
The purpose of this document is to help provide some context and background on sustainable 
finance through the lens of the SDG Lab at UN Geneva. These messages and figures are intended 
to help spur greater understanding and dialogue within the sustainable finance space ahead of 
the 2021 edition of Building Bridges Week, 29 November to 2 December 2021.

Sustainable finance at a glance

The coronavirus pandemic has rolled back progress on the Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs). This demands a renewed commitment to mobilizing financing and investment on behalf 
of the SDGs. Sustainable investment strategies are already attracting more money than ever. 
The message that development assistance alone is not enough to achieve the SDGs appears to 
have broken through many walls—including corporate boardrooms.

While investment is flowing towards the SDGs, the pace and scale are still insufficient to realize 
the goals by 2030. COVID-19 has exacerbated this situation by reinforcing, and in some cases 
deepening social inequalities.

A significant hurdle to SDG-aligned finance is a dearth of information about private-sector 
investment opportunities at the country level. Persistent concerns about the sustainability 
credentials of companies and investment products are also holding the market back.

Key messages

COVID-19 has turned a spotlight on the social side of sustainability. As the world recovers, 
financial support for companies and projects that address social challenges must remain a 
priority. 

• The pandemic has led to a historic decline in economic activity and living standards across 
the globe, disproportionally affecting the most vulnerable. It pushed tens of millions of 
people into extreme poverty and widened disparities between countries and within society. 
The unequal impact has raised awareness among investors and companies of issues not 
previously on their radar, such as social protection nets and workplace health and safety. 

• On 22 September 2021, the SDG Lab together with partners organized a panel discussion on 
the social dimension of sustainable investing. The event aimed to spark a wider conversation 
and sharpen the focus on this topic ahead of the 2021 edition of Building Bridges Week.

The growing popularity of sustainable finance calls for more transparency about what it means 
and how to measure it.

• While soaring demand has led to the proliferation of sustainable investment funds and 
products, their impact remains difficult to quantify. 

• Companies select the issues they choose to communicate, as sustainability reporting 
remains largely voluntary. This creates incomplete and even misleading information. The lack 
of independent assurance of sustainability reports and information reduces their reliability.
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• The lack of data and tools for measuring impact is particularly problematic in social investing.

• A common refrain among financial advisers is that the category lacks clarity about what is 
covered and how to measure performance. Speakers who took part in the SDG Lab’s recent 
panel discussion on 22 September urged a collective response that enlists all stakeholders in 
efforts to improve the landscape for social investing.

Advancing the SDGs requires a greater focus on investing in initiatives that bring about positive 
change.

• Sustainable finance goes beyond identifying and investing in businesses that produce goods 
and services in a responsible way. 

• There is growing interest in companies and projects that contribute explicitly and directly 
to the SDGs. This has given rise to new financing models that look at the complex and 
interconnected nature of the agenda. Accelerating the take-up of impact investing in both 
public and private markets is essential to achieving an equitable and sustainable economy. 

• SDG Lab’s Pipeline Builder project offers an example of how to streamline and boost capital 
to projects aligned with national sustainable development strategies. 

• Through the Pipeline Builder, the Lab supports broader UN initiatives on sustainable finance, 
such as UN Development’s (UNDP) work in helping countries transform their SDG priorities 
and development plans into investor roadmaps that point to impactful investment areas.

Collaboration between the finance industry and the development community is key to enabling 
conditions for sustainable finance. 

• A lack of dialogue between providers of finance and the partners at country level, including 
Member States, has contributed to a mismatch in supply and demand in sustainable finance.

 
• The SDG Lab is committed to bringing Member States to the dialogue between finance and 

developing communities, including to the 2021 Building Bridges Week, for a better understanding 
of national priorities and to showcase progress in creating enabling environments.

• A founding partner of Building Bridges Week, SDG Lab has played an instrumental role in 
bringing together Geneva’s finance and sustainable development communities to work 
towards driving more capital to the SDGs at country level.

Facts and figures

• Sustainable finance refers to the integration of environmental, social and governance (ESG) 
criteria into financial services. A newer approach to financial analysis, it goes beyond the 
traditional focus on profits and losses to consider issues such as how companies respond 
to the climate crisis and how they treat employees, customers, and shareholders, among 
others. 
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• Activities that fall under the banner of sustainable finance include sustainable funds, green 
bonds, and impact and thematic investments.

• Sustainable finance has a critical role to play in delivering on the SDGs. It does this by 
channeling private investment into the transition to a climate-resilient, resource-efficient 
and socially responsible economy. 

• Achieving the SDGs requires an estimated investment of US$ 5 trillion to US $7 trillion per year 
until 2030. At that scale, the investment challenge is beyond the capacity of the public sector 
alone. For every year that passes, the investment needed to fulfil the goals increases, along 
with the urgency of mobilizing capital. 

• Before COVID-19, there was an annual US$ 2.5 trillion funding gap for sustainable development 
in developing countries. The pandemic may have increased this by another 70%, or US$ 1.7 
trillion.  

• At least US$ 35 trillion is invested in assets that integrate some sustainability measurement. 
That’s about 8 percent of total global financial assets. Some US$ 3.2 trillion of those investments 
seek a positive impact. These products include sustainable funds (over US$ 1.7 trillion), green 
bonds (over US$ 1 trillion), social bonds (US$ 212 billion) and mixed-sustainability bonds (US 
$218 billion). 
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