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Abstract 

Impact measurement in impact investing remains a methodological field still under construction. 
On certain environmental topics, such as climate, established and shared metrics already exist 
— tonnes of CO₂ induced, avoided, or sequestered, for instance, now benefit from accounting 
standards and norms that make comparison and consolidation easier. Social impact, by contrast, 
offers a striking illustration of a more general difficulty: that of comparing and consolidating 
heterogeneous indicators. Its indicators are often granular, specific to each company’s activities, 
and difficult to compare with one another. In practice, investors manage to consolidate volume 
indicators at fund level — number of beneficiaries reached, jobs supported — which are relatively 
homogeneous; but the indicators that capture the changes generated for stakeholders remain 
specific to each company and difficult to aggregate. It is precisely on these latter indicators that 
comparison is most difficult, even though they constitute the richest information on what a 
company’s intervention actually produces. 

This paper explores why comparing and consolidating heterogeneous indicators constitutes a 
structural challenge for impact investors and identifies the underlying mechanisms behind it. To 
examine this challenge, we focus on the case of social impact indicators, which are particularly 
illustrative on this difficulty. 

We identify five main barriers. First, the granular and company-specific nature of social indicators 
gives rise to (1) an absence of impact objectives set according to comparable principles — 
comparing the achievement rate of an unambitious target to that of a more demanding target 
set on different principles is difficult — and to (2) a difficulty in ranking heterogeneous impacts 
against one another — does an improvement in health outweigh an improvement in foreign-
language proficiency? In addition, (3) the heterogeneity of data — variable methodologies and 
degrees of data reliability — raises a question of comparability of measurement results: two 
seemingly similar values can rest on very unequal foundations. Next comes the question of (4) 
the fungibility of social impacts: aggregating impacts and establishing their substitutability 
requires normative trade-offs that cannot be resolved on technical grounds alone. Finally, when 
comparing two companies, (5) the heterogeneity of measurement scopes means that observed 
gaps may reflect framing choices as much as genuine differences in impact. These last three 
barriers also apply to indicators sharing the same unit, but it is their accumulation across 
heterogeneous indicators that creates the central difficulty.  

In conclusion, we outline several avenues for addressing these barriers: ranking impacts and 
beneficiary vulnerability, defining objectives according to shared principles, harmonizing data-
collection methodologies, and making measurement scopes explicit. All of these avenues call for 
greater transparency regarding the assumptions underlying social impact measurement. 
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Introduction 

Impact investing refers to an investment approach that deliberately seeks to generate both a 
financial return and a positive, measurable social or environmental impact (World Economic 
Forum, 2013). It differs from socially responsible investing, which primarily aims to reduce extra-
financial risks (Höchstädter & Scheck, 2015), through three specific pillars: the investor’s ex ante 
intentionality, the additionality of its action, and the measurement of the social and 
environmental externalities generated (France Invest & FIR, 2021). 

The targeted impacts are diverse, all the more so in the social domain that is the focus of this 
white paper: job creation in underserved areas, improved access to education, healthcare, or 
energy for underserved populations (France Invest & FIR, 2021). This diversity is inherent to the 
field and is visible among the companies financed: the same fund may simultaneously finance 
and support a company offering multidisciplinary healthcare for women in areas with insufficient 
specialized medical provision, a digital platform for career guidance and skills development 
accessible to beneficiaries around the world, including in countries of the Global South, and a 
company running prevention and social activities to combat isolation among older people. Each 
measures its impact using indicators specific to its own activity — reduced time to access care 
and patient satisfaction for the first, growing self-confidence in career progression for the 
second, and the proportion of beneficiaries reporting feeling less isolated for the third — and 
these indicators are fundamentally different from one another. 

This white paper focuses precisely on this scenario: the comparison and consolidation of 
heterogeneous indicators, built for fundamentally different activities and missions. The difficulty 
raised by this heterogeneity is not specific to the social field — it confronts any investor seeking 
to report on its impact in aggregate form, particularly when managing a multi-sector portfolio. 
Social impact, however, is a particularly well-suited case study, given how diverse the effects 
generated for stakeholders can be. 

