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Impact Investing – Financing 
Innovation for Sustainable 
Development: Definitions

UNECE

Since 2015, its potential was explicitly acknowledged by United 
Nations (e.g. 2030 Agenda and the Addis Ababa Action Agenda) 
and inter-governmental processes (e.g. G8 Global Social Impact 
Investment Steering group).

Two criteria define Impact investing:

- INTENT to achieve social and/or environmental benefit in 
addition to financial return => difference to traditional 
investment

- EXPECTATION of financial return => difference to pure 
philanthropy

Impact investing can take many different forms and involves many 
actors 



Impact Investing – Financing 
Innovation for Sustainable 
Development: Trends

UNECE

➢ Relatively new, small market segment but growing over recent years. 

➢ The balance between financial performance and social/environmental 
impact can vary.

➢ Measurement challenges question comparability of cases across sectors 
and investors.

➢ Impact investors share may characteristics of non-impact investors, 
but add their personal values to business models. 

➢ Impact investment is more common in activities such as sustainable 
agriculture, renewables, microfinance, and public services such as 
affordable housing, healthcare and education



Impact Investing – Financing 
Innovation for Sustainable 
Development: Measuring 

UNECE

Whereas  there are well-established methods, standards and regulations 
to assess financial performance,  for social and environmental impact 
these are still at the early stage. 

Challenges:

➢ No single variable captures the many dimensions of impact

➢ Difficulty to attribute impact to a single particular investment

➢ Need to focus on intended beneficiaries, not at investee companies (i.e. 
assessing financial performance is insufficient)

➢ Lack of skills, resources and capacity for measurement, accounting, 
auditing (at level of investors, investees, and audit profession)

➢ Need of better legislation to ensure spread of independent certification



Impact Investing – Financing 
Innovation for Sustainable 
Development: Match making and 
Mobilizing Capital for Impact

➢A mismatch between the capital available and investment opportunities is an 
obstacles to growth of impact  investment markets

➢Networking by business and financial associations can enhance  opportunities  
(e.g. through matching investors with wider selection of start-ups working on 
solutions for SD challenges).

➢Priority measures: improve assessment of risk-adjusted returns;  raise 
awareness through education; adopt a financing model that is appropriate to 
the right firm (e.g. small venture early stage, scaling up).

➢In cases of partnership with government, ensure the right allocation of risks 
(e.g. through layered financial structures that provide first-loss risk protection 
to investors).



Recent Events on Innovative 
finance for sustainable 
development

UNECE
➢ UNECE and Government of Israel International 

Conference: “Start-up Nations: Innovative 
Entrepreneurship for Sustainable Development” 
and the Ninth session of the Team of Specialists 
on Innovation and Competitiveness Policies 
(Geneva, 2 - 4 November 2016).

➢ High level segment on “Impact Investing -
Financing Innovation and People-First PPPs for 
Sustainable Development” at the 11th session of 
the Committee on Innovation, Competitiveness 
and Public-Private Partnerships (Geneva, 20 - 22 
March 2017)



Innovation for Sustainable 
Development Reviews

Established program

• Based on int’l good practices

• On request from countries

• Repeat visits by int’l expert teams 

• Tailored recommendations on 
innovation for sustainable 
development

• Peer review and gov’t feedback

http://www.unece.org/ceci/2011/ipr.html
http://www.unece.org/ceci-welcome/cecipublications/ceci/2012/innovation-performance-review-of-kazakhstan/doc.html
http://www.unece.org/ceci-welcome/cecipublications/ceci/2013/innovation-performance-review-of-ukraine/doc.html
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