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1. Introduction


The real estate sector stands as one of the paramount industries worldwide. In the year 2020, the total worth of global real estate, approximately $326.5 trillion USD, surpasses the collective value of both global equity (about $109.2 trillion USD) and debt securities (around $123.5 trillion USD) for the same period. Additionally, it’s noteworthy that the value of global real estate is approximately four times the total global Gross Domestic Product (GDP), which amounted to approximately $84.8 trillion USD in 2020 (Savills World Research 2021). Nonetheless, it is imperative to acknowledge that the global real estate sector bears a substantial environmental burden, contributing to one-third of the world’s carbon dioxide (CO2) emissions, consuming 40% of the world’s energy resources, and accounting for 50% of global resource wastage (Credit Suisse, 2021).


We recognize that actors within the financial and real estate sectors are not solely motivated by altruism, as demonstrated by the financial crisis of 2008. This crisis underscored the imperative for substantial reform within the financial system, prompting a reconsideration of economic and financial paradigms. The overarching goal was to establish a sustainable economic milieu and rehabilitate the standing of both individual financial institutions and the financial system. These ethical imperatives significantly influence the domain of corporate social responsibility (CSR) within financial firms, the practice of socially responsible investments, and the realm of philanthropic investments (Chiappini, 2017). Hence, the real estate industry has a significant and responsible role to play as a curator of the built environment. This has brought the opportunities to re-conceptualize real estate development and investment to the forefront and link it to local needs and priorities worldwide (Urban Land Institute, 2021).


This doctoral thesis comprises three research papers, whereby every paper is presented in one chapter of this thesis.


Chapter 2 of the research paper titled “To Miss the Forest for the Trees: Understanding, Conceptualizing, and Defining Social Impact Investing through a Systematic Literature Review” delves into the escalating significance of impact investments as a means of attaining societal objectives. While environmental considerations have garnered increasing attention, the social dimensions of impact investments have frequently been marginalized with respect to their elucidation, demarcation, and quantification. This investigation constitutes an inaugural endeavor in the process of defining the concept of social impact investing. It does so by conducting a methodical review of extant literature, drawing upon the research design and methodology elucidated by Höchstädter and Scheck (2015) , and subsequently fusing this definition with the European Union’s social taxonomy. The scrutiny undertaken in this chapter exposes that the prevailing definition of social impact investing closely parallels that of impact investing but mandates the inclusion of an additional criterion, denoted as “additionality.” Furthermore, the paper brings to the fore the conspicuous neglect of the financial return component within academic dialogues, despite the pervasive concentration on investment matters. Lastly, this chapter provides elucidation regarding the usage of more than 45 interconnected terminologies within the domain of impact investing, encompassing concepts such as social investments, socially responsible investing (SRI), corporate social responsibility (CSR), and environmental social governance (ESG).


We find ourselves in the nascent stages of social impact measurement within the real estate sector. Presently, multiple stakeholders are diligently crafting measurement tools and terminology to establish industry standards, with a pronounced emphasis on environmental considerations while somewhat neglecting the social dimensions. However, the escalating global emphasis on social issues, driven by international pressures such as the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and regulatory mandates such as the EU social taxonomy, necessitates the incorporation of social aspects into the strategic management of companies operating in this sector. Chapter 3 (Paper 2) “From Location, Location, Location to People, People, People: Establishing a Real Estate Social Impact Scoring Modell” marks an inaugural stride towards formulating an analytical framework for assessing and quantifying the social impact within the real estate industry. Drawing inspiration from the balanced scorecard concept, this research introduces a social perspective in the form of an analytical framework designed to enable real estate enterprises to scrutinize, record, measure, and compare their social impact at the asset level. This approach is underpinned by a comprehensive investigation that encompasses a survey involving 233 prominent figures in the German real estate realm, complemented by ten indepth focus group sessions with industry experts. This research amalgamates existing frameworks with practical insights from the real estate field and enriches the model with academic principles such as Maslow’s hierarchy of needs and the Sustainable Development Goals, all set within the regulatory context provided by the EU social taxonomy. The culmination of this endeavor will yield a real estate impact investing analysis grid, accessible to all stakeholders in the real estate industry, serving as a transparent tool to validate, substantiate, and, consequently, fulfill their social responsibilities, thereby facilitating future benchmarking efforts.