 

Definition 

We should specify here that, for the purposes of this white paper, we define 
social impact as the effects generated by an intervention on its stakeholders.  

The literature distinguishes three levels of indicators:  

• Output indicators: the products or services directly delivered by the 
company’s activity — goods distributed, people trained, beneficiaries 
reached, etc. 

• Outcome indicators: the medium- and long-term changes experienced 
by beneficiaries following the intervention. 

• Impact indicators: significant and lasting changes to root causes, or at 
the level of communities or society (Ebrahim & Rangan, 2014).  
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In this paper, we focus mainly on outcome and impact indicators, which we 
refer to collectively using the term “social impact indicator.” This term captures 
a dimension of the quality and nature of the effect produced, not merely its 
volume, unlike output measurement. 

 

As Kaufmann et al. (2025) point out, impact measurement has progressively become an essential 
characteristic of actors in the field, to the point of being among the practices now expected in 
order to operate and be recognized within the impact investing ecosystem — and this, even 
before coherent methodologies had been established in the social domain. The literature on 
impact evaluation, although long-standing — its origins trace back to the aftermath of the Second 
World War, in the context of the rise of social public policy and later the structuring of 
development aid (Sibieude et al., 2021) — remains fragmented and made up of heterogeneous 
methodologies that were not designed for the specific challenges of impact investing (Corvo et 
al., 2021). 

This situation creates a particular tension for investors, who face two simultaneous requirements: 
managing the impact of portfolio companies as closely as possible to their operational mission, 
and reporting on that impact in a synthesized form to their stakeholders (Arjaliès et al., 2018). 

In the absence of common standards, the objectives of transparency, comparability, and 
improved social performance therefore remain difficult to achieve. This observation calls for an 
examination of the underlying causes of this disconnect. This white paper explores the structural 
barriers to comparing and consolidating social impacts. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Methodology  

This white paper draws on the academic literature on social impact measurement and impact 
investing, as well as on field observations conducted within Mirova, over a period of sixteen months, 
complemented by nineteen semi-structured interviews with impact investing professionals across 
various types of organizations — asset managers, institutional investors, companies, and consulting 
firms. The verbatim quotes and examples cited in this document are drawn from these interviews 
and field observations and are intended to illustrate and complement certain elements found in the 
literature. 
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1. In impact investing: a need to compare and consolidate impacts 

Impact-focused asset management companies face three distinct objectives (Arjaliès et al., 
2018). 

The first is impact management for the companies supported. The investor tracks the progress 
of each company against its impact objectives, which requires having indicators that are clear 
and suited to its activities. 

The second is reporting to investors. Asset management companies act as financial 
intermediaries and must synthesize impact-related information in order to report to their 
stakeholders. This requirement calls for indicators that are not only consolidated and 
communicable at portfolio level, but also sufficiently clear and comparable from one asset 
management company to another (Corvo et al., 2021). 

 

 
 
 
 
 
The third is allocation trade-offs: investors also need to compare companies with one another 
in order to make trade-offs at fund level while taking impact into account. 
 

 

 

 

 

In practice, the consolidation of social indicators at fund level today relies mainly on volume 
indicators — number of beneficiaries reached, jobs supported — because these apply across a 
wide range of activities. But volume alone does not capture the quality of the impact or the full 
social value created: access to safe drinking water for rural households lacking basic 
infrastructure is not directly comparable to vegetarian cooking classes for urban dwellers 
concerned about food issues. Similarly, a literacy program for adults facing illiteracy cannot be 
directly compared to a foreign-language learning app for high-school students. Volume alone 
cannot capture these differences. 

It is precisely this encounter between the necessary specificity of indicators at company level 
and the need for synthesis at fund level that creates the central tension explored in this white 
paper.  

