, due 

to it still being in its early years and subject to changes, re-definitions and growth. 

6.1. Contextualizing the Theoretical Framework 

The theoretical framework of this paper has been selected to answer the research question as the 

theories are considered appropriate to not only help identify the factors relevant for a market under 

continuous creation but also to contribute to analyzing the manifestation of such factors. In order to 

understand the relation between the presented theories, we have developed a theoretical model 

encompassing valuation, economics and the market in a relational setting of different aspects, as 

presented in the following: 

Figure 

2 - Contextualizing our theoretical framework 

We wish to clarify that this model is created in order to present our theoretical framework in a 

comprehensive manner, meaning that it may not be useful for other purposes than our specific 

project. As shown in the model, economics (i.e. the discipline) is influenced by valuation, which in 
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turn draws on risks and the value of both money and impact. The path of homo clausus who, when 

faced with uncertainties must transform into homo apertus and open up to networks, is described 

with the bottom arrows, the brackets indicating where the agent is which type. The embeddedness 

of calculative agents in networks, and the mutual influence networks and calculative agents exercise 

over each other is likewise accounted for with the use of arrows to symbolize a back and forth 

interaction. The calculative agents and framing engage in each other at the same time as they both 

have implications for the market. The value of impact, here understood as the social and 

environmental impacts created out of impact investments, are important for the conceptualization of 

valuation. Valuation also relies on the value of money, uncertainties and risks in society due to 

modernity. 

We argue that in the impact investing industry, money is given value through its contribution to the 

delivery of social and environmental impact. Drawing on the structure of the financial market in 

order for the market to make valuation of investments easily comprehended, a monetization of 

impact can be argued to be the future of the impact investment market. However, this has not yet 

been made possible, which means there are distinct valuation tools in the market; one used for 

money and others used for impact. Barman (2015) concludes the view of money and impact as 

distinct orders of worth not to disturb the market actors, and for value plurality to be embraced in 

the market. We provide an expanded analysis partially contrasting this statement, drawing attention 

to the uncertainty prevalent in our data as a reason for the need to add perspectives to the 

discussion. 

6.2. Impact - Framing and Definition 

One significant concern visible throughout our data is the lack of standardization and definition in 

the industry. We relate the subject of definition-setting of impact investing to that of Callon’s 

(1998) concept of framing. Framing, while being a description of the boundaries that exist between 

agents in a transaction, is also charged with defining for instance products. This allows for framing 

to be of use for a discussion on the importance of definitions in a market in development. As 

described in Callon’s work, framing is important for agents in understanding the market, given that 

a lack of framing leads to significant market uncertainties. Framing allows calculative agents to 

create their own understandings of the market and its objects, while being sensitive to externalities, 

that is, to the appearance of new elements in the existing frame. This constant renewal in the face of 
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emergent externalities causes framing to be defined by Callon as an ongoing and never-ending 

process. 

The matter of definitions and their importance for the market is evident from the data we have 

collected, where our subjects generally expressed concern over a lack of definitions in the 

marketplace, but reversely also with a too narrow focus on definition, rather than the actual matter 

at hand (impact investing). The interviewees with knowledge concerning impact investing, as well 

as many of the conference speakers, explained that the inability to ensure a general definition poses 

a danger to the market due to the following insecurities around impact investing leading to 

opportunistic behaviors in the industry. They acknowledge that a common definition would enable 

clearer rules and modes of conduct for the industry. This, they believe, will play a significant role in 

making impact investments understandable for non-experts as well, thus opening up the industry for 

a broader audience and client-base to participate in impact investments. Impact investments 

becoming mainstream was expressed as a natural development of the market, and attracting public 

demand was agreed upon to be necessary for the continuous growth of the market. In addition, some 

of our subjects express their concerns by discussing how a strong definition has the potential to act 

as an insurance against intentional as well as unintentional misuses of the notion of impact investing 

such as impact washing. This makes it clear that definitions reveal an impact investment market in 

continued development, and that the definition of impact investments in the future will play a 

constitutive role in the creation of the market. 

6.3. Economics in the marketplace of impact investing 

According to the view of market creation laid out by Callon (2007), the process of binding 

economic practices and disciplines together with the organizations operating in the economy 

requires mediators. Through law, accounting tools and marketing management acting as mediators, 

the understanding of how economics and the economy are both interdependent and distinguished 

from one another can be facilitated. According to the performability thesis, it is these tools that 

perform the economy. Thus, a discussion on how they are perceived, accounted for, and used by the 

interviewees is essential in answering our research question. We acknowledge the original theory of 

Callon as being used for the financial market, thus accounting for financial concepts. In this thesis, 

however, it is specifically the impact investing market that is being analyzed, and the concepts of 

Callon are thus subject to interpretation. Acknowledging this, the three mediators outlined by 

Callon can all clearly be accounted for in our data. 
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6.3.1. Regulation as a Mediator 

Law becomes an important tool when showing the capacity of economics in the performing of the 

economy, since it facilitates experimentation in the real world (Callon 2007). In this project we 

apply Callon’s approach to law onto possible national or global legislative impact investment 

standards. There are differing views among our study subjects on what effect a formal legislation of 

the market would have on the industry, and how this should be implemented. Different areas are 

discussed, such as the fact that although there is regulation calling for extensive financial reporting, 

no requirements currently exists in terms of impact reporting in a Danish context. One interviewee 

even expressed a concern that the amount of financial reporting that must be done creates a demand 

among investment agencies/asset managers for fast, short-term, profitable investment opportunities 

that will give good-looking numbers. This concern implies a fear of impact washing, due to 

opportunistic behavior by agents wrongfully framing the market.  