Chapter 4 (Paper 3) “The future of social impact investing in the German real estate industry – Qualitative research on social impact investing views of top and middle managers” addresses a significant gap in the consideration of social impact investing within the real estate sector, despite its substantial societal implications. It introduces a novel tool, termed the Real Estate Social Impact Analysis Grid, designed for the assessment and comparison of social value and impact. Rooted in scholarly inquiry, this research employs agency theory as its conceptual foundation to illuminate the intricate dynamics within the real estate industry, with a particular emphasis on the intersection of social impact investing and its alignment with stakeholder interests. By conducting a rigorous analysis of interview data collected from leading German real estate experts, employing grounded theory and the Gioia method, this study investigates the functioning of social impact investing as a mechanism to reconcile the objectives of investors (principals) with the broader societal objectives often advocated by managers and other intermediaries (agents). The discourse surrounding the delicate equilibrium between financial and social returns, alongside the imperatives of benchmarking and standardization, is dissected through the lens of agency theory. This framework underscores the critical importance of aligning incentives to foster actions that simultaneously serve the interests of principals and contribute to societal well-being. This analysis introduces the Real Estate Social Impact Investing Analysis Grid, a tool analogous to agency theory’s assessment of agent performance, to facilitate the evaluation and enhancement of social impact within the real estate realm.


Finally, the doctoral thesis concludes with Chapter 5 which summarizes the results and provides avenues for further research within the field of social impact investing in the real estate industry.










2. To Miss the Forest for the Trees: Understanding, Conceptualizing, and Defining Social Impact Investing through a Systematic Literature Review1



Abstract: Impact investments are progressively seen as an important lever for achieving societal goals. While environmental topics have increasingly been discussed and analyzed, the social aspects of impact investments have often been neglected in their definition, delimitation, and their measurements. This paper is a first step in defining the term social impact investing by conducting a systematic literature review as well as combining the derived definition with the EU social taxonomy. This analysis has concluded that while the prevalent definition of social impact investing follows the definition of impact investing, the definitions must be supplemented with the additionality criterion. Furthermore, while everybody talks about investment, the financial return aspect is mostly ignored in the academic literature. Lastly, this article shall give clarity regarding the use of over 45 related terminologies focusing on impact investing, social investments, socially responsible investing (SRI), corporate social responsibility (CSR), and environmental social governance (ESG).


Keywords: Impact Investing (II); Social Impact Investing (SII); EU social taxonomy; Systematic Literature Review.


Subject classification codes (JEL): A13; D63; M14.


2.1 Introduction


Impact investments can pursue all kinds of social and environmental goals (Busch et al., 2021; GIIN, 2023). However, most impact investments are in line with the 17 sustainable development goals (SDGs), as they are mostly oriented towards the world’s most urgent concerns (United Nations, 2015), which in turn are most important for a sustainable development process ranging from climate change to social betterment (Betti, Consolandi, & Eccles, 2018; Kölbel, Heeb, Paetzold, & Busch, 2020; Masson-Delmotte et al., 2018; Urban Land Institute, 2022). Nevertheless, most actors have focused their attention on environmental issues and their underlying risks (Buriez & Müller, 2022; Urban Land Institute, 2021). However, a paradigm shift towards understanding social dimensions and the key concept of social value is underway, urging the market to establish industry standards, challenge the valuation process and methods as well as encourage alignment of policy and legal considerations in order to define social impact investing uniformly (Urban Land Institute, 2022).


According to the Global Sustainable Investment Review 2018 by the Global Sustainable Investment Alliance (GSIA), global sustainable investment assets totaled USD 30.682 billion in 2018 (GSIA, 2018). In 2020, global sustainable investment assets already amounted to USD 35,301 billion (GSIA, 2020), which depicts an increase of roughly 15% since 2018. The global market size of the impact investing market on the other hand is valued at USD 715 billion, corresponding to around EUR 615 billion (GIIN, 2020).