“You have €1 to invest — where do you invest it? The question we have to ask 
ourselves is how to maximize our impact as a funder. How do you rank these 
companies based on what they create, per euro invested?” — Asset manager, 

Impact expert 

“With a social portfolio, we’ll have individual indicators, but what story do we tell at 
portfolio level? The idea is to have a few headline figures.” — Asset manager, 

Impact expert 
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2. Comparing two impacts: the barriers at work 

 

2.1. The absence of comparable objectives and the difficulty of ranking 

This section highlights two barriers, both of which stem from the granular and company-specific 
nature of social indicators: the absence of impact objectives set in a comparable way, and the 
difficulty of ranking heterogeneous impacts against one another. To understand the origin of 
these two barriers, we must first return to the conditions that would, in theory, allow the social 
value created by different companies to be compared. 

Ideally, to compare the social value created by different companies, one would need three 
elements (Kroeger & Weber, 2014):  

Impact dimensions comparable in importance. For the comparison between two interventions 
to be valid, they must be assessed on dimensions that carry equivalent weight for beneficiaries’ 
well-being. This is the principle put forward by Kroeger & Weber (2014), who propose measuring 
beneficiary satisfaction across different areas of life — health, education, social connection — 
and ensuring that the areas selected are sufficiently close in importance.  
 
Objectives defined in a comparable way. For the comparison between two interventions to be 
meaningful, it must be possible to position their results relative to a shared reference point — a 
threshold defining what constitutes a situation of need, against which one can measure whether, 
and by how much, the gap has been reduced. Without this shared threshold, one can describe 
what an intervention produces in absolute terms but cannot assess its effectiveness or compare 
it to that of another intervention operating in a different context. 
To this end, Kroeger & Weber (2014) propose using the national average satisfaction level in a 
given area of life — health, education, social connection — as a reference: individuals below this 
average are considered to be in a situation of need, and the degree of social value created is 
measured by the reduction of this gap. This approach makes it possible, in particular, to compare 
the effectiveness of two interventions by relating their results to objectives set consistently with 
their context: if a population is harder to reach, the reference threshold will naturally reflect this, 
making the comparison more meaningful. Kroeger & Weber propose this logic at the national 
level, but it could in principle be applied at a finer level of granularity — a region, a specific 
population. 
This logic is already at work in certain impact investing practices. For indicators such as a living 
income or a living wage, investors commonly use geographic benchmarks, such as those 
produced by the Anker Research Institute. The target level varies by geography, but this is 
precisely what makes the comparison meaningful: what is being compared is not absolute levels, 
but gaps relative to a threshold grounded in local realities.  
More broadly, the challenge is to have objectives defined according to a shared logic, making it 
possible to compare levels of achievement across interventions operating in different 
environments. 
 
A counterfactual that isolates the intervention’s own effect from what would have happened 
without it — without one, it is difficult to distinguish what is due to the company’s action from 
what results from external factors such as economic conditions, ongoing public policies, or 
dynamics specific to the targeted population. 
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Figure 1. Framework for comparing social value created (adapted from Kroeger & Weber, 2014). 

In this framework, the degree of value created corresponds to the attributed improvement 
divided by total social need. 

These three conditions are rarely met in the context of impact investing. 

 

2.1.1 Multiple causal chains and the difficulty of the counterfactual 

Before formalizing the two resulting barriers (section 2.1.3), it is worth returning to their origin: the 
difficulty of the counterfactual and the use of indicators specific to each company’s activities. 

In the social domain, observed results rarely stem from the action of a single actor: several 
organizations, public policies, and contextual dynamics contribute simultaneously to the same 
outcome, making it very difficult to isolate the specific contribution of a given company. This is 
precisely the role of the counterfactual: by comparing the treated group to a control group with 
similar characteristics, it isolates the intervention’s own effect from external factors. 

 

Field observations 
 
The ideal counterfactual is structurally difficult to construct in the context of 
impact investing. Collecting data from a control group requires significant 
resources, on top of the data collection already needed for direct beneficiaries and 
across an entire portfolio of companies. Annual reporting cycles leave little room for heavy, 
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frequent data collection. In practice, investors rely on approximations such as the self-
reported counterfactual, which captures what the beneficiary attributes to the 
intervention.  

