
Measuring what matters 
The pathway to success in  
impact investment

The growth in private sector contributions to sustainable devel-

opment, through investment, expertise and innovation, has led 

to calls for improved tracking and measurement of social and 

environmental impact. The CFC follows these developments 

closely and seeks to incorporate good impact measurement 

practices into its project appraisal and implementation process. 

The Common Fund for Commodities (CFC) aims to enhance 

the socio-economic development of commodity producers  

and other value chains actors through its market oriented 

 approach, thereby contributing to the development of society 

as a whole. To maximize the effectiveness of its operations, CFC 

has begun expanding the proportion of its support to small and 

medium enterprises (SMEs) in the form of loans, ‘returnable 

grants’, equity, quasi equity, lines of credit and guarantees1. 

The Fund concentrates its support on SMEs because they are 

major drivers of economic growth, diversification and employ-

ment creation. SMEs play an important role in formalizing an 

economy through their value chain linkages with producers, 

suppliers, distributors, retailers, and other service providers. 

By supporting SME growth in developing countries, the CFC 

realizes its role as a catalyst of commodity driven development. 

While traditional investors see a complex risk environment  

and high management and transaction costs, the CFC sees  

the prevailing opportunities for development. Drawing on its 

capacity and experience, the Fund willingly accepts and man-

ages a degree of risk when there is a good chance that a viable 

investment can also yield a social or environmental impact. 

In the sector, financing arrangements which generate social 

or environmental returns, in addition to a financial return, have 

become widely known as ‘impact investments’2. 
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1    See http://common-fund.org/about-us/five-year-action-plans/ 
2    See GIIN. (2015). Introducing the Impact Investing Benchmark.
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Harnessing the power of private capital 
with impact investments

Long before the term ‘impact investment’ was coined, it was 

recognized that financial capital could do more than just gener-

ate a financial return for shareholders. The maxim ‘doing well 

by doing good’ has been mainstreamed through the concept of 

Corporate Social Responsibility. More recently, the field of im-

pact investment has emerged as a recognised investment class, 

and while still at a relatively early stage, it is poised for growth3. 

Impact investment has attracted the attention of leaders in 

finance, philanthropy, business, and government as it harnesses 

the efficiency and discipline of private capital markets to  

 address some of society’s pressing issues4. 

The growth in the impact investment sector seems to be building 

from two sides. On one side, existing players in the conventional 

investment landscape are increasingly interested in using their 

investments to encourage positive social and environmental 

change. On the other, actors in the development landscape have 

recognized the importance of private sector financing for devel-

opment, and are further encouraged to look to returnable forms 

of financing as aid budgets increasingly come under pressure. 

The central role of impact measurement

Growth in the impact investment sector has brought calls for im-

proved impact measurement, in order to demonstrate progress 

towards the achievement of social and environmental objectives. 

The development sector experienced similar calls in the early 

2000s. Commitments to increase funding for the Millennium 

Development Goals were contingent on aid being used as 

 effectively as possible. The Aid Effectiveness agenda5 led to 

more frequent and rigorous evaluations, thereby improving 

 accountability, programme and organizational learning, and 

better informing policymakers about what works, in which 

contexts, and why. 

The impact investment sector has duly recognized that impact 

measurement is central to legitimizing the practice of impact 

investing. Increasingly, investors want to have more detailed 

social and environmental performance data so they can scru-

tinise it as they do financial data. This enables investors to have 

a better understanding of social returns on investment and 

 re-allocate investment capital accordingly. 

Across a portfolio, impact measurement facilitates learning, 

enabling investment decisions to be better tuned towards 

achieving impact. Furthermore, companies who are able to 

demonstrate that their business has a broader impact may 

also be more successful in attracting investment capital. All in 

all, increased transparency and accountability is expected to 

 contribute to the mobilization of greater capital investments, 

further growing the impact investment sector.

In search of a pathway to impact

But what is impact anyway? In the development sector, the most 

common definition of impact is “positive and negative, primary 

and secondary long-term effects produced by a development 

intervention, directly or indirectly, intended or unintended”6.  

This means that impact measurement must attempt to capture 

the extent to which an intervention has had an additional impact, 

compared with what might have occurred regardless. 