But what is behind the different terms commonly used (such as (social) impact investing, socially responsible investment (SRI), sustainable investments, etc.), how can an impact on the real economy be achieved, and how this impact can be measured, is not clearly discernible.


The social impact investing market is still a niche / emerging market that is young. At the same time, this market is highly relevant, and the market shows great growth potential. Furthermore, legal deadlines for the implementation of environmental measures for example defined in the European Union (EU) Green Deal or EU Action Plan serve as an accelerator, which are also applicable to the social aspects as respective regulations will be adopted in the future by way of the social taxonomy (European Commission, 2018, 2019). Hence, external legal but also societal, and ethical pressure is forcing companies to focus on this issue (Chiappini, 2017; REMI & ICG, 2021, 2023; Urban Land Institute, 2021).


The market growth as well as the upcoming legal requirements indicate that a better understanding of the underlying market, namely social impact investing, is of great relevance for researchers and practitioners. The more it is surprising, that a clear definition is still missing. This paper, therefore, aims at defining the term social impact investing, while delimitating it from other related concepts, and providing all market participants with an understanding of social impact investing to avoid taking the road of (social) impact washing2. The paper is structured as follows: First we will provide a general understanding of the term impact investing (which forms the basis for the further systematic literature on social impact investing). This paper will, then, present the systematic literature review of the term “social impact investing” focusing on the terminological definitions and delimitations from related concepts derived from internationally recognized academic journals by way of coding. In the next step, to ensure possible future compliance with EU regulations (i.e., assuming that the social taxonomy will be transferred to an ordinance as is), the definition of social impact investing is then aligned with the social taxonomy published in February 2022. The findings of the systematic research of academic articles and the EU social taxonomy will then be combined to derive a definition of social impact investing that shall help market participants to understand and define their social impact and avoid any social impact washing. Thereafter, the paper will conclude with a discussion of the prior analysis and an outlook (focusing on potential future research areas).


2.2 Impact Investing


The term impact investing first appeared during a Rockefeller Foundation event in 2007, where selected investors sought to define a new approach to investing aiming for a social and environmental impact that could generate more than just financial returns (Harji & Jackson, 2012; Höchstädter & Scheck, 2015). Impact investing does not (solely) focus on the financial return but aims to achieve a positive social and/or environmental impact (GIIN, 2023; Harji & Jackson, 2012; Höchstädter & Scheck, 2015; Louche, Arenas, & Cranenburgh, 2012).


But what is “impact”? “Impact is fundamentally about change” (Kölbel et al., 2020, p. 555). Impact is defined as the change in a particular social or environmental parameter caused by an activity and can be characterized by three defining features (Kölbel et al., 2020): (a) a change compared to the actual state/baseline, (b) reference to a clearly defined parameter and (c) implication of causality.


A further distinction must also be made between investor impact (changes caused by investor activity in company impact) and company impact (change caused by a company’s activity in specific social and environmental parameters) (Brest, Gilson, & Wolfson, 2018; Busch, Carroux, Heeb, Kölbel, & Paetzold, 2020; Kölbel et al., 2020). Investors usually have no or only a limited impact on social or environmental parameters. Investors have an impact on companies, which in turn have an impact on relevant social and environmental parameters (Brest & Born, 2013; Brest et al., 2018; Busch et al., 2020; Kölbel et al., 2020). Changes in companies by investors can be achieved through three primary impact mechanisms (Busch et al., 2020; Kölbel et al., 2020): (a) Shareholder Engagement, (b) Capital allocation, and (c) Indirect impact mechanisms such as (i) stigmatization (public questioning of a company’s legitimacy), (ii) endorsement (public support of a company), (iii) benchmarking (measuring companies by rating agencies or indices) and (iv) demonstration (encouraging other investors to follow suit). Shareholder engagement has been empirically proven to be the most reliable and effective investor impact mechanism (Kölbel et al., 2020).


The enterprise itself only has an impact if it produces social or environmental outcomes that would not otherwise have occurred. It must provide what is called additionality, meaning it must increase the quantity or quality of the social and environmental outcomes of the enterprise beyond what would otherwise have occurred (Brest & Born, 2013). Such additionality could be achieved by specifically addressing the underserved or undercapitalized impact themes, asset types/sub-sectors or geographical markets (UNEP FI Property Working Group, 2018).