 

“People who aren’t familiar with it often say, ‘Why don’t you just set up a comparison 
group?’ We’re working in a social, multifactorial setting — building a counterfactual is a 
heavy, costly method that isn’t well suited to this environment. A somewhat less robust 

method is the ‘before/after’ approach, but that too isn’t always suited given the 
resources available and the lack of forward planning. We favor pragmatic approaches 
that help the organization answer the evaluative questions it has and understand and 
measure its impact while trying to bring rigor throughout the process to avoid bias. So 
we make heavy use of mixed qualitative and quantitative methods, often ex post. Of 
course, we distinguish between how someone feels right after the fact, which carries 

biases, and how they feel after 3 or 6 months. We then ask questions designed to 
attribute the changes: ‘Do you feel you’ve developed these skills? Is that thanks to the 

program?’” — Consulting firm, Impact expert 

 
This approach, however, has an important limitation: the relevance of the answer depends 
closely on the precision of the question asked. If a participant in a one-week professional 
training course is asked how much their general level of education has improved, the 
question is too broad to be meaningful — the person may struggle to isolate the effect of 
that training from their overall path. By contrast, if the question focuses precisely on the 
skills targeted by the training — for example, their ability to write a CV or conduct an 
interview — the answer becomes more reliable and more clearly attributable to the 
intervention. The quality of the self-reported counterfactual therefore depends on the 
granularity and precision of the questions asked. 

 

Ebrahim & Rangan (2014) formalize this difficulty and show, based on two cases they studied, 
that causal attribution is only credible under two conditions. Either the link between the 
organization’s action and the outcome is very well documented scientifically — as with the 
Aravind Eye Hospital in India, where cataract surgery directly and measurably restores patients’ 
vision. Or the organization controls the entire intervention pathway needed to produce the 
outcome — as with the Harlem Children’s Zone in New York, which supports children from a 
disadvantaged neighborhood from birth through to entry into employment, integrating 
education, family support, health, and job placement within a defined geographic area. 

These two conditions are exceptional. For the vast majority of impact companies, final outcomes 
result from multiple contributions that no single actor controls. 
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Field observations - The impact investor: an aggregator that does not control the 
chain 

Ebrahim & Rangan suggest that it is funders — foundations, governments, development 
agencies — who are best positioned to measure systemic impacts, since they have an 
overview of multiple organizations contributing to the same objective.  
 
This logic does not translate directly to impact investors. Some funds are structured 
around a shared theme — health, employment integration, access to energy — which 
creates overall coherence. However, the companies involved often operate across varied 
geographies, serving distinct populations, and are not necessarily part of a coordinated 
intervention pathway within a defined territory. Some funds also adopt a multi-sector 
approach, which moves them even further away from the integrated-ecosystem logic 
described by Ebrahim & Rangan. 
Impact investors thus occupy an intermediate position: too close to individual companies 
to have a systemic view of causal chains, yet required to compare them with one another 
to inform their investment decisions. 

 

2.1.2 Toward indicators specific to companies’ activities 

To address the problem of comparability of social impact indicators, several authors have 
proposed converging toward a common core of standardized indicators (Ferreiro & Kölbel, 2025; 
Crucke & Decramer, 2016). As early as 2014, the Comité Français sur l’investissement à impact 
social called for a shared measurement framework. Standardization would offer a further 
advantage: limiting the selection bias that leads to retaining only the most favorable impacts 
(Arjaliès et al., 2018; Kaufmann et al., 2025). 

Ebrahim & Rangan’s (2014) analysis argues, however, that companies should focus on measuring 
what they do directly, in connection with their operational mission, rather than seeking to claim 
credit for outcomes arising from broader causal chains.  

Field observations 

While the academic literature framed this logic mainly at the company level, our 
observations show that it also applies at the investor level: investors often select, and 
frequently co-construct with companies, indicators anchored in their direct activities 
rather than in final outcomes that partly lie beyond their control. 

Take the example of an online career-guidance platform that helps learners clarify their 
goals and identify possible paths. Returning to employment may then depend on 
additional training, support from other organizations, or local labor-market conditions — 
all factors beyond the platform’s control. Its intervention constitutes an intermediate step 
toward employment but cannot alone guarantee that outcome. A standard indicator such 
as return to employment therefore appears poorly suited to assessing this company’s 
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impact: on this point, one impact expert highlighted “the difficulty of demonstrating 
impact and causality, given that the intervention is only one step among others on the 
path to employment.” Advisory experts therefore recommended measuring instead the 
improvement in learners’ self-confidence regarding their career path — a level at which 
the company can claim a contribution that is easier to isolate. 