Figure 1: Impact chain model

Input Activity Output Outcome Impact

Definition Resources that are 
deployed in service 
of a certain (set of) 
activities

Actions, or tasks,  
that are performed 
in support of specific 
impact objectives

Tangible, immediate 
practices, products 
and services that result 
from the activities that 
are undertaken

Changes, or effects, 
on individuals or the 
environment that follow 
from the delivery of 
products and services

Changes, or effects,  
on society or the envi-
ronment that follow 
from outcomes that 
have been achieved

Illustrative Example Investments to an 
 impact organization 
(e.g., in a micro-
finance institution)

Actions by an impact 
organization to  
attract clients (e.g., 
campaigns)

Number of clients 
served by an impact 
organization (e.g., 
loans extended)

Changes among 
clients (e.g., doubling 
of household income 
among MFI clients)

Changes in broader 
environment of the 
impact organization 
(e.g., less crime)

Illustrative Insight for 
Investors

Capital deployed  
(i.e., initial investment)

Activities undertaken  
to deliver on impact 
goals

Services rendered 
through impact  
capital provided

Income generated by 
beneficiaries due to 
impact capital

Impact on society  
due to impact capital

Source: Impact Measurement Working Group (2014)

3   JP Morgan Report. (2010). Impact Investments: An Emerging Asset Class., pg. 6.
4   Social Impact Investment Taskforce. (2014). Measuring Impact, Subject Paper of the Impact Measurement Working Group.  

http://www.socialimpactinvestment.org/reports/Measuring%20Impact%20WG%20paper%20FINAL.pdf 
5   See http://www.oecd.org/dac/effectiveness/thehighlevelforaonaideffectivenessahistory.htm 
6   See Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development – Development Assistance Committee. (2010).  

Glossary of Key Terms in Evaluation and Results Based Management., p.24. https://www.oecd.org/dac/evaluation/2754804.pdf 
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The impact chain model is useful for illustrating different  

levels of results. It shows how inputs can be invested in certain 

activities, which are expected to result in immediate outputs 

(e.g. farmers trained). The output level is generally easy to 

measure, verify and attribute. 

In turn, these outputs are expected to lead to broader out-

comes (e.g. increased farm production) and hopefully in the 

long run, sustainable impact (e.g. increased profitability and 

improved livelihoods). Outcomes and impact are much more 

complex to measure than outputs, because one must establish 

causal attribution and demonstrate additionality7. 

A short history of impact measurement

The impact investment sector has actively taken up the chal-

lenge of measuring social impact and has come a long way in 

the past ten years or so. Many impact investors began by devel-

oping their own metrics and tracked social and environmental 

performance on spreadsheets. These emergent practices are 

now beginning to coalesce into a set of good practices. Several 

online tools and platforms have been developed to bring in-

creased consistency to impact measurement and reporting. 

Acumen PULSE

One of the earliest efforts was a portfolio management system 

developed by Acumen Fund and a volunteer team of Google 

software developers. The general idea was to bring reporting 

and accountability into the impact investment sector, and to 

standardize the metrics that social investors track. From around 

2006 onwards, the system began to attract wider interest in the 

sector and eventually evolved into the PULSE software. PULSE 

quickly gained in popularity, providing social investors with a tool 

to track the non-financial metrics of an investment in a similar 

way to how traditional, financial returns are tracked. The cloud-

based software was provided free of charge to non-profits.

Figure 2: Example of an IRIS metric

Impact Reporting and Investment Standards (IRIS)

During the period when PULSE was being developed, the Global 

Impact Investing Network (GIIN) and several other founda-

tions8, teamed up to develop IRIS – the Impact Reporting and 

Investment Standards9. IRIS is essentially a catalogue of gener-

ally accepted performance metrics that impact investors can 

browse and choose from to describe the social, environmental 

and financial results of an investment or fund. Each metric is a 

presented with a standard definition, an ID for reporting cita-

tion, and usage guidance. In all, IRIS offers social investors 550 

standardized metrics, enabling better data comparability within 

and across funds. IRIS metrics can be used in conjunction with 

a range of tools and resources that support an impact measure-

ment practice. 

