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Event Description

Joanne Sonenshine (Connective Impact) opened the discussion by clarifying what impact investing is and gave a 
brief overview of its upward trend in international development today. Impact Investing means thinking through 
what the return on investment should be, and to see it as more than just a financial return; that one utilizes different 
forms of engagement and works with organizations to make sure that there is a local impact beyond the finances. 
Sonenshine also touched on the changing nature of public funding in terms of donors and stakeholders who want 
to have leverage and return on investment, which is something that philanthropic engagement does not necessitate. 

Right now, every single type of traditional international development companies, nonprofits and governments alike, 
are coming up with their own methods to approach impact investment. But, how should consultants think about 
it? It cannot simply be about mobilizing investment, but rather demonstrating the impact of the investment, whilst 
attaining financial benefits and ensuring sustainability.

In discussing their jobs, respective roles, and the parts they play in the impact investing sphere, speakers 
Kirsten Pfeiffer (DAI) and Kat Cooley (Palladium) touched on a few ways consultants are already getting 
involved in impact investing:
• Transaction Advisory
• Market Assessments
• Managing donor funds
• Local engagement
• Leveraging the private sector
• Developing ways to capture the basic metrics of an impact investment
According to Pfeiffer, in terms of trends, the supply side of the impact investment chain is saturated, 
however the demand side is lacking the commercial attractiveness needed to jump from small to long 
term deals, and strong and sustainable impact investments. However, Pfeiffer stated that this is where 
consultants play a role, by ensuring that the same amount of mitigation devoted to the supply side is given 
to the demand side as well. She also recommended picking and researching a particular geographical 
region so one can bring concrete and anecdotal evidence to the implementation table. 
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Key Takeaways

Impact investing, or investing with the intention to generate positive, measurable social and environmental 
impact alongside a financial return, is an exciting and rapidly growing industry with USD 228 billion in assets 
under management in 2018. However, it is a diverse and dynamic market that includes both traditional and non-
traditional actors, each with their unique priorities and needs. Who are the main players driving this space? What 
are the latest trends? And what are the opportunities for independent consultants to engage? The Independent 
Consultants Network (ICN) and the Women Impact Investing Network (WIIN) are pleased to present a panel on 
how organizations incorporate consultants into their initiatives as well as how management consulting firms 
are responding to the changing needs of the growing impact investing and international development space. 

The Intermediary Role of Consultants 

Impact Matters; Moving Beyond the Finances
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Key Takeaways

In response to a question  posed concerning impact investing metrics, namely, how one measures the impact 
of a donor’s investment, Danielle Sweeney (Dalberg Advisors) proposed the Social Progress Index, which is a 
benchmark against the Sustainable Development Goals and requires that at least 30% of an organizations portfolio 
plan is working towards the SGDs. Additionally, based on growing interest towards gender-based investment and 
documented impact, compounding effect and ROI from women run organizations metrics should also have a 
measurement of the level of involvement women have in an organization.  Sweeney stated that one needs to ask if 
an organization is majority owned by women or founded by women. Sweeney further touched on the importance of 
on-the-ground, comprehensive metrics. They can be achieved through interviewing stakeholders and are focused 
on what the organization wants to get out of their project, and not just the supply side donor end which sometimes 
looks to build certain local capacities without engaging properly on the local levels.  

All speakers generally agreed that a set of metrics that are applicable on many levels of organization-donor 
engagement is possible given the amount of impact investment projects in the works whose metrics can be analyzed 
and consolidated. This is necessary because completely working from one end of the organization-donor scale can 
get one trapped in very particular metrics that do not engage both sides adequately. Some possible consolidated 
metrics that all speakers touched upon included:
• Jobs 
• Localized Involvement
• Firm Level
• Supply Chain
• Number of Clients
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Impact investing’s goal is the long-term sustainability and viability of the demand side of the chain. To emphasize 
this point, Kirsten Pfeiffer spoke on the importance of both time frames and detachment. Impact investment 
projects, once off the ground, are being challenged to quickly engage in a co-creation series with local stakeholders 
in which donors can play less of a role as time goes on. Given that many funded projects have a short time frame, 
it is becoming increasingly important to ensure that there is risk sharing, as well as capacity building, so that local 
small and medium sized enterprises have a greater incentive to reach their target indicators and that investors do 
not create a dependency. Pfeiffer also mentioned that although a failing business or organization is not the goal, 
some businesses, if not able to act without complete donor dependency, must be allowed to fail until there is a clear 
sustainable business plan in play. 
 
Kat Cooley spoke to the importance of SMEs and local partners being well integrated into the developing stages of 
the project to ensure less dependency, and to build on the skill sets and capacity in the environments where donors 
engage. This will then make it easier for local actors to develop long-term sustainable project goals with impact.
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Using Comprehensive Metrics

Adopting an Eventual Exit Strategy

Cooley also recommended working with organizations to develop their pipeline in an innovative and 
cost effective way by first finding their weak spots, which might not always derive from financial matters, 
but could be anything; from who handles the money in the household, to opening a savings account. 
Recognizing and mitigating these challenges will help increase the competitiveness and attractiveness of 
the demand side.
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