 

This logic is reinforced by the literature on social impact measurement: given the diversity of 
impact companies — heterogeneous sectors, different geographies, varied intentionalities 
(Höchstädter & Scheck, 2015) — measurement must be tailored to the size, sector, and degree 
of social innovation of each organization (Mulgan, 2010; Nicholls, 2009), and must enable 
effective management closely tied to companies’ concrete activities (Leclerc & Sibieude, 2025). 

This logic, however, comes at a direct cost to the comparability of measurements. 

 

2.1.3 Two cascading barriers: the absence of comparable objectives and the 
difficulty of ranking 

The reliance on company-specific indicators produces two barriers to the comparability and 
consolidation of social impacts. First, the absence of a standardized indicator makes it difficult 
to define a reference level established on a shared principle. Kroeger & Weber (2014), for 
instance, propose using as a reference threshold the average satisfaction already achieved by 
other individuals in a given region for a given area of life. The threshold thus remains local, but it 
rests on a comparative principle: what others have achieved. This approach has the advantage 
of indirectly capturing the difficulty of the context — in a region where satisfaction levels are 
structurally low, a modest improvement represents relatively significant progress. Living-wage 
or living-income methodologies rest on a different principle: the threshold is likewise defined 
locally, but normatively, based on the resources deemed necessary for a decent standard of 
living, independent of the level achieved by others. This solution breaks down once indicators 
become company-specific: there is then neither an established normative benchmark nor an 
available comparative level to define, for example, what an ideal level of self-confidence 
regarding one’s career path would look like. 

 

Field observations 

In practice, investors sometimes define impact targets at the level of each company, 
which makes it possible to measure an aggregate target-achievement rate. But these 
targets are often set case by case, notably based on historical results and assumptions 
used to project them into the future. These assumptions are themselves more or less 
conservative or ambitious, with no shared external principle to frame them — resulting in 
requirements that vary from one company to another. 



 11  
 

The Barriers to Aggregating Heterogeneous Impact Indicators  

Comparing an 80% achievement rate based on an easy target to a 60% rate based on an 
ambitious one tells us nothing about the relative social value produced. 

 

Second, even if two companies achieve good levels on their respective indicators, it is difficult 
to rank their impacts without a shared value framework. Where Kroeger & Weber worked with 
generic satisfaction domains whose relative importance is assumed to be comparable, here we 
are instead dealing with highly heterogeneous indicators whose relative importance has not been 
established. Does a satisfactory improvement in health outweigh a satisfactory improvement in 
foreign-language proficiency? The question has no technical answer — it is a normative one. 

This difficulty has another dimension: the comparability of indicators and the comparability of 
beneficiaries are linked. If two needs are comparable in nature, a low satisfaction level for both 
needs indicates a similar degree of vulnerability among the people targeted, and the comparison 
between companies is meaningful. But if the needs are fundamentally different, the people whose 
needs remain unmet are not in the same situation: someone facing undernutrition and someone 
lacking access to foreign-language classes do not face the same degree of vulnerability. Without 
a ranking of the needs being addressed, comparing targeted beneficiaries has no sound basis. 

 

 

 

Figure 2. Barriers 1 and 2: The absence of comparable objectives and the difficulty of ranking impacts 
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2.2 The heterogeneity of data  

The literature stresses the need for measurements that are reliable, relevant, and comparable 
(Arjaliès et al., 2020) — a requirement rarely met in practice. Available approaches are numerous, 
qualitative or quantitative, experimental or participatory (Leclerc & Sibieude, 2025), and using 
different methodologies to measure the same object can yield different results. 

 

Field observations 

The same object of study — social connection, for example — can be measured through 
observed interactions, subjective scales administered via questionnaires, or indirect 
behavioral indicators such as the frequency of participation in group activities. These 
methods do not measure exactly the same thing, and their results are not directly 
comparable.  