B Labs, B Impact Assessment and B Analytics

B Labs is one such organisation building on earlier work to 

help businesses, investors, and institutions measure their social 

and environmental impact. The B Impact Assessment10 draws 

on IRIS metrics and enables companies and funds to ‘assess, 

compare and improve’ their performance through an online 

self-assessment. The assessment questions are specific to the 

type of investment and reporting includes basic customisa-

tion to help companies chart out a roadmap of appropriate 

improvements. 

7   Additionality is the extent to which something happens as a result of an intervention that would not have occurred in the absence of the intervention.  
See, for example, English Partnerships. (2008). Additionality Guide, Third Edition; A standard approach to assessing the additional impact

8   These included Rockefeller Foundation, PricewaterhouseCoopers, Deloitte, GIIN, Hitachi and B Labs
9   See iris.thegiin.com
10 See http://bimpactassessment.net/

Table 1: IRIS catalogue of metrics

Category Description

Financial performance Standard financial reporting metrics such as current assets and financial liabilities 

Operational performance Metrics to assess investees’ governance policies, employment practices, and the social  
and environmental impact of their day-to-day business activities

Product performance Metrics that describe and quantify the social and environmental benefits of the products, 
 services, and unique processes offered by your investees

Sector performance Metrics that describe and quantify impact in particular social and environmental sectors, 
 including agriculture, financial services, and healthcare

Social and environmental performance Metrics that describe and quantify progress towards specific impact objectives such as 
 employment generation or sustainable land use

Client individuals: Total

Standard definition

Common terms 
included in IRIS glossary

IRIS ID for verifiability 
and reporting citation

Usage guidance, 
included with 
some metrics

ID: PD2541

Number of unique individuals who were clients of the
organization during the  reporting period.

This metric is intended to capture the number of unique clients
who were recipients of the organization’s products or services…
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B Labs has also incorporated PULSE into its B Analytics platform 

and has added additional features11. The platform enables 

companies and funds to benchmark their assessment score 

against thousands of other businesses in a range of categories. 

Investees can then track their social and environmental pro-

gress through time. B Labs has also launched the Global Impact 

Investing Rating System (GIIRS)12, which uses a ratings approach 

to assess the social and environmental impact of companies 

and funds, similar to financial credit risk ratings. 

Social Value (SV) and Social Return on Investment (SROI)

Parallel to these efforts, Social Value13 (SV) has developed a 

principles-based method for measuring extra-financial value. 

While PULSE, IRIS and B Labs have strived to improve measure-

ment and reporting at the output level, SV has tried to get closer 

to measuring the real differences that investments make in the 

lives of stakeholders, and society more broadly. Taking a slightly 

different approach, Social Return on Investment (SROI) tries 

to measure change in ways that are relevant to the people or 

organizations that experience them. It does this by working with 

stakeholders to assign monetary values to benefits. This enables 

a ratio of benefits to costs to be calculated. For example, a ratio 

of 3:1 indicates that an investment of 1 Euro delivers 3 Euros 

of social value. While the method is sometimes critiqued for 

reducing benefits down to monetary units, proponents note 

that this is just a useful way to convey value. SV is supported by 

a large network of over 700 members, and continues to iterate 

and evolve with the industry. Because SV attempts to measure 

value all the way to the impact level, greater expertise, time and 

resources are required, compared with self-assessment tools 

that usually track output and a few outcome level metrics. 

And many other networks…

Many other networks have also contributed to social and en-

vironmental performance reporting. Among them, The Global 

Reporting Initiative promotes the use of sustainability report-

ing as a way for organizations to become more sustainable 

and contribute to sustainable development14. In the United 

States, the Sustainability Accounting Standards Board works to 

develop and disseminate sustainability accounting standards 

that help publicly-listed corporations disclose material for 

investors15. The European Venture Philanthropy Association 

is another who has developed a practical guide to measuring 

and managing impact16. 