Another area mentioned is the importance of not constraining the industry with regulation that has 

been made by people who are unfamiliar with the ways of the market. Looking at legislation 

decided by outsiders through the lens of the performability thesis opens up for an interesting 

discussion. The real experimentation, argued by Callon to be a strong link between economics as a 

discipline and economy as a thing, would be facilitated regardless of the background of its creators. 

Even haltering or non-science-based legislation could thus be argued to create the market and 

facilitate framing for the calculative agents being subject to it. However, the economics, through the 

study of the economy, should be the base of creation and with it the people holding the most 

knowledge about it, which then gives reason for the concerns expressed by our interviews according 

to the performability thesis. Legislation in the form of transparency can be argued to be supporting 

the performability thesis, as increased transparency of the market would lead to better research but 

also the decrease of impact washing as a way to faultily frame the market. Transparency in impact 

investing is mentioned by two of our interviewees as being significant for good practices, and one 

of these relates it directly to potential regulative action. 

6.3.2. Reporting and Measurement Tools as a Mediator 

According to Callon, it is the relationship between what is to be measured and the calculative tools 

that are used to measure that is of interest in understanding the market. In the context of this 

discussion, the notion of accounting tools is applied to the reporting and measurement tools used by 



Page 93 
 

our interviewees, and the relationship between these measurement tools and impact thus stands as 

the unit of analysis. However, aligned with the focus throughout our data collection, our 

discussion’s main focus lies on the measurement tools and the management of the tension created in 

the market between framing and overflowing. 

The observations from the conference showed a wide range of measurement devices being 

accounted for, in addition to an acknowledgement of standardized frameworks existing. Drawing on 

Miller (1958) and his analysis of the margins of accounting tools being where their reshaping 

occurs, Callon (1998) argues calculative tools to contribute to shaping the market merely by 

measuring it, noting them being connected to each other regardless of their compatibility or 

adjustment to each other. The tools are not isolated but collectively carried on by the dynamics of 

the market. This has in the financial market ultimately led to the development of a real performance 

measurement industry, something we argue, based on the uncertainty accounted for in our data 

presentation, yet to have emerged in the impact investment industry. This industry would be 

developed by professionals, accountants, businessmen, professional associations and, in lines with 

the performability thesis, economists, as a collective. Applying this argumentation to that of the 

impact investment market, a collective attempt to account for the impact in some way will by itself 

contribute to the shaping of the market and have an effect on the calculative agencies involved. 

When using calculative tools over a period of time, patterns can emerge, and by that the tools 

continuously reconfigure into containing more information and more detailed sets of entities and 

relationships compared to the original framework of calculation. Thus, the richness of the framing 

continuously increases and the decisions being taken based on the measurement tools become more 

calculated and rational. 

Drawing on this argumentation, a call for a standardized tool of impact investment measurement 

coming from a specific organization, such as the IRIS or GIIRS, might not be the answer to the 

need for stability, and thus better framing in this market. The concern by an interviewee stating the 

difficulty of market navigation to increase with the amount of measurement tools being used, might 

thus not be of relevance. However, the same interviewee rejected the idea of increased 

standardization through regulation, beyond that of a regulation leading to increased transparency. 

Given that tools are connected to each other, regardless of standardization. We assume that 

transparency is a significant aspect for economics to perform the economy. Thus increased 

transparency, in addition to the very notion of time discussed above, could be argued to be a 
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facilitating factor in the quest for better framing. All the interviewees require change in some form 

or another, but when asked about the future, none of them could provide a solution to the issues 

they saw in the market, which indicates their presence in a market in development without clear 

future outcomes. However, according to the performability thesis, the economics will with 

measurement tools as mediator by its pure existence collectively and continuously evolve the 

market. A further discussion on measurement in relation to valuation will be accounted for in 

section 6.5. 

Drawing on Callon, Power (Insert discussion on powers and the birth of accounting tools (from 

section 3.3.1). ) 

6.3.3. Marketing Management as a Mediator (Communication) 

As for measurement tools and law, continuous marketing management will according to Callon 

eventually ease the process of framing, which implies rationality in the market. In this context, the 

interviewees generally show an understanding of marketing and communication as important for the 

increased presence of impact investing in the market, and worry that communication to clients, but 

also to colleagues in the industry remains difficult. 

Communication could be argued to reinforce framing since it increases the knowledge of the agents 

in the market, all the while framing is a significant contributor to strong communication. As 

communication in the industry remains limited, framing is difficult. Viewing framing as the 

definition of the product and given the importance the interviewees place in the definition of impact 

investing, communication is a significant element in establishing the market. 

We assume that weak communication leads to faulty framing of impact investments, thus opening 

up for actors, either mistakenly and unknowingly or intentionally and by taking advantage of other 

actors’ misunderstandings, to engage in impact washing. Impact washing, in turn, presents the 

market with additional faulty framing. Only with increasingly strong and correct communication 

may framing in time become better, resolving the impact washing issue. 

The three mediators above bind together economic practices and ensure an ease of framing. 

Following Callon’s argumentation, the future of the impact investment market depends on these 

mediators, since without calculative tools, calculativeness cannot exist. Through the interviews, all 

tools are accounted for, but we have shown that they are all quite far from being fully developed, 
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making the structuration of a rational and complete market impossible. Further, the way the tools 

are being used is not coherent throughout the interviewees. The law lacks the needed foundation for 

impact investing to be framed, there is no common framework of how to perform measurement of 

impact, and there is no coherence in the communication and marketing practices mentioned. Thus, 

the tools lack coherence and thereby also legitimacy, since the decisions made by the actors in the 

market are based on the different framings. We thus argue that a continuing search for these tools to 

evolve is necessary for the agents in the market to perform framing. However, the question on how 

these tools should evolve and what is needed for the market to continue in its growth remains. The 

notion of embeddedness of the economy in economics ultimately opens up for the following 

discussion on embeddedness in networks. 