“You can assess how an indicator like self-confidence has changed qualitatively, by 
asking the person how they perceive their own progress. Some people tell us that’s not 
valid because it’s subjective. But that perception is exactly what matters. For example, 

when we measure a person’s isolation (objective), that’s not the same thing as their 
feeling of loneliness (perception).” — Consulting firm, Impact expert 

 

Data reliability also varies depending on the scale of the studies: some are limited to a few-
minute survey, while others draw on several years of observation (Becker, 2001). In addition, the 
data used to measure social impact are rarely homogeneous. In some cases, investors face a lack 
of data altogether (Arjaliès et al., 2018). Primary data collected directly from beneficiaries 
frequently coexist with secondary data extrapolated from existing studies conducted in other 
contexts, on other populations. Secondary data, however, rest on transferability assumptions 
that are rarely made explicit. As Pawson & Tilley (1997) point out with the concept of realistic 
evaluation, the effects of an activity depend on the context in which it takes place and the 
mechanisms it activates there. Impact is not automatically transferable from one setting to 
another. As a result, when primary data and secondary estimates are presented side by side 
without distinction, two companies may display similar results built on very unequal foundations, 
calling comparability into question. 

 

 

 

 

“When it comes to social impact, we don’t make explicit enough what is actual 
impact measurement and what is estimation. We put what we track side by side 

with the estimate.” — Asset manager, Impact expert 
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Figure 3. Barrier 3: The heterogeneity of data. 
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Field observations 
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expressing impacts in monetary terms: on one hand, a euro value of remediation, 
answering the question “how much would it cost to repair the harm caused to the affected 
parties?”; on the other, a euro value of well-being, answering the question “to achieve the 
same improvement in felt well-being, how much additional income would need to have 
been given to them?”  

At the end of the presentation, the speaker raised the question of whether these two 
types of value could be compared and offset one another. The answer was no: “They are 
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in euros but different euros” — although expressed in the same unit, these values capture 
fundamentally different realities, one negative (remediation of harm) and the other 
positive (improvement in well-being), affecting, in his view, distinct groups of people. They 
cannot therefore be aggregated into a net benefit without masking what sets them apart. 

This position sparked discussion in the room, with some practitioners pointing out that 
aggregation was precisely the purpose of monetizing impacts.  

In an entirely different context, an impact expert also raised questions about offsetting 
between social impacts:  

“For a company that does at-home appliance repairs, the point is to check that the 
people traveling to make the repair won’t create a negative impact greater than the 

positive impact of the repair itself. We then look at the ratio of tCO2 relative to a new 
machine. On social topics that works less well: saving lives to offset other deaths — that 

doesn’t work.” — Asset manager, Impact expert 

 

The question also arises between two positive impacts. Accepting that improvement in an older 
person’s physical well-being and improvement in their social connection can be added together 
assumes that a gain on one can offset a shortfall on the other. Similarly, aggregating into a single 
score the impact of one company on women’s health and that of another on the professional 
integration of at-risk youth requires establishing a compensatory relationship between two 
fundamentally different realities.  

This indeterminacy, moreover, is not limited to impacts of a different nature or opposite sign; it 
is present even in the simple addition of occurrences of the same indicator. Adding up the 
number of people trained, or beneficiaries supported, amounts to treating each person as an 
interchangeable unit, equivalent to all others. Yet even with comparable profiles and in the same 
context, each individual situation reflects a singular reality that the total erases.  

This question of fungibility is neither neutral nor purely technical. It rests on unresolved normative 
debates that stand in the way of any consensual aggregation of social impacts.  
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Figure 4. Barrier 4: The question of the fungibility of social impacts. 

 

 

The diagram below summarizes how these four barriers fit together:  

 

 

Figure 5. Summary: The barriers to comparing and aggregating two social impacts 
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3. Comparing two companies: an additional obstacle 

The difficulties set out above at the level of comparing two distinct impacts accumulate when 
one seeks to compare two companies with one another. A further obstacle specific to this level 
of analysis is added: the heterogeneity of measurement scopes. 