Impact Measurement Working group (IMWG)

In 2013, international leaders, as part of the G8 summit in 

 London, established the Social Impact Investment Taskforce 

with the aim of accelerating the development of impact invest-

ing around the world. The Taskforce recognized the critical  

role that measurement plays in demonstrating social and en-

vironmental impact, and established the Impact Measurement 

Working Group (IMWG) to facilitate the development of impact 

measurement across the impact investing marketplace17. In the 

view of the IMWG, impact measurement of impact investments 

will likely develop in four gradual stages:

•  Emergence – the point when individual organizations 

 develop their own practices

•  Consensus – where best practices emerge and increasing 

alignment occurs across organizations

•  Standardization – where standards for performance 

 measurement and transparency gain traction

•  Integration – where standards become part of a market’s 

formal infrastructure

Most impact investment actors would agree that there is an 

emerging consensus around metrics, and good practices for 

tracking activities and outputs. The growth in use of online plat-

forms such as B Analytics and GIIRS ratings show enthusiasm 

for better aligned reporting standards. 

11   See http://b-analytics.net/
12   See http://b-analytics.net/giirs-ratings 
13   See http://www.socialvalueuk.org 
14   See http://globalreporting.org 
15   See http://sasb.org 
16   See http://evpa.eu.com/publication/guide-measuring-and-managing-impact-2015/ 
17   See http://www.socialimpactinvestment.org/reports/Measuring%20Impact%20

WG%20paper%20FINAL.pdf 

Photo: CFC

Reintroduction of good agricultural practices is making a  

measurable impact on coffee quality and production volumes



In search of standards and  
a common language

Many in the impact investment sector believe that impact 

measurement practices should be based on a standard for 

defining, measuring and comparing positive social and environ-

mental impact. Without standards, the argument goes, there 

are significant barriers-to-scale. These include a fragmented 

market where each investor defines impact differently, high due 

diligence and transaction costs, limited investor understanding, 

and a weak policy environment due to a dearth of information18.

It is worth critiquing the extent to which standards are imple-

mentable or even desirable. At the output level, tools such as 

IRIS and B Analytics enable investors and investees to more eas-

ily track and benchmark social and environmental performance. 

This is probably the appropriate level for future development of 

measurement standards. Even at this level, the tracking of met-

rics can be immensely beneficial to both investors and investees. 

Far from being another compliance requirement, tracking per-

formance allows a company to reflect seriously on its social and 

environmental impact, and benchmark and learn from others in 

the same sector. It also serves to remind to the investee that the 

investor is serious about social and environmental performance. 

As the saying goes, what is measured gets managed.

“Language matters – talking about impact when  

we only mean output can lead to the wrong 

 impression about what was actually achieved,  

since outputs do not always lead to positive impacts.”

However, impact measurement at the outcome and impact 

level tends to be highly specific to each investment. There are 

many different investment categories, and within each category 

there are companies using investment capital in very different  

ways, leading to a wide array of possible impacts different 

stakeholder types. Trying to benchmark investments at the 

impact level is like comparing apples and oranges.

Much more care needs to be taken with language in this regard. 

All too often words like impact, benefit, returns and value are 

used interchangeably. Likewise, standards and ratings should 

take care when using terms such as ‘gold standard’19. Language 

matters – talking about impact when we only mean output can 

lead to the wrong impression about what was actually achieved, 

since outputs do not always lead to positive impacts.  

Figure 3 Impact measurement tools and methods,  

measuring outputs, outcomes and impact

In general, impact investment funds rarely commission rigorous 

impact level assessments due to the costs and time involved. 

Impact investors should not fall for the illusion  

that impact can become cheap and easy to measure, if better 

tools were available. 

It is worth considering how the development sector has dealt 

with similar issues. Well established guidelines have been devel-

oped, such as the DAC Guidelines and Reference Series Quality 

Standards for Development Evaluation20. Furthermore, are there 

are numerous guidance papers produced by members of the 

DAC Network on Development Evaluation, which discuss good 

practices and are also largely applicable for impact investment21. 