Our expectation of being able to provide evidence of framing due to market transactions between 

actors has not been fully fulfilled, given the somewhat lacking ability to perform framing in the 

industry. The actors are unable to successfully frame due to the three calculative tools (regulation, 

accounting and marketing) being to a greater of lesser extent lacking. The regulation tools fail to 

encompass impact investing, the market has yet to succeed in providing the actors with coherent 

measurement tools for impact, and the marketing, or communication, of impact investing is still not 

reaching the clients efficiently. 

6.4. Embeddedness Through the Networks in the Market 

Networks, as described above, are significant for individuals, whose objectives, interests and 

identities can change depending on the relation with a given social network. Callon discusses the 

notion of embeddedness of an individual in a social network. He explains that when faced with 

uncertainty in a network in which the individual is not embedded, she is required to evolve from 

homo clausus (of economic theory) to homo apertus (of social network theory). This allows for 

establishing relationships and thus for calculability to vanquish some of the uncertainty and allow 

for an embedding into the social network. 

During the course of our data collection and the following research process, and the more deeply we 

researched the impact investing industry in Denmark, we saw clear evidence in support of the 

notion of embeddedness and social networks in markets. Time and again, the same names showed 

up in relation to events, conferences, articles on the subject and on online platforms 

(www.linkedin.com), where actors we had encountered in different settings were well-acquainted 
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and actively interacting on the platform. Of course, as an interviewee notes, the industry is still 

small in Denmark, which could mean a greater familiarity of the few actors there are. However, 

further support for this can be found in the impact investment conference we attended, in which a 

keynote speaker mentioned his joy in seeing a large number of faces familiar from previous 

conferences. This presents a number of individuals that are embedded in the industry and thus free 

of uncertainty, know the facts, networks, and institutions of the industry. In addition, no actor from 

within the network was subject to criticism during the conference, further exemplifying how actors 

embedded in networks remain free from uncertainty. Providing further evidence of the 

embeddedness of characters in local impact investing networks is the Jeremy Grantham 

presentation. Here, we saw actors in the industry promoting the event on their LinkedIn profiles, 

and saw familiar faces during the event.  

Related to this is the observation made in section 3.2.6, where it is described how the actors of the 

industry are unwilling to be quoted for criticizing other actors, asking for certain quotes to be 

deleted. This further gives indication of a reluctance towards directing critique towards actors 

belonging to the same network. 

For those who are critiqued by our interview subjects, for instance larger organizations that let a 

smaller part of their business conduct impact investing without involving the remaining part of the 

organization, we stipulate that those critiqued are outside of the networks within the impact 

investing industry. This means that they are unable to exercise influence over the networks, and that 

the networks in turn are unable to influence the actors. This opens up for uncertainties and 

misunderstandings, potentially leading to the inability to frame impact investments and thus leading 

to possible impact washing. 

REPAIR was established as an impact fund after it was discovered that the targeted area was not 

profitable, and that another option than the usual investment approach was needed to justify the 

potential lack of returns. Due to REPAIR focusing on this very specific impact aspect, this may 

provide an example of an impact investing agency that is not embedded in the market networks and 

would explain why those interviewed in relation to fund preferred to talk about the specific fund, 

rather than the industry as a whole. This fits the suggestion presented in section 4.2.3., in which we 

describe how our REPAIR contact seemed less familiar with the industry and thus especially 

willing to see a research issue relating to the industry, rather than an approach centered around the 

fund. 
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Another example of actors that are outside of an embedded network and thus without the ability to 

have influence are the customers of insurance groups, due to the money paid for the insurance 

belonging to the insurance group, i.e. not necessarily returning to the client. Insurance groups do not 

view the money collected from policyholders as having anything to do with these clients. Rather, 

they are free to invest the collected money however they want, given that they are only required to 

give back money to customers in case of an insurance claim. It may thus be said that such groups 

prevent their clients from the possibility of prescribing value to the money paid by viewing the 

transaction as final when they have collected the money, rather than when an insurance claim is 

paid out. 

Our expectation of seeing actors of the market embedded in networks that have consequences for 

their actions within the industry has been proven. In addition, we see that actors who are not 

embedded in networks have difficulties navigating the market. 

6.5. Valuation and How This Affects the Impact Investment Market 

6.5.1. The Value of Money and the valuation Process  

Based on the fluctuating discourse of the value of money throughout the development of economic 

sociology, we provide a discussion of the value of money is perceived in the impact investment 

market and what effect this has. A number of authors presented in our theoretical framework are of 

the belief that money carries no value other than its use value, viewed from different perspectives. 