As far as the financial dimension is concerned, the return of invested capital seems to be a minimum requirement for impact investment (Freireich & Fulton, 2009; Höchstädter & Scheck, 2015). Freireich and Fulton (2009) divide the impact investment investor group into impact-first investors, who primarily maximize the impact of their investment and accordingly forgo potential returns, while finance-first investors primarily seek to meet their minimum return requirements or deliberately seek investments that deliver above-average returns.


The implementation of the social and ecological goals is part of the responsibility that we all must bear as residents of our planet. (Social) impact investing can help achieve these goals, which can be derived from a quote by the chairwoman of the World Commission on Environment and Development (WCED), Gro Harlem Brundtland: “Sustainable development is development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs” (Brundtland, 1987). However, to avoid social impact washing (or similar scandals in the future) the terminology and definition of the term social impact investing must be analyzed and clarified.


2.3 Systematic Literature Review of Social Impact Investing


“Impact investments are investments made with the intention to generate positive, measurable social and environmental impact alongside a financial return” (GIIN, 2023); in accordance with that definition the GIIN (Global Impact Investing Network)3 estimates that worldwide impact investing market included ca. USD 1.164 trillion in assets under management in December 2021. As there is no uniform and generally accepted definition of impact investing (Bernard-Rau et al., 2022), the term “impact investing” is (still and often) interchangeably used with terms such as ESG (Environmental Social Governance), SRI (Socially Responsible Investing) or CSR (Corporate Social Responsibility) or mixed with boundaries to these related topics (Addis, McLeod, & Raine, 2013; Busch et al., 2021; Harji & Jackson, 2012; Höchstädter & Scheck, 2015; Urban Land Institute, 2022). Social impact investing is derived from and often used synonymously with impact investing (Alvi, 2022; Bhatt & Ahmad, 2017; Biasin et al., 2022; Calderini, Chiodo, & Michelucci, 2018; Green, 2022; Höchstädter & Scheck, 2015; Pastore & Corvo, 2022; Phillips & Johnson, 2021; Watts & Scales, 2020; Wiggan, 2018) or considers impact investing as a superordinated (Glänzel & Scheuerle, 2016; Moran & Ward-Christie, 2022) or subordinated concept (Motta, Dini, & Sartori, 2017) and, hence, impact investing and social impact investing face the same definitional and terminological difficulties.


The systematic literature review, based on the research design and methodology by Höchstädter and Scheck (2015), shall, therefore, provide an understanding of social impact investing (in the real estate industry) by (i) defining the term and (ii) delimiting it from related concepts in order to derive a commonly accepted academic definition of social impact investing (in the real estate industry).



2.3.1 Data Collection and Cleaning


A systematic literature review of the EBSCO Business Source Complete, Science Direct, Scopus and SAGE databases on February 1, 2023, on the term “Social Impact Invest*”4 (within the title, abstract, keywords, and subject terms 5) limited to peer-reviewed academic journal articles in English resulted in 105 initial search results. After extracting the duplicate entries (N = 37), the search sample included 68 results (flowing the approaches applied within other systematic literature reviews (such as Islam, 2022; Saebi, Foss, & Linder, 2019; Shepherd, Williams, & Patzelt, 2015)). In order to ensure the quality of this research, only journals listed by the Australian Business Deans Council (ABDC) journal quality list (ABDC (2022)) and ranked B and above, consisting of 1707 journals have been considered. Articles published in journals not covered by the ABDC (2022) and ranked B and above have been excluded (N = 36), reducing the sample to 32 peer-reviewed articles published in top-ranking journals (that is: ABDC (2022) A- and B-listed journals). The abstracts, title, and key terms of these articles were manually scanned for a relation to the topic at hand, i.e., social impact investing, and any non-conclusive, non-fitting articles as well as articles treating the topics at hand trivially/marginally were excluded (in line with the approach applied by other systematic literature review contributions such as Islam (2022); Saebi et al. (2019); Shepherd et al. (2015)) reducing the sample to 30 peer-revied academic articles in internationally recognized peer-reviewed academic journals. In order to ensure that all relevant articles were covered, the reference list of the articles under review was again searched for the search term under review (i.e., “social impact invest”) but limited to journals listed by ABDC (2022) and ranked B and above, resulting in one additional article to be reviewed (flowing the so-called reverse search or snowballing technique as applied in other literature reviews (see for example Doherty, Haugh, & Lyon, 2014; Höchstädter & Scheck, 2015; Islam, 2022; Linnenluecke, Marrone, & Singh, 2020)). Furthermore, all academic articles identified within this snowballing technique have been analyzed by considering their number of citations within the articles under review. All academic articles identified by the snowballing technique that have been cited more than once by the initial search sample, are to be considered relevant for this research as well, therefore, one further article (published in a journal not covered by the ABDC (2022) list) is also be considered within this systematic literature review. The final sample of academic articles regarding the systematic literature review of the term “social impact invest*” therefore consists of 32 articles.