Evaluation guidelines in the development sector have not 

become universal requirements, and for good reason. It is well 

understood that an impact evaluation needs to be methodo-

logically appropriate to the nature of the intervention, and 

evaluation questions need to follow the intervention’s Theory of 

Change22. Furthermore, the available budget always has a large 

bearing on aspects such as methodology design and sample 

sizes. The same issues apply to impact investment.
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18   See, for example, http://giirs.nonprofitsoapbox.com/about-giirs/how-giirs-works/ 
19   For example, GIIRS ratings claim to be the ‘gold standard’ for impact measurement in impact investing. In impact evaluations, the ‘gold standard’  

is typically associated with randomized control trials, although it is contested whether any method should make this claim.
20   See https://www.oecd.org/development/evaluation/qualitystandards.pdf 
21   The OECD Development Assistance Committee develops a) guidelines and b) reference documents to inform and assist members in the conduct  

of their development co-operation programmes. See http://www.oecd.org/derec/guidelines.htm 
22   Typically, an impact evaluation draws on a ‘Theory of Change’ framework, which maps out the logic specific to a given intervention.  

The Theory of Change follows the impact chain logic, describing how certain inputs and activities result in specific outputs, which are expected  
to lead to certain outcomes and broader impacts. See http://www.theoryofchange.org/what-is-theory-of-change/
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Readiness to implement – a checklist

Sometimes lost in discussions around metrics, tools and stand-

ards is the fundamental issue of whether an impact meas-

urement plan is implementable. Impact investors should ask 

themselves:

•	 	What is the goal of the assessment? (e.g. to report on outputs, 

outcomes or impact, strengthen decision making, influence 

policymaking, and/or deploy payment-for-success structures?)

•	 	 What impact measurement requirements do external 

 stakeholders have?

•	 	 What (budgetary) resources are available for impact 

 measurement? 

•	 	Who will be responsible for various phases? (e.g. metho-

dology development, data collection, analysis, reporting)

•	 	 What capacities do actors require to carry out their phase  

of the assessment?

Answering these questions should help an investor to better un-

derstand the trade-offs between impact measurement options. 

Intensity levels in impact measurement

The choice of impact measurement design will depend on  

a number of factors, including the level of rigour demanded, 

attribution considerations, available budget, level of independ-

ence and expertise required, and time constraints. 

The monitoring of activities and outputs should be done with 

all investments. Many tools and guidelines are available to 

help investors and investees carry out self-assessments and 

produce reports. If required, these can later be independently 

verified. At this level, assessments are fast and cheap, and 

data on a pre-defined set of metrics make benchmarking 

with other funds and investments possible. The downside  

is that monitoring may be subject to bias, and data quality 

may fall short of expectations. Furthermore, positive assess-

ments at the output level are not necessarily indicative of 

sustainable impact. 

Rapid assessments are a mid-way option, and are useful 

for looking at processes of change from output through to 

the  impact level. They may incorporate qualitative research 

 methods (such as key informant interviews, or focus group 

 discussions), and capture a limited set of quantitative data. 

Rapid assessments can usually present a reasonable picture  

of the outcome and impact scenario, and they are often suffi-

cient for drawing recommendations based on the perceptions 

of a range of stakeholders. However, rapid studies typically  

lack statistical power to measure the extent of impact, and  

may have difficulty proving attribution and additionality.

A wise choice may be to subject a small sample of invest-

ments to a rigorous impact evaluation. Rigorous impact 

assessments can help answer higher level questions with con-

fidence, and shed light on the validity of assumptions underly-

ing an investment’s ‘theory of change’. For example, did the 

activities and outputs actually follow the expected pathway to 

impact? Did the investment have an impact on poor, middle 

income or wealthy beneficiaries? What evidence is there of 

the amount of impact actually realised? 

Towards a set of Impact measurement practices
 

The IMWG has pinpointed seven widely-accepted sets of 

activities that are fundamental to any impact measurement 

practice – goal setting, framework development and indicator 

selection, data collection and storage, validation, data analy-

sis, data reporting and data driven management. Underlying 

these activities are four phases – Plan, Do, Assess and Review 

– which are undertaken by investors and investees together 

in order to generate intelligence that can further enhance 

impact measurement. 