3.1 An additional obstacle: the heterogeneity of measurement scopes 

Impact assessments are subject to computational complexity because a large number of 
elements can potentially be taken into account (Stievenart & Pache, 2014). An impact 
measurement process involves prioritizing certain pieces of information over others, so the 
results are necessarily incomplete. This inevitably introduces a degree of bias.  

 

Field observations 

A company operating in the personal-care sector affects many stakeholders: direct 
beneficiaries, of course; but also their relatives and caregivers, whose burden the 
intervention may ease; partner healthcare professionals, whom the company supports or 
complements in their work; local communities, if the company has a strong local presence; 
and public authorities, concerned with the costs avoided that the intervention may 
generate. 

Since measurement exercises are resource- and time-intensive, it is not possible to cover 
every stakeholder within such a process. A scope is therefore prioritized. This scope can 
be defined according to several variable factors: the company’s intentionality (which 
effects does it deliberately seek to generate, at the core of its strategy?), the perceived 
materiality of the issues at stake (which stakeholders are most affected?), and 
communication choices. It may also evolve over time, expanding as the company gains 
maturity in its measurement practice. 

“We chose to target beneficiaries. There are lots of stakeholders, but from the very 
beginning we made the choice to collect impact data for this particular stakeholder 

group, because we really wanted to understand and showcase the added value of our 
content, formats, speakers, teaching methods, and so on.” — Impact expert, Company 

“We haven’t launched any measurement on activity coordinators because we can’t do 
everything at once, but of course our services offer them a broader portfolio of 

activities.” — Impact expert, Company 

 

This barrier, moreover, is not limited to the heterogeneity of indicators — it also arises between 
homogeneous indicators. Two companies reporting the same indicator — the number of jobs 
supported, for example — are not directly comparable if one counts only its direct employees 
while the other also includes the indirect jobs in its value chain.  
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This problem is analogous, in the climate domain, to the distinction between scope 1, 2, and 3 
greenhouse gas emissions. A company that measures only its direct emissions is not directly 
comparable to one that also includes indirect emissions linked to its supply chain or the 
downstream use of the products it sells: the scope chosen fundamentally changes what is being 
measured. 

Without a shared framing of the measurement scope, the gaps observed between companies 
may thus reflect genuine differences in impact, or simply different scope choices. 

 

 

Figure 6. Barrier 5: The heterogeneity of measurement scopes 

 

3.2 Inter-company comparison: an accumulation of every obstacle 

Inter-company comparison accumulates all the obstacles identified at the level of individual 
impacts — indicators that are granular and company-specific, which prevent access to shared 
thresholds and complicate ranking; heterogeneity of methods and data — and adds to them the 
obstacle of scope. Even two companies operating in the same sector with similar impact 
intentions can be difficult to compare directly if their indicators differ, their collection methods 
diverge, and their scopes are not delineated according to the same principles. 
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Figure 7. Summary: The barriers to comparing and aggregating social impacts across multiple companies 

For the impact investor, who must nonetheless make allocation decisions across these 
companies, this situation is demanding. It calls for approaches that seek to build frameworks 
capable of positioning impacts relative to one another, so as to avoid losing granularity through 
standardization. 

 

4. Conclusion: avenues toward comparable social impact 
measurement 

This white paper has explored the structural barriers that make comparing and aggregating 
heterogeneous indicators difficult, through the case of social impact. The tension between the 
specificity of indicators and the need for consolidation lies at the heart of the problem. 
Consolidation practices today rely mainly on volume indicators — number of beneficiaries, jobs 
created — that apply across a wide range of activities. But these indicators do not capture the 
quality of the impact or the vulnerability of the targeted populations. The challenge, then, is to 
overcome these barriers, which calls for several complementary avenues of work. It should be 
stressed from the outset, however, that the scale of these undertakings depends closely on the 
level at which one seeks to compare: comparing within a fund, between funds of the same 
manager, or between managers each require different degrees of coordination. 
 
Ranking targeted impacts and beneficiary vulnerability. Faced with fundamentally 
heterogeneous indicators, a first avenue consists of building dimensions for ranking impacts 
according to shared principles: to what extent is a given impact considered more fundamental 
than another? What is the vulnerability of the targeted populations? These choices involve 
normative trade-offs that must be made explicit and openly owned. 
Some investors are already moving in this direction, seeking to characterize the socio-economic 
vulnerability of their beneficiaries. For example, the percentage of beneficiaries covered by a 
public assistance scheme serves as a proxy for their degree of vulnerability — not a direct ranking 
indicator, but an attempt to qualify the intensity of the need being addressed. 
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This avenue nonetheless remains difficult to operationalize. Vulnerability is multidimensional: 
identifying which dimension takes precedence over the others in order to establish a ranking also 
requires normative choices. Similarly, ranking impacts against one another — according to the 
needs they address — may seem obvious in some cases, but can become highly delicate in 
others (emergency care versus mental health, health versus education). These normative 
questions have no technical answer. 
 
Defining objectives and thresholds according to shared principles. A second avenue consists 
of harmonizing how impact objectives are set and measured. When the quality of an impact is 
measured using Likert scales1 administered to beneficiaries, these scales are by definition 
standardized and bounded — thereby offering a well-defined basis for comparison, independent 
of the indicator measured. This approach is one example of a promising avenue for building 
comparable impact indicators across companies, without requiring standardization of the 
indicators themselves. 
 
Harmonizing data-collection methodologies. A gradual convergence of practices — in survey 
protocols, the scales used, the distinction between primary and secondary data — would help 
strengthen the comparability of measurements. This undertaking requires collective work whose 
scale varies depending on the intended level: within a fund, it involves alignment between the 
investor and its companies; between funds or between managers, it requires much broader 
market-wide coordination. 
 
Standardizing or making scopes explicit. Consistently defining and justifying which 
stakeholders are included in the measurement scope — and to what extent these scopes can be 
considered comparable with one another — helps ensure that comparisons rest on a 
homogeneous basis, rather than on unexplained framing choices. 
 
Finally, the limits of this exercise must be acknowledged. This white paper is, above all, a 
diagnosis: it explains why comparing and aggregating heterogeneous impacts is difficult, and why 
these barriers are not easily resolved — social impact represents an extreme case, one that 
combines the full range of these difficulties along with a degree of heterogeneity found, to a 
lesser extent, in other domains. The avenues outlined above mitigate these barriers without 
making them disappear: a fully rigorous aggregation of social impacts almost certainly does not 

 
1 A psychometric measurement scale made up of ordered response levels (for example, from “strongly 
disagree” to “strongly agree”), used to quantify the degree of agreement, satisfaction, or perception of a 
respondent regarding a given statement. 

“For the characterization, we ask how long the person has been in the facility, 
whether they are widowed, divorced, or living alone, in order to capture their family 

situation. We clearly identify where the workshop takes place, whether it’s in an 
underserved area with very few activities available. We’re also working on 

identifying a bit better the difficulties these beneficiaries face, and how closely 
we’re able to respond to that specific audience. For now, we have this sense and 

perception that we’re aware of, but we haven’t really pinned it down yet by saying, 
‘this is really what will let us distinguish between one action and another.’” — 

Impact expert, Company 



 20  
 

The Barriers to Aggregating Heterogeneous Impact Indicators  

exist. That said, the subject does not end with this observation. In practice, it falls to each investor 
to define a pragmatic — necessarily imperfect — approach that nonetheless allows them to 
report on their impacts, guide their decisions, and steer their portfolios. The real question, then, 
is not so much whether these approaches are perfect, but rather what imperfections and biases 
are acceptable given the exercise being conducted and the use that will be made of it. Social 
impact measurement always involves choices — on scope; on indicators and their potential 
aggregation, and the weightings applied; on data collection methods — all of which influence the 
results obtained. Making these choices explicit, and clearly distinguishing what stems from direct 
measurement from what stems from estimation, is a condition for the credibility and usefulness 
of social impact measurement.  
 
 
 

These questions form part of a broader research program conducted within the i3-CRG 
laboratory, École polytechnique, CNRS, Institut polytechnique de Paris, Palaiseau.  
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