2.3.2 Methodology


Due to the closeness of social impact investing to the term impact investing, the research by Höchstädter and Scheck (2015) forms the methodological basis for this research. The term impact investing is often used synonymously (Alvi, 2022; Bhatt & Ahmad, 2017; Biasin et al., 2022; Calderini et al., 2018; Green, 2022; Höchstädter & Scheck, 2015; Pastore & Corvo, 2022; Phillips & Johnson, 2021; Watts & Scales, 2020; Wiggan, 2018) or considered as a superordinated (Glänzel & Scheuerle, 2016; Moran & Ward-Christie, 2022) or subordinated (Motta et al., 2017) concept to social impact investing.


The paper by (Höchstädter & Scheck, 2015) has been identified as one of the most prominent papers in the field of impact investing (Migliavacca, Patel, Paltrinieri, & Goodell, 2022) and, therefore, provides a solid foundation for the subsequent analysis. However, certain adjustments to the methodology by (Höchstädter & Scheck, 2015) will be included by the authors to reflect the developments within the field of impact investing since 2015. Social Impact Investing will, therefore, be defined from an academic point of view by analyzing definitional categories as well as related concepts as defined by Höchstädter and Scheck (2015) (also following the distinction of heterogeneity at the definitional and terminological level in line with the analysis done by Sandberg, Juravle, Hedesström, and Hamilton (2008)), however, these categories and related concepts have been extended by the authors by applying an open coding procedure to reflect any current market developments arising from the academic articles under review.


The analysis of the academic articles followed the open coding procedure applied by Höchstädter and Scheck (2015) following the process by Mair, Battilana, and Cardenas (2012): The categories regarding the definitional and terminological aspects already identified by Höchstädter and Scheck (2015), namely non-financial impact, financial impact, intentionality, and measurability have been considered as the basis for this research. The iterative coding procedure was based on the generation of in-vivo codes (i.e., codes taken directly from the text) in the first step. These codes were then aggregated into provisional concepts (following the concepts identified by Höchstädter and Scheck (2015) and extended by the authors based on the identified code areas) and later assigned to the final overarching concepts. In the last step, the academic articles were (re-)coded against the defined categories to ensure that all respective codes were coded against the relevant categories. To avoid biases the coding has been conducted by the author and two not involved doctoral candidates. The coding (for details see table 3 and table 4 which will be illustrated in the following paragraphs) was done using the software MAXQDA. In the following paragraph, the main coding categories will be explained shortly.


The definitional categories (as defined by Höchstädter and Scheck (2015)) first differentiate between the financial return and the non-financial return aspects. The “non-financial return” categories focus on the impact areas the investment may focus on social impact, social and/or environmental impact, additional/specific impact areas as well as unspecified (general) impact areas. The category “financial return” will differentiate between the assumed financial return that may be derived from the investment by either applying no limitation to the financial return level or by assuming an adequate, competitive and/or reasonable financial return from the investment. Additionally, the trade-off and tension between the financial and non-financial return shall be analyzed. Lastly, this category (“financial return”) will differentiate the investment approach according to the distinction of impact first and finance first investors according to Freireich and Fulton (2009). Furthermore, two additional categories, “intentional impact” and “measurable impact” are defined by (Höchstädter & Scheck, 2015). Both categories relate to the non-financial impact which must be either intentional and / or measurable. As previously defined, impact investing should also include the aspect of additionality (Brest & Born, 2013). Hence, the authors have included a fifth category called “additionality”, meaning it must increase the quantity or quality of the social and environmental outcomes of the enterprise beyond what would otherwise have occurred (Brest & Born, 2013). Please refer to the following table (table 1) for a summary of the main definitional elements and their underlying coding scheme (based on the research conducted by Höchstädter and Scheck (2015) and extended by the authors as necessary based on the open coding procedure applied):