However, this view is criticized by for instance Simmel, Zelizer and Callon, for whom money can 

be composing value, indicating that the transaction of money carries value. Support for the 

existence of a value of money beyond a pure financial value was found in our data, for instance 

where an interviewee calls for activism from clients that are dissatisfied with their investment 

institutions (pension funds, banks, etc.), by moving their money. In addition, a keynote speaker at 

the conference spoke of the act of voting with your wallet, meaning purchasing goods based on 

personal values. The money, in addition to the absence of it, thus becomes a symbolic meaning of 

the loss/gain of a client as well as that of lost/gained capital. In moving your money to prove your 

dissatisfaction, the money holds a value other that its use value, becoming a leverage for a 

dissatisfied client. What the interviewee suggests is that money can be prescribed the role of a value 

mediator, used to put pressure on misconduct. 
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The need for the industry to gain and maintain credibility and legitimacy in order to continue to 

grow and attract more public interest was visible throughout our data, and mentioned both by 

conference speakers and interviewees. We connect this need to attract attention (and ultimately 

money) from the public through the promise of impact to Simmel’s perception of the value of 

money as not being based on its pure function. Simmel’s view on money as a social institution, 

given value based on the actors involved agreeing on its role as a payment method, can explain the 

need of increased credibility for the industry. For an investor to invest their money in order to create 

impact, the impact asset manager and the impact investor need to agree on what the value of impact 

corresponds to in terms of invested money. Drawing on Simmel, we do not see money as giving 

value to impact, but rather, we see impact as giving value to money, through the process of 

exchanging money for impact created. Thus, the promise of the impact to be created can be seen as 

a valuation method of the money being invested.  

Further, for the promise to be executed through an actual exchange, there needs to be trust between 

the impact investor and the impact investment agent of this future impact to actually correspond to 

the value prescribed to the money invested. This way of viewing trust, whose presence is argued to 

be necessary for any market transaction, explains the need of credibility for the industry to agree on 

its importance. Without establishing credibility, there will exist no trust in the market and no money 

will be invested. The fear of impact washing can be explained by the fear of losing trust, which 

according to Simmel would be based on the fear of missing out on market transactions. 

The notion of trust relates to the perceived importance of communicating the impact to the clients, 

as seen in our data. Our coded interviews provide us with interesting results. As demonstrated in 

table 3, in the communication code the words money and financ(e/ial) were mentioned significantly 

more times than the word impact (when subtracting the times where impact was mentioned 

alongside invest(ing/ment). This was not the case when analyzing the full interviews, where the 

impact clearly dominated the words money and financ(e/ial). Based on this, we assume that when 

presented to potential investors, the investment agents need to make sure that the financial value of 

money is clearly presented, while the impact can take a less prominent place in the discussion. 

However, when in general talking about impact investing, our interviewees are clearly more 

interested in the impact rather than the money. This is even more evident at the conference, where 

talk of financial value was hardly present, or at the presentation, where money was clearly 

understood as the facilitator for making essential impact. In this light, we argue that the value of 
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money in the impact investing context is more than merely financial. Instead, there is a dual value 

of money. Firstly, money is meant as a multiplier of itself and needed mainly for communication 

purposes to attract more money, as well as for returns that may be reinvested for further impact. In 

addition, money is of little value in itself but given additional financial value by the impact that is 

created thanks to it; thus, money is in the words of our interviewee, Drew, “a tool for the benefit of 

society”. 

6.5.2. The Plurality of Values 

Supporting Barman’s conclusion of the embrace of a plurality of values in the impact investment 

market, we observe the framing process by our observed objects to be based on both financial and 

impact-based values. A need for measurement devices in order to measure impact is clearly seen in 

the market. Although the market has yet to develop a commonly acknowledged monetization of 

impact, this does not have an effect on our study subjects, who are able to envision a future growth 

of the market and their continued participation in the market. This implies that our research supports 

Barman’s study, and maps an impact investment market where the market actors embrace a value 

plurality. As Barman, we do not find evidence supporting the creation of those hostile worlds that 

according to Zelizer (2005) should emerge in the event of mixing emotional (impact) and economic 

matters, as this provides the very base of the growing impact investment market. As discussed, a 

call for measurement devices is observed throughout our data, but a way to monetize it is not clearly 

expressed as a need and multiple statements indicating a positive view on making money on impact 

is observed throughout our interviews and observations. Neither a rejection of a future possibility of 

monetizing impact was observed, but rather an acceptance of there being additional ways to 

measure impact other than in pure financial terms. Our observed data’s need for a common 

measurement tool for impact does not reject Barman’s observation of an embrace of value plurality, 

it only indicates an uncertainty of how to frame the value of impact, thus hinting at a possible need 

for a market standard. However, we argue Barman’s conclusion to lack some points that we argue 

would contribute to the discussion. Barman’s way of mapping the impact investment market as 

consisting of investors, intermediaries and firms/funds, describes the mainstream investors’ 

perception of value and their acceptance of value plurality as providing the foundation for powerful 

proponents to create experimental calculative tools (Callon 2009). Her study focuses solely on two 

standards, GIIRS and IRIS, and the observation of multiple ways to measure tools in our study 

provides an additional perspective. 
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As our study objects do not question the standardization of calculative tools, we are not able to 

contradict nor prove Barman’s conclusion that the foundation of these tools are based on 

mainstream investors’ embrace of the value plurality. However, our data showed multiple 

measurement devices used in the market. Of our seven interviewees, the GIIN was mentioned by 

three and the GIIRS was not mentioned at all. Of these, only one accounted for using the GIIN 

framework, while the rest reported using other, mainly in-house, solutions. The interviewee using 

the GIIN framework was in the process of replacing it by developing an in-house framework. In 

addition, many conference speakers accounted for in-house solutions for measuring and reporting 

impact. 

