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FOREWORD 
 

This paper was written as part of a larger effort to articulate a shared Dutch ‘SDG investing (SDGI) 
agenda’1. The Agenda was developed by 21 organizations – including 18 financial institutions – and 
presented to the Dutch government and Central Bank on December 7th 2016 at the GIIN Investor 
Forum. 

The paper describes the insights and recommendations that emerged from one of four working groups 
(WG) that set out to identify concrete actions that can be taken to build ‘SDG investment highways’ – at 
home and abroad. Specifically, it provides pointers for establishing an enabling ‘SDG investment data 
environment’, with particular focus on stimulating the uptake of sustainability indicators and standards.  

To increase the scale and effectiveness of SDG investment, having access to reliable, material impact 
data is critical. Only then can asset owners and managers make informed decisions about the projects 
and investments they choose to invest in. The paper does not provide a comprehensive review of 
impact assessment and management methodologies, nor does it offer a step by step toolkit for using 
the SDG framework in ones’ investment decisions. It does seek to provide an initial set of 
considerations and recommendations for using the SDG framework to investors, governments, and 
enabling institutions. 

The paper cites a lack of benchmark data and standards as a leading barrier to building markets that are 
‘fit for purpose’. It encourages the Dutch government and regulator to actively support the creation and 
uptake of SDG standards in domestic and global capital markets. Recommendations include the 
advancement of non-financial reporting practices and allocation of resources towards the creation of an 
enabling SDG data infrastructure. Importantly, the paper flags the need for continued collaboration 
between investors, corporations, relevant government agencies, and international bodies (e.g., the 
Global Reporting Initiative, PRI, International Integrated Reporting Council, and the Financial Stability 
Board). Only then can a truly enabling, integrated SDG data environment truly emerge. 

Findings in this report are the result of a collaborative process which was led by C-Change. Its content is 
based on the professional experience of the SDGI signatories as well as available market research. In 
addition, various agencies such as UNPRI and GRI, the Dutch government, as well as a range of data and 
service providers contributed to our work. 

We hope that the paper may serve as a helpful reference document to those investors and actors that 
are seeking to adopt the SDG framework into their management and reporting processes, and look 
forward to comparing notes and advancing the SDGI data agenda in the time ahead2  

																																																								
1	As described in the introductory paragraph to this report, SDG investments are defined to include sustainable, responsible, as well as 
impact investments. 
2 For the full SDG Investing Agenda, please visit: www.sdgi-nl.org	



4 

  
 
 
 

 
 

“We need a global financial system that is fit for purpose. This is vital if we are to mobilize the 
trillions of dollars that are needed to address Climate Change and deliver on the 2015 
Agreements”

– Jim Kim, President World Bank, #COP22, Marrakesh

We agree and see the uptake of sustainability indicators and standards, and the 
establishment of an enabling SDGI data environment as a key ingredient to increasing the 

scale and effectiveness of SDG investment globally.

- SDGI Signatories, 2016 
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SDGI SSNAPSHOT 

 
GOAL:  

The ultimate goal for this working group has been to establish an enabling SDG investment data 
environment by stimulating the uptake of sustainability indicators and standards. 

OPPORTUNITY CONTEXT RECOMMENDATION 

The SDG framework is different 
from existing reporting and 
measurement approaches in 
mainstream capital markets. 
Compared to existing 
approaches such as the ESG 
framework, which are 
traditionally used by investors 
that evaluate long-term risks 
and the negative impact of 
investments, the SDGs have 
the potential to offer a positive 
investment screen. The SDG 
framework offers at least three 
overarching benefits, all adding 
up to the ultimate goal of 
increasing the scale and 
effectiveness of SDG investing 
domestically and abroad: 
 
1. It enables responsible 
scaling of ‘SDG Investment’ in 
global capital markets, 
enhancing the efficiency and 
integrity of SDGI markets  
 
2. It helps to achieve a shift 
from ‘process to outcomes’, a 
development which is also 
sought after by agencies such 
as GRI and UNPRI 
 
3. By offering a common 
language, it facilitates bridge 
building across stakeholders 
and geographies, a critical 
component of the 2030 and 
Addis Ababa Agenda 

At least five factors should be 
considered if the SDGs are to be 
adopted by institutional investors: 
 
1 – Risks such as ‘impact washing’ and 
a lack of actionable data need to be 
managed with care. 
 
2 – Full ‘SDG integration’ into global 
financial systems requires active 
participation of a large number of 
global and national players. Achieving 
alignment between players require a 
willingness to harmonize efforts 
between players. 
 