Table 1: Definition and underlying concepts regarding the definitional categories of social impact investing (own representation based on Höchstädter and Scheck (2015) and amended by the authors based on the open coding procedure).





	Categories

	Provisional category

	Definition & Concept





	Non-financial impact

	Social Impact


Social and / or environmental impact


Additional / specific types of non-financial impact


Unspecified / general impact




	Impact investments aim for some form of non-financial impact (Höchstädter & Scheck, 2015).





	Financial return

	Non-financial return and (some form) of financial return


Financial return


Trade-Off / tension between financial and non-financial return


Impact first and Finance first

	Impact investments aim for (some form of) financial return, either assuming no limitation on the financial return or requiring an adequate, competitive and / or reasonable financial return (Höchstädter & Scheck, 2015). The financial and non-financial return may be subjected to a trade-off and tension.


Impact-First investors primarily maximize the impact of their investment and accordingly forgo potential returns, while finance-first investors primarily seek to meet their minimum return requirements or deliberately seek investments that deliver above-average returns (Freireich & Fulton, 2009).





	Intentional impact

	Non-financial impact must be intentional (Höchstädter & Scheck, 2015).





	Measurable impact

	Non-financial impact must be measurable / measured (Höchstädter & Scheck, 2015).





	Additionality

	Increase of quantity or quality of the outcomes of the enterprise beyond what would otherwise have occurred (Brest & Born, 2013).







The related terms under analysis – identified in the course of the open coding procedure and further explained and delimited in the next chapter – will be clustered within the categories “synonym”, “subordinated concept”, “superordinate concept” and “related but distinct concept”. The category synonym will consider the related term as an alternative for social impact investing (or vice versa). Under subordinated concepts, the related term will be considered as a sub-form of social impact investing, while within the superordinate concept, the related term will be considered as an umbrella term under which social impact investing can be subsumed. The related term may also be included in the category related, but distinct concept, if it is similar in nature but not congruent with social impact investing (following the approach applied by Höchstädter and Scheck (2015)). Lastly, the category “instrument/tool/asset/intermediary” (which forms part of the subordinated concept category) was introduced by the authors, as many concepts are partially considered instruments, or tools in the social impact investing landscape. Please refer to the following table (table 2) for a summary of the differentiation and delimitation definitions of the related concepts (based on the research conducted by Höchstädter and Scheck (2015)):




Table 2: Differentiation and delimitation definitions of the related concepts regarding social impact investing (own representation based on Höchstädter and Scheck (2015)).





	Categories

	Definition





	Synonym

	Concept mentioned as an alternative term for (social) impact investing (or vice versa) (Höchstädter & Scheck, 2015)





	Subordinated concept

	Concept is described as a sub-form of (social) impact investing (Höchstädter & Scheck, 2015)





	Superordinate concept

	Concept is described as an umbrella term under which (social) impact investing can be subsumed (Höchstädter & Scheck, 2015)





	Related but distinct concept

	Concept is described as a concept that is similar in nature but not congruent with (social) impact investing (Höchstädter & Scheck, 2015)





	Instrument / tool / asset / intermediary


(as part of the subordinated concept)

	Concept is considered an instrument / tool / asset / intermediary of the (social) impact investing landscape