Source: IMWG. (2014). Measuring Impact - Subject paper of the Impact 
Measurement Working Group

Goal
Setting

Data
Analysis Validation

Data-driven
Management 

Data
Reporting Data

Collection
& Storage 

Framework
Development

& Indicator 
Selection   

Review Plan

Assess Do



Rigorous impact evaluations can take several forms but must 

be carried out by independent experts. Quasi-experimental 

studies, with or without baselines, are considerably more 

robust, but are also more expensive. These studies require 

comparison with a control group to assess a counterfac-

tual situation . Qualitative methods can complement large 

 household surveys or other forms of quantitative data to  

help  answer the ‘how’ and ‘why’ questions. Randomized 

control trials are seen by some as the gold standard of impact 

measurement. However, they require randomization of ben-

eficiaries and non-beneficiaries, which, in the real world of 

business, is often not possible.
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• Output level metrics (some outcome)
• Metrics applicable across a fund

• Online tools and methods useful (eg IRIS)
• Relatively low rigour, shallow analysis

• Carried out by investor or investee

• Low frequency, few investments
• Relatively high cost, longer time to carry out

• Outcome and impact level measurement
• Inclusion of qualitative methods to understand processes

• High rigour - use of baseline/endline, control group
• Assessment against counterfactual, demonstrating additionality

• Depth of analysis and representativity
• Carried out by expert evaluators

Figure 4:  

Intensity levels

there is an opportunity for the Fund to integrate with 
online platforms in the future, should it wish. 

CFC is working through some of the usual challenges  
in tracking performance, such as the reliability and 
accuracy of some metric data provided by investees. 
Some metrics appear simple, but can in fact be devilishly 
complex. For example measuring ‘opportunity costs 
foregone’, requires data collection and analysis with a 
sufficient number of beneficiary households. Likewise, 
‘net income per hectare’ involves a calculation based all 
input and labour costs, yields and prices – data which 
requires quite some effort to collect and analyse.  

Output tracking helps the Fund to know if it’s on the 
right road. However, CFC recognises that independent 
evaluators are still necessary to assess whether it has 
arrived at its destination – long term impact. Due to  
the greater costs involved, only a small number of 
investments are independently assessed in-depth. 

CFC has applied its experience from earlier evaluation 
studies to identify a set of core indicators which are 
most relevant to the Fund’s goals. To enhance trans-
parency and facilitate learning, the CFC makes its 
evaluation reports and impact indicator frameworks 
available for all to see on its website. 

Customised performance tracking sheets have been 
developed by the Fund and entrepreneurs are expected  
to utilise these to improve the monitoring of activities 
and outputs. This is useful for accountability purposes, 
but also to ensure that the investee keeps social and 
environmental goals front of mind.  

CFC recognises the limited capacity of most of its 
investees to gather reliable data on its behalf. It is now in 
the process of working with investees to see how they 
can streamline the data collection process. At present, 
CFC is using its own system to track social and environ-
mental metrics. Its core metrics align well with IRIS, and 

Tracking impact with CFC
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Reflections and progress

Impact measurement is critical to the success and evolution 

of the impact investment sector. Without it, effective impact 

investing cannot occur. 

Several tools and platforms have been developed, and thou-

sands of companies and funds are now regularly tracking social 

and environmental performance metrics. The Impact invest-

ment community should however take care with the use of lan-

guage - tracking social and environmental metrics is important 

and useful, but the reporting of output results should not be 

confused with demonstrating impact.

Investors need to consider their impact measurement practice 

in relation to various factors, including their objectives, de-

sired level of rigour, and available resources. Done well, impact 

measurement can contribute to accountability and transparency, 

further encouraging growth in the sector. It can help investees 

to sharpen their focus on social and environmental change and 

help investors learn more about the characteristics of successful 

investments. It can even help policymakers reflect on whether 

returnable forms of financing can achieve impact comparable to 

grant based projects, and with the same types of beneficiary. 

The sector has recently taken some big strides forward in 

‘measuring what matters’ and it is exciting to see the challenge 

of impact measurement being taken up by a committed impact 

investment community. It is, after all, the pathway to success in 

impact investment.
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Table 2: CFC minimum metrics

 Metric group CFC minimum metrics

Beneficiaries Total direct beneficiaries (male/female ratio)
Total indirect beneficiaries

Production Change in average land size dedicated to the commodity 
Change in total production
Change in average yield

Income Net income per hectare
Average beneficiary income with project
Average beneficiary income without project
Opportunity cost (net value of alternative activities foregone by the household)

Firms and employment Total firms or cooperatives assisted
Number of additional jobs created
Net income per job
Ratio of firms/employees