Given the observed uncertainty of the measurement and communication of impact, in addition to 

the observed needs of the market actors for standardization, our data reveals little interest in using 

the established alternatives present in the market. This begs the question of whether the 

standardized tools used in Barman’s analysis are even used in the “real world”, or in the industry as 

a whole. Our study does not reject the existence of value plurality among impact investors, and the 

majority of our interviewees accept the definition of impact investing according to the dual 

objective of financial and impact returns, however, certain of them seem to contradict themselves 

occasionally. One must thus address the validity of the answers given. The proven difficulty of 

monetizing impact could be argued to be creating the embracement of value plurality, rather than 

value plurality in itself being the creation. However, the Danish impact investment industry is still 

small, which may add to confusion surrounding the concept. Barman, on the other hand, studies an 

American context in which the impact investment industry is larger (albeit still relatively small 

compared to the overall investment landscape in the USA). This difference in setting may of course 

have had an influence on our respective study results. 

Our expectation that social/environmental and financial impact is measured in different ways has 

been proven and we have found evidence for market plurality. However, our expectation to see that 

this value plurality would not pose an issue for market actors has been somewhat disproven, as the 

market has not yet succeeded in a common understanding of how to measure impact, which they 

state as a potential issue. Thus, our expectation that the embrace of value plurality being applied to 

that of measurement tools has not been proven. Regardless of monetization not being explicitly 

demanded, we cannot disregard the difficulties in providing it to be the actual reason for its absence. 

6.6. Risk as a Reason for Impact Investing 
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A discussion on the reason for why impact investments are being conducted is necessary, due to 

both the novelty of the industry and the growing and increasingly widespread interest in having an 

impact. The market in which impact investments are performed have been addressed as concerned, 

civilized or caring, which provokes the question of the intent behind.  

When exploring the motivations behind this growing market for impact investing, the application of 

Ulrich Beck’s theory of reflexive modernity is highly relevant. His mapping of society as divided 

into different ages (preindustrial, classical industrial/modern, and reflexive modernity) provides an 

interesting take on the foundation upon which today’s demand for investing with a purpose other 

than financial relies. Putting Beck’s theory in relation to the growth of the impact investments, we 

argue that society has entered what Beck frames as the risk society, where pollution and other 

negative externalities from the industrial modernity span the globe. Due to risks now reaching those 

that have previously been able to avoid them (the rich) or even profit on them, the significance of 

risk to society is being reconsidered, calling for a reflection in all layers of society. 

We argue that our interview subjects are all part of a rich (read: elitist) grouping of individuals, 

which means they appear in the group at the top of Beck’s statement on risk distribution, where it 

has previously been possible to avoid being affected by risks. Having entered the risk society, the 

concept of risk distribution has likewise changed. In accordance with Beck’s theorem, the 

boomerang effect, the elite (and the rest of society) has become reflexive due to humanity’s self-

inflicted risks no longer being possible to avoid. As Beck argues, everyone becomes the victim of 

risk. This makes the emergence of an impact investing industry especially interesting, as it can be 

argued to provide proof of a new-found reflexiveness of the rich. Jeremy Grantham, who is the 

Chief Investment Strategist of GMO and thus what may be termed as the quintessence of an elite, 

and who has devoted the majority of his considerable fortune to the battle against climate change, is 

a great example of this new reflexiveness. 

One interviewee also showed reflexivity towards the emerging global risks: 

“And climate change, it’s real, it’s happening, we’re experiencing it. So it’s probably the 

outside factors that changed a little bit.” 

With a surge of elites putting their money to good use, our discussion returns for a moment to that 

of philanthropy. Defined as the desire to promote the welfare of others, expressed especially by the 

generous donation of money to good causes, there is little correlation in terms of purpose to that of 
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impact investing, where ultimately, risk mitigation is an important aspect. Further, the aspect of 

investment in impact investment is significant, as it bears witness to the possibility of returns on 

investment. Thus, impact investments should be understood as profitable. Relating this to what a 

speaker said during the conference regarding the management of risk being the essence of impact 

investing (see section 4.2.4), one may argue that, in contrast to Beck’s prediction that class division 

would disappear with the advent of risk in all societal layers, the rich have thought up a new way of 

profiting on risk while simultaneously investing for risk mitigation, i.e. impact, in line with the 

impact investing paradigm. 

Risk thus becomes an element to take into consideration when valuing an impact investment, where 

it becomes relevant to consider in valuation processes the risk that may be prevented for an impact 

investment. One could argue that without the risks of modernity, there would be no impact 

investing. In this sense, impact washing becomes a considerable harm to society, given that it gives 

false promises of risk mitigation in the form of impact investing. By its mere existence as a false 

promise of risk mitigation and thus impact, impact washing is a factor that increases risks in the 

impact investing industry. 

Further complicating the task of evaluating impact investments in terms of the risk they are 

potentially able to mitigate is the staging of risk, in which risk becomes a subjective matter, with 

the potential to be real in different ways, depending on culture, religion, etc. This opens up for the 

discussion of which actors are supposed to select which risks are considered the most significant, 

and thus which impacts to invest in. This question is posed by Leslie, who is arguably our 

interviewee least embedded in the impact investment industry. No other industry actor speculates 

about this. We argue that these remaining actors are too closely embedded in the industry, bringing 

them too close in terms of subjectivity to other actors in the industry, and the questions of which 

risks are most significant may be assumed by them, rather than questioned. 

This may be taken further into a discussion of those local societies targeted by impact investments. 