2.3.3 Results of the Systematic Literature Review


While some consider the social impact investing market to be a niche market (Arena, Bengo, Calderini, & Chiodo, 2018; Calderini et al., 2018; Mollinger-Sahba, Flatau, Schepis, & Purchase, 2020, 2021; Phillips & Johnson, 2021), a nascent field or in its early development stage (infancy) (Croce, Ughetto, Scellato, & Fontana, 2021; Glänzel & Scheuerle, 2016; Golka, 2023; Lehner & Nicholls, 2014; Michelucci, 2017; Moran & Ward-Christie, 2022; Phillips & Johnson, 2021; Schrötgens & Silke, 2017; Wiggan, 2018) or an emerging market (Alvi, 2022; Arena et al., 2018; Biasin et al., 2022; Croce et al., 2021; Glänzel & Scheuerle, 2016; Michelucci, 2017; Mitchell, 2017; Mollinger-Sahba et al., 2020; Rizzi, Pellegrini, & Battaglia, 2018; Then & Schmidt, 2020a), there is substantial evidence that the social impact investing market is growing rapidly (Biasin et al., 2022; Croce et al., 2021; Golka, 2023; León, Liern, & Pérez-Gladish, 2020; Michelucci, 2017; Mitchell, 2017; Phillips & Johnson, 2021; Rizzi et al., 2018; Then & Schmidt, 2020a; Watts & Scales, 2020; Wiggan, 2018) and that this market may provide an enormous opportunity (Arena et al., 2018). Nevertheless, some contributions also indicate a lack in growth of the social impact investing market (Calderini et al., 2018; Golka, 2023; Lehner & Nicholls, 2014; Michelucci, 2017; Phillips & Johnson, 2021), which may be related to the indicate a (research) gap with regard to different areas of social impact investing: Especially the vague concept (and the unclear delimitation from related concepts) regarding social impact investing are often mentioned (Alvi, 2022; Arena et al., 2018; Calderini et al., 2018; Croce et al., 2021; Lehner & Nicholls, 2014; Michelucci, 2017; Phillips & Johnson, 2021; Rizzi et al., 2018; Schrötgens & Silke, 2017; Watts & Scales, 2020) as well as the lack of (standardized) frameworks and metrics (Arena, Bengo, Calderini, & Chiodo, 2016; Arena et al., 2018; Biasin et al., 2022; Calderini et al., 2018; Croce et al., 2021; Cumberland & Litalien, 2018; Glänzel & Scheuerle, 2016; Kappen, Mitchell, & Chawla, 2019; Langley, 2020; Lehner & Nicholls, 2014; León et al., 2020; Michelucci, 2017; Pastore & Corvo, 2022; Phillips & Johnson, 2021; Rizzi et al., 2018; Schrötgens & Silke, 2017; Then & Schmidt, 2020a; Vo, Christie, & Rohanna, 2016; Watts & Scales, 2020) – all of which may lead to social impact washing (Brandenburg, 2010; Croce et al., 2021; Glänzel & Scheuerle, 2016; Harji & Jackson, 2012; Höchstädter & Scheck, 2015; Kappen et al., 2019; Urban Land Institute, 2022). Furthermore, the market as well as the research landscape has been dominated by and about a small number of Anglo-Saxon countries, especially the UK (i.e., implementing the first Social Impact Bond (SIB) in 2010) and the US (Alvi, 2022; Arena et al., 2018; Calderini et al., 2018; Glänzel & Scheuerle, 2016; Golka, 2023; Höchstädter & Scheck, 2015; Langley, 2020; Michelucci, 2017; Mitchell, 2017; Pastore & Corvo, 2022; Phillips & Johnson, 2021; Rizzi et al., 2018; Then & Schmidt, 2020a; Wiggan, 2018), which may give rise to a biased view on this topic due to the development status and needs of these countries. This systematic research, therefore, shall close the gap regarding the definition of social impact investing and its delimitation from related concepts.



2.3.4 Definitional Categories


Although the lack of a uniform definition of social impact investing was raised as a concern (as was already noted by Höchstädter and Scheck (2015)), the definitional categories of social impact investing (on a general level) have been identifiable in all academic articles to some extent (which is in line with the prior analysis by Höchstädter and Scheck (2015)) showing that the definition of social impact investing has taken on a more uniform and standardized view. However, some aspects are more uniformly accepted and defined (such as non-financial impact and measurement) while other aspects (such as financial return and additionality) have not yet arrived at the same definitional depth. The coding matrix for the definitional categories can be found in the subsequent table (table 3).