3 – The novelty of the SDG Framework 
as well as the nascent and global 
nature of SDG and impact investing 
markets, imply the need for a 
deliberate, yet emergent roadmap 
towards data alignment. While it is 
clear that we are building the car while 
driving it, finding ways to align efforts 
early will help. 
 
4 – To ‘rewire’ capital markets to be 
truly fit for purpose and to guarantee a 
swift progression towards such 
markets, ongoing collaboration across 
the financial sector, government, and 
the regulator is key. 
 
5 - Resources for achieving alignment 
and building an interoperable data 
environment are needed to achieve 
success: We cannot forget to invest in 
the plumbing of the SDG(I) data 
agenda. 

3.1 - FIN: Collaborate to 
determine a select set of SDG 
indicators, that can be used to 
track and compare sustainable 
development investments 
 
3.2 - ALL: Stimulate the uptake 
of sustainability standards in 
reports, benchmarks, and 
indices alongside national and 
international agencies –  giving 
appropriate attention to both 
ESG and SDG indicators 
 
3.3 - GOV: Clarify its SDG 
‘data’ ambition and approach 
to measuring private sector	
contributions to the 2030 
Agenda, to ensure efficient 
and value-added data 
capturing and reporting 
processes 
 
3.4 - GOV: Make relevant SDG 
and market information 
available as feasible (incl. 
Country level information from 
embassies, private sector SDG 
contributions, etc.) in 
anticipation of a universal 
SDG(I) data infrastructure 
 
LINKS TO OTHER SDGI 
RECOMMENDATIONS: 
1.1, 2.2, 2.5, 4.2 
 
(See www.sdgi-nl.org) 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
 

In November 2016, Jim Kim, President of the World Bank, flagged the need for a global financial system 
that is ‘fit for purpose’ to deliver on the global sustainability agenda. A lack of data is cited over and over 
again as a barrier to the emergence of such systems, and – given its critical role in mainstreaming ‘SDG 
investing’ (SDGI) - focus of the third Working Group of the SDG Investing Agenda. 
 
SDG investments include all investments that are made where sustainability is applied as a relevant 
factor in decisions. This includes sustainable, responsible, as well as impact investments. See Exhibit 1. 
 
Exhibit 1: Spectrum of Capital & Our Definition of SDG Investing 

 
 
It is clear that to maximize the scale and effectiveness of SDG investing, advancing the uptake of 
sustainability indicators and standards that measure the negative and positive impact of decisions as 
well the establishment of a seamless enabling data environment is key. The last few years have seen 
promising initiatives in standard setting and data aggregation, both in the sustainable or responsible 
investing (SRI) market and in the impact investing market – including targeted promising initiatives with 
big data methodologies.   
 
The 2030 Sustainable Development Agenda – which includes 17 goals, 169 sub-goals, and as many as 
230 indicators - has helped to reinvigorate such efforts, and is generally seen as an instrumental 
framework for harmonizing data collection efforts across sectors and geographies: It offers a single 
framework for describing the change we want to see, as well as our progress against it. Similarly, it 
provides a shared language that makes collaboration across sectors, geographies, and actors easier – a 
critical enabler for success in the other areas of focus of the SDGI Agenda (i.e., Retail, Blended finance, 
and Regulatory change).  
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Yet much needs to happen before these SDG(I) data highways are a reality. Conversion of the framework 
- which was developed to underpin development efforts, not so much capital markets – is complex and 
will require time and effort. 
 
In its 2014 Impact Measurement Report, the Social Impact Investment Taskforce spoke of an ideal future 
state of capital markets in which “material, reliable, comparable, additional impact data is universally 
available”3. With this vision in mind, the efforts of this Working Group have focused on unpacking (1) 
what role the SDGs could play in bringing impact and sustainability considerations to the fore in 
institutional investment decisions; (2) what efforts are ongoing, nationally and internationally, to increase 
the uptake of SDGI indicators and standards among the investing community; and (3) what a path 
forward could look like in context of this Dutch SDGI Agenda – for its signatories, the Dutch 
government, and the regulator alike. Inputs considered extensive desk research on the topic; a number 
of expert interviews conducted by C-Change as the facilitator of the broader SDGI Agenda; a full-day 
OECD Impact Measurement meeting in which C-Change participated; as well as a working session 
among Dutch financial institutions, data providers, the Dutch government, and international standard 
setting bodies such as UNPRI and GRI4. 
 
Quite a few questions remain related to the role of the SDG framework in investor decision making. Our 
hope however is that this