With impact investments that are invested in in a Danish, Swiss, or English context (a western 

context), how can it be guaranteed that the created impacts, the risk mitigation, is placed where it is 

most needed in local communities, rather than where a fund has decided to place it? According to 

Beck, nation states become less equipped to deal with the global risks, and he suggests the United 

Nations as the only player able to accommodate risks of such an extent. No evidence in our data, 

however, suggests a large supranational player as the solution to those social and environmental 
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risks engulfing the world. Rather, the interviewees reject the SDGs, which are the United Nations’ 

initiative for addressing social and environmental challenges, as little more than communication 

tools. This was evident at the conference, where the SDGs was included in most PowerPoints, while 

little discussion of the relevance or scope of the SDGs was conducted. The question then turns to 

who holds the responsibility for addressing these challenges. This is considered by our interviewees 

in their discussion of the GIIN and the IFC, the two frameworks that appear to currently have the 

greatest say in the industry reporting and rating. Generally, there is no agreement within our data of 

who should be responsible for enacting the impact investing industry, to which Callon would have 

an evident answer - it is the embedded market itself. 

Tying this discussion together, we return to section 6.2 and the discussion of the economics 

performing the market of impact investing by addressing the bigger economic system that impact 

investments are made. Drawing on Sampson (2016) and his aim to show the process of moralizing 

capitalism, a discussion on the perceived image of the market that the actors we observed is 

operating in, and their role within it, should be discussed. As shown, our data accounts for a large 

degree of uncertainty on how to act within the market. However, we found a considerable demand 

for a change in the existing capitalist market, shown through mentioning of a broken system, broken 

economics, flaws in capitalism, a crisis of capitalism and the need for a change in the linear 

economy. However, we also observed a reluctance of interference of the state in the market. This 

notion becomes interesting when looking at who our data consists of, namely; elitists - according to 

a Marxist worldview the ones who ultimately benefits from the very system they now criticize. The 

definition of impact investing in itself supports the conclusion by Sampson that “morality and 

ethics now pervade modern capitalism” (Sampson 2016 p. 83). However, Sampson’s statement that 

this “hardly means that capitalist practice has become ethical.”(Ibid p. 83), supports our 

assumption of society having entered Beck’s modern society as being the reason for the emergence 

of impact investing. Our data can account for a need of change in capitalism, and thus for a need to 

stay within this system. 

Our expectation of seeing the society having entered risk society due to an observed reflexivity of 

modern society has been proven. In correlation to this, we note a new-found interest of the elite in 

participating in risk mitigation, due to no longer being able to avoid the risks created by humanity, 

that they have previously profited from. We argue for risk being part of valuation processes of 
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impact, thus indicating that the application of Beck in the analysis of the impact investing industry 

as appropriate. 

7. Conclusion 

7.1. Conclusion 

The aim of this paper is to answer the research question 

What traits specific to the impact investment market are viewed by market actors as significant for 

either the support or hindrance of this emerging market, and can interconnectedness between these 

traits be seen? 

With use of an economic sociologist approach to this emerging impact investment market, we have 

presented a theoretical framework and placed it in context with our collected data. This allows for 

us to conclude that impact investment market actors attach shared importance to a number of 

elements which influence the market by supporting or hindering its emergence, and that all of these 

elements, or traits, appear to function in interconnectedness. Such traits which the actors see as 

significant can be summed up in the following items.  

1. Despite the novelty of the market, there is strong evidence of embeddedness of the market 

actors 

Through qualitative interviews and close observations of the industry actors, we found strong 

evidence of embeddedness in the context of the market, some in a Danish and others in an 

international setting. We found evidence of recurrent relationships between actors through their 

roles as impact investment agents, and we argue a familiarity and community to have emerged in 

the industry. The small size, rapid growth, and uncertainty of the industry alongside the strong 

embeddedness of actors has created impact investment networks. These networks have not managed 

to provide the actors freedom of uncertainty, albeit we cannot account for their effect on the general 

level of uncertainty.  

The strong networks hinders internal criticism of other market actors and also of the industry as a 

whole. The strong embeddedness of the actors in the networks leaves actors connected to the 

industry, but not embedded in it, as outside the market. As we see the economics creating the 

economy, this has an effect on the framing process, as outsiders have to frame their decisions with 
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less knowledge than the insiders. Considering the novelty of the industry, the framing process still 

has large influence on defining market prerequisites, and the low embeddedness of outsiders leads 

the market to be influenced mainly by the networks, i.e. the insides actors. The uncertainty pertains 

through the behaviour of both insiders and outsiders, but outsider-uncertainty can have direct effects 

such as impact washing. Impact washing can thus be an effect of uncertainty due to 

disembeddedness of outsiders of the industry, and cannot only be connected to opportunistic 

behaviour.  

2. Uncertainty in the market has an effect on market behavior 

The difficulty to frame decisions as an effect of uncertainty is shown by the weakness of the 

calculative tools used to facilitate the framing process. Seeing a strong embeddedness of the actors 

within the market, non-economic institutions such as regulation, cannot be proved to be embedded 

in the market. Regulation, together with communication and measurement tools, should facilitate 

the framing process for the agents by acting as calculative tools. However, uncertainty in the market 

causes the tools to lack efficiency. 

3. Actors call for a change in the structure of the capitalist system, but indicate no wish to 

exchange capitalism for a new system 

Through the data presentation and discussion presented above we have been able to identify a 

sincere wish for new ways of thinking within the capitalist system. This is indicated in some 

interviews, but is especially present in the conference and the presentation participated in. 

Interestingly, our data shows representatives of organizations embedded in the capitalist system, 

such as bankers, insurance companies and asset managers, who might not be expected to engage in 

such dialogue, as actively requesting a change of what some of them refer to as the broken capitalist 

system. They suggest rethinking the system toward long-term thinking and sustainability, rejecting 

the short-term, fast-profit regime. While the critique of the current system was evident in the data, 

none of these data suggested a complete change away from capitalism towards a new economic 

system. 

4. The existence of a plurality of value needs revision 

As stated in the discussion, we are able to provide evidence of plurality of value existing in the 

market but have not been able to show that this value plurality is embraced by market actors, as is 
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the case in Barman’s study. While need specifically for a way to monetize on impact is not 

expressed as being significant, there are indications that a common measurement tool in general is 

needed within the industry. We find little support in our data for the measurement tools used in 

Barman’s study, and thus conclude that these might not be useful to the industry. However, a great 

deal of other measurement frameworks were presented. We suggest that value plurality may be 

present when it is difficult to monetize impact, but that it is otherwise not necessary. 

5. Money is seen as a tool and as self-multiplicating 

The value of money is evident in our data, where it holds a dual purpose in the specific case of the 

impact investment industry. First of all, money carries value as a multiplier of itself within the 

industry. In this sense, money is used to communicate to consumers and ultimately leading to 

greater flows of money entering the industry. In addition, the money placed in impact investments 

will lead to return of investments, allowing for new flows of money entering the industry for re-

investment. In addition, money holds value simply as a tool for the creation of impact. 

6. The threat of future risks in the risk society encompasses all social layers from poor to rich, 

however, with impact investment, the distribution of risk continues to be skewed.  

It has in previous ages been clear that the poor were the primary victims of risk. In contrast, the rich 

have been able to pay their way out of risk, or even profit off of it. This should change in the risk 

society, where reflexivity, the understanding of risk caused by humanity as inherent to society, is a 

prerequisite. With the rise of risk society, the rich are no longer able to profit from risk but are 

forced to address risks just like all others, leading to everyone being victims of risk. We are, 

however, seeing two contradictions to this suggestion, both relating to impact investing. First of all, 

since risks are subject to staging, they are perceived differently by different cultures. Impact 

investments are not designed to include those that are on the other side of the investment, i.e. those 

the impact investment targets. It is therefore not a given that those impacts identified as the most 

urgent to address from a western perspective are likewise viewed from a local perspective as being 

the most significant. This may be related to the exclusion of the poor in pre-risk societies. Secondly, 

the very idea of impact investing contradicts the idea of risk as being “democratic”, or equally 

victimizing everyone globally, this is due to the very nature of impact investments, which is the 

mitigating of risk for a considerable profit (according to our data). Since they are investments in the 

mitigation of risk in which profits are, according to statements in our data, considerable. In that 
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sense, the rich are able to continue to profit on risk, albeit they have lost their ability to pay their 

way out of risk exposure. 

Given that these traits all exercise effect on the market and that the market in turn, through its 

actors, affect these traits, we see evidence of interconnectedness amongst these traits.  

7.2 Further Perspective 

Acknowledging the methodological and theoretical implications related to our research, we have 

identified two central issues with direct resolvent within this study. We do hope, however, that these 

themes may be further developed by researchers likewise interested in the issues concerning the 

impact investment industry from an economic sociological approach. These issues are presented in 

the following: 

The apparent failure of the industry to become mainstream. 

It is evident from our data that there is a wish for the industry to gain in importance in order to 

make more meaningful investments and to create greater social and environmental impact. 

However, the industry struggles to gain mainstream recognition. This is discussed with frustration 

in our interviews, where client communication is understood as having great importance, and where 

the data recognizes a need to differentiate impact investments from other types of investments with 

social or environmental goals but with subpar financial returns. Another reason for this is stated to 

be the misperception of other industry actors, who are unwilling to engage in impact investing for 

fear of not providing the necessary returns to their clients. Our data expresses frustration with the 

lack of recognition, as many view impact investing as the only solution to current social and 

environmental challenges. they express a hope that in the future, impact will be mainstreamed into 

all investments, abolishing the need for a specific impact investment industry. 

The industry is new and research on the sociological and qualitative perspectives are lacking. 

The impact investing market is, especially in a Danish context, still to be considered an emerging 

market. It is thus not surprising that there is a lack of industry specific literature to draw from, 

which holds especially true for sociological and qualitative research of the subject. This is a 

significant issue, as the market actors thus stand without appropriate data for understanding the 

human and social issues apparent to the industry. With primarily economic and quantitative data to 

draw from in an industry that encompasses not only financial concepts, but also social elements (in 
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fact, social issues are exactly what the industry is attempting to measure), the quality of market 

actors’ understanding of the industry is significantly reduced. This can be perhaps be seen in the 

industry’s current inability to conduct meaningful framing and to communicate the industry to 

existing and potential clients. This makes our research a significant contribution for the 

development of the impact investment industry into an industry that understands the very concepts 

it is expected to deal with. The discussion of a changing capitalist system as well as that of the 

industry’s embeddedness in the moral economy highlights the importance of research that is able to 

encompass the changing perspective to a greater degree than what is possible with an academic 

approach that is based purely in economic literature. 

7.3. Further Research 

In the following, we wish to present a number of further research subjects that we identified and 

discussed during our research process, but which were judged to be beyond the scope of our 

research, given the data collected and theoretical framework selected. 

Impact Washing 

We have noted that the subject of impact washing was mentioned, but rarely elaborated, in the data. 

As there is currently very little information of the subject, we suggest as future research an 

approach with a greater focus on impact washing and its impact on the impact investing industry. 

This would include a focus on the reluctance towards commenting on the notion as well as the 

general reluctance to critique other actors of the industry. 

Change of the economic system 

Capitalism as the foundation of markets, the economy and society remain a given throughout our 

research. Thus, although a focus on social and environmental aspects are included in impact 

investing, the capitalist framework remains unquestioned. With the current social and ecological 

crises, some are questioning the foundations of our society and the strong inclination towards 

continuous growth in the economy, instead suggesting a restructuring of the entire capitalist system 

towards circularity and embeddedness of the economy (see for instance Raworth, 2017). One might 

consider how impact investing would survive in a scenario of a post-capitalist system where growth 

and profit-making is critiqued. 
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Appendixes 

Appendix 1: The IFC Operating Principles for Impact Management  

 

Appendix 2: Example of an interview guide. This is the interview guide used for Kim. As the interviews 

were semi-structured, we were able to move around the questions as we wished and skip questions that we 

during the course of the interview deemed unnecessary. 

Introduction Question  Comments 

 

Tell us what you are working on now? since he quit PKA (Head of 

Responsible Investments) last 

summer... 

 

Please tell us about Abnorm. https://www.abnorm.co/about/  

systemicventures.com  

 

How do you define impact investment? 

 

 

Is it important how Impact investment is 

defined?  

 

https://www.abnorm.co/about/
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Please explain why impact investment is 

(not) window dressing/philanthropy?  

 

 

Did/do you feel like there was a gap in the 

Danish market, since you started the 

initiative - what gap, and how is abnorm 

going to fill it?  

 

 

Is there any equivalent to Abnorm in the 

Danish market today? The international 

market? 

 

 

Why invest, rather than provide grants?  

 

motivation 

  

 

How did you become interested in Impact 

Investment, as opposed to more traditional 

investing?  

 

 

Why is Impact Investment important? Also as a concept - you could just 

invest in projects that have an impact 

without having a phrase for it 

 

What are the benefits of Impact 

Investment - for business, for state, for 

individuals, for organizations etc.? 

 

 

How is Danish business picking up on the 

trend - if it is? 

 

 

Can the interest in Impact Investment in 

any ways be related to culture?  
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How do you think that the advantages of 

impact investments could/should be 

marketed to the public? 

 

challenges 

  

 

What does it mean to close the financing 

and knowledge gap in the impact sector? 

 

 

What are the specific challenges that work 

against Impact Investment in Denmark?  

For instance: are there big enough 

investors?  

 

How do you make sure that your 

investments are as good as other types of 

investments - that is, how do you ensure 

stakeholder satisfaction?  

Is the pressure to deliver financial 

returns as important here as it is for a 

normal VC fund.  

 

Should an impact investment fund pursue 

high risk, high potential investments or 

low risk, low potential investments? 

Due to the importance in ensuring 

proper returns for their investors.  

 

If Impact Investment is so good, why 

aren’t everyone, all companies, investors 

etc., engaged in it?  

 

assessment 

  

 

(and speaking of challenges - we would 

like to talk about the assessment of impact, 

firms)  

 

 

Is financial impact really as easy to assess 

as is often assumed?  
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In your expert opinion, what is the best 

way to assess non-financial impact? 

 

 

What framework do you use to assess a 

potential investment? (how do you assess 

them)  

 

 

Can an impact investment truly do no 

harm in other words, can you ensure that 

any given investment is free of negative 

externalities, unethical conduct, and so 

on.  

 

 

Does it go the other way as well? That is, 

are firms seeking funding aware of the 

funds they approach and consciously 

looking for sustainable investment funds?  

 

The enabling 

environment 

  

 

The enabling environment (laws, 

regulation, cultural context) is an 

important part of aII literature - how does 

the Danish context either enable or hinder 

II?  

 

 

Denmark is often considered a country 

that is far ahead in sustainability 

investment - would you agree to these 

claims?  

 

 

Is the enabling environment going in the 

right direction?  
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What needs to be done in Denmark in 

order to enable Impact Investment?  

 

round-up 

  

 

Is there anything you feel like we have not 

covered with this interview?  

 

Snowballing we have contacted Merkur Andelsbank, 

REPAIR impact investment fund, and 

tried to get in contact with selected Danish 

ministries (without success)... do you have 

any suggestions regarding additional 

people or institutions to contact? 

  

 

Appendix 3: Presentation of the guest speakers at the conference, highlighting profit/non-profit objectives of 

organization as well as the position of the representative. 

Organisation Profit/non-profit Position of representative 

UBS Profit Head of philanthropy 

IXO (foundation) Non-profit  President and founder 

European commission  --- Senior economist 

European bank for reconstruction 

and development 

Profit  Managing director of external 

relations partnerships  

EBRD  Profit  Director of natural resources 



Page 120 
 

IFC  Profit  Country manager for UK, Ireland 

and Malta 

OECD  --- Director for science, technology 

and innovation  

ClearlySo  Profit  CEO  

The Duke of Edinburgh’s 

International Award 

Foudnation  

Non-profit  Research and evaluation 

director 

WWF Non-profit Finance practice leader  

The big issue group Non-profit  Chair 

ACUMEN Profit (longterm, what 

they call Patiet capital)  

Chief business development 

officer  

Goldman Sachs  Profit  Vice president  

Climate Fund Manager  Profit  Director, head of capital arising 

and buiness development  

SOS children’s villages  Non-profit Head of partner market  

Deutsche Bank  Profit  Managing director of sustainable 

investments group 

MacArthur foundation Non-profit Associate Director 
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Rotshchild & co  Profit  director  

bridges fund management  Profit  Co-founder, partner 

TRUCOST  Profit Director, head of business 

development 

New Forests ltd.  Profit CEO  

MAANCH  Profit CEO 

GRACE  non-profit Founder 

Appendix 4: An organizational chart of connections between Novo Holdings, Novo Foundation and REPAIR 

as presented by Charlie.  

 