Table 3: Coding Matrix – Definitional categories (own representation).


[image: ]


The most prevalent coding item in all academic articles were the diverse areas of non-financial impact that the social impact investing market across a variety of asset classes, investment instruments, and geographies covers. The creation of some form of social or societal impact, change, objective, outcome, performance, result, return, or value by addressing social or societal aims, agenda, benefits, challenges, contexts, concerns, goals, ills, issues missions, needs, problems, or purposes, were named in all academic articles as a non-financial impact of social impact investing. While some form of social impact was the prevalent impact area of social impact investing, almost all contributions have also considered some form of social/societal and/or environmental/ecological impact as impact areas of social impact investing (except for Arena et al., 2016; Kappen et al., 2019; Moran & Ward-Christie, 2022; Pastore & Corvo, 2022). Specific non-financial impacts have been denoted in all academic articles under review (except for Lehner & Nicholls, 2014).


According to the Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), a transaction can only be considered social impact investing, if it meets the specified eligibility thresholds for each of the defined core social impact investing areas: Ageing, disability, health, children, and families, public order and safety, (affordable) housing, unemployment, and education and training (OECD, 2015). Another approach by the OECD constitutes the OECD well-being framework, covering 11 key dimensions measuring current well-being (income and wealth, work and job quality, housing, health, knowledge and skill, environmental quality, subject well-being, safety, work-life-balance, social connections, and civil engagement) and four key dimensions (nature capital, human capital, economic capital, and social capital) which depict resources for future well-being, further provides detailed actionable areas in which social impact may be achieved (OECD, 2020; Urban Land Institute, 2021). The Social Impact Investment Taskforce Forum (SIITF), established by the G8 during the UK Presidency, which mainly included developing countries in its beginnings, also focused on social issues. Meanwhile, organizations working in developing countries can take a broader view. GIIN for example is a global network promoting social impact investing with a focus on mainstream investors, so they tend to categorize target areas in line with more traditional investment sectors. Comparing the social sectors listed by SIITF (age, disability, children and families, criminal justice, unemployment, health, housing, and education) with the sectors that the GIIN outlines for global investors and intermediaries (agriculture, energy, environment, financial services, microfinance, water and sanitation, health, housing and education), only three sectors overlap (health, affordable housing, and education), illustrating how starkly different perspectives can be. However, the eight OECD core social impact investing areas and the social sectors listed by SIITF are nearly identical (only diverging with regards to public order and safety (OECD) and criminal justice (SIITF). The OECD core social impact investing areas, the key-dimensions of the OECD well-being framework as well as the social sectors listed by SIITF and GIIN all share three identical impact fields: health, (affordable) housing and education (OECD, 2015). Many of these different impact areas, for example, agriculture, (affordable) housing and community development, health, family and children, unemployment, poverty reduction, education and training, criminal justice, social and public welfare, and environment have been mentioned in that regard. The 17 SDGs (León et al., 2020; Moran & Ward-Christie, 2022; Phillips & Johnson, 2021; Then & Schmidt, 2020a; Watts & Scales, 2020), as well as the eight OECD core social impact investing areas (Biasin et al., 2022; Phillips & Johnson, 2021; Schrötgens & Silke, 2017), have been mentioned as specific non-financial impact areas and cluster-allocation for social impact investments. However, due to the vast amount of different social impact fields, the impact areas and sectors are often depending on the preference of the stakeholders and can span a multitude of areas, geographies, and sectors (Addis et al., 2013; Höchstädter & Scheck, 2015).


Again, all academic articles under review mentioned some unspecific form of non-financial impact: Doing good and/or doing right, trying to help, making a difference, serving or caring for (underserved) populations/target groups or the poor, sick, marginalized, or vulnerable, mitigate suffering, addressing, alleviating or tackling problems or issues, impact the society/community or the social, common, overall or greater good, following the value or mission, as well as the generation of some form of (non-financial) impact, result, goal, or outcome, all depict some form of prevalently recurring unspecific non-financial impacts within the academic articles under review.
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