
Summary:
BBW data workshops on measuring the social 
dimension of sustainable finance

Introduction

As part of Building Bridges Week 2021, the SDG Lab and IISD hosted two data workshops 
that addressed the challenges of measuring the social impact of investments. The workshops 
were developed in response to an interest expressed by actors of the Geneva 2030 community. 
The workshops followed a panel discussion hosted by the SDG Lab and IISD in advance 
of Building Bridges to ‘warm-up’ the topic by “Shining a light on the Social Dimension of 
Sustainable Finance”.

The data workshops brought together a diverse group of actors from the finance sector, 
including asset managers, impact investors, foundations, with actors from the UN, international 
organizations, and NGOs. It included participants representing both data producers and data 
users. The main objective was to facilitate an understanding among the diverse actors on 
what social sustainability is and how we can go about measuring it. In addition to introducing 
diverse actors to one another’s viewpoints on measuring the ‘S’, the data workshops were 
a helpful step on the way to identify challenges, which the Geneva community can work to 
address jointly.

So, what do we mean when we say measuring the social dimension? For most investors 
this refers to the ‘S’ in ESG reporting, while to actors from the development community such 
as UN organizations and NGOs, the social dimension is commonly understood as one of 
the three dimensions of sustainable development as framed by the 2030 Agenda and its 17 
Sustainable Development Goals.

Rather than attempting to capture the breath of the social dimension, participants tackled the 
topic by diving into subthemes. These were: Decent work (including a focus on vulnerable 
workers); diversity and inclusion (with a focus on gender and persons with disabilities); 
enabling inclusive and sustainable communities; respecting human rights and governance 
issues, and lastly, taking a holistic approach to measuring the ‘S’. The breakout discussions 
were moderated by subject experts from the OECD, ILO, PeaceNexus Foundation, IISD, and 
two independent experts.
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0fxt1ZEjys0
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0fxt1ZEjys0


Main discussion points

While the discussions in the different sub-themes covered a broad range of challenges, there 
was a striking similarity in the points raised on how to improve the way we measure the social 
impact of investments. The following paragraphs give a flavor of the different discussions 
before summarizing the main points raised.

The group on Enabling Inclusive and Sustainable Communities discussed the challenge of 
setting long-term goals, using the data once we have it, and moving from micro measurement 
to macro effects. Contextual data, for example on education, food security and health 
outcomes, was highlighted as important, and sourcing data from local NGOs and UN country 
teams suggested as a good way forward to gather this type of data. Recognizing that human 
relations are qualitative, it was stressed that we need to increase the understanding that 
qualitative data matters because it gives meaning to the numbers of the quantitative data we 
use. Furthermore, building trust among people and local institutions was highlighted as key.

Participants in the group on Respecting Human Rights and Governance Issues, which 
discussed how to apply a human rights-based approach to measuring the social impact of 
investments, also touched upon the issue of trust, in this case with respect to how investors 
can collaborate with the local community to avoid corruption. One central point of discussion 
was on the trade-off between short-term negative impacts for long-term benefits. Can we 
accept to operate within a corrupt system short-term if the activity has a long-term positive 
social outcome for the local community and contributes to respecting human rights and 
achieving the SDGs?

Participants in the group on Decent work discussed data validity and the need for harmonization 
and standardization. Workshop participants noted the challenge of applying data that captures 
the realities of workers in both the formal and informal economy. To tackle this, the need for a 
greater emphasis on the use of qualitative and survey-based data that genuinely addresses 
people’s wellbeing was underscored. Specifically with respect to vulnerable workers, in a 
similar vein to the discussions on sustainable communities, contextual data was highlighted 
as crucial to understand the impact that investments have on workers in a particular context. 
Rather than only relying on internal company data, it was suggested to look for external 
sources of data such as from labor unions and local NGOs.

The need for disaggregated data was mentioned throughout the different themes, however it 
came out particularly strongly in the discussions on Diversity and Inclusion (gender diversity 
and the inclusion of persons with disabilities). The costs and requirements of gathering 
disaggregated data and the difference in national definitions of disabilities were mentioned 
as some of the main challenges for measuring social impact for diversity. Potential ideas for
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improving data on diversity and inclusion included the use of self-identification and enhancing 
voluntary data collection and usage, as opposed to only relying on mandatory data collection.

Finally, in the group addressing a holistic approach to measuring the ‘S’, the discussion 
centered around how investors can look at social impacts in relation to environmental and 
governance issues, rather than addressing the ‘S’ as its own silo. Here the issue of data qual-
ity and the challenge of operating in different regulatory contexts was brought up. Similarly, 
to the discussions in the group on decent work, this conversation particularly highlighted the 
need for developing universal standards. In sum, many common points were raised across 
the different thematic groups. These were:

• the importance of using disaggregated data to leave no-one behind,
• considering local contexts by using contextual data,
• recognizing the value of qualitative data
• collaborating with sectors that have already developed systems for collecting and using data 
for the social dimension.

Conclusion

The discussions of the workshops confirmed that measuring the results of investments with 
respect to the social dimension is considered challenging by most actors. Existing measure-
ment frameworks and indicators appear to be inadequate and, while applicable in some con-
texts, they are not universal. Aggregated data on social impact leave individuals and groups 
behind and many social issues face difficulties in terms of definitions and standardization.

However, it was also pointed out that part of addressing this challenge is recognizing and 
learning to make use of the data already available to us. As Patricia Richter from the ILO’s 
Social Finance team said, “We don’t need to reinvent the wheel. There is a whole catalogue 
of data available. Let’s avoid spending resources on reinventing the wheel.” There was also 
a call to recognize qualitative data as “hard” data and use alternative data sources such as 
self-reported and voluntary data.

Recognizing the big interest in this topic among actors in the Geneva community of SDG 
practitioners, the SDG Lab will continue its efforts to advance the work on measuring the ‘S’ in 
sustainable investments by convening experts from both the finance and sustainable develop-
ment community around specific challenges and potential solutions to these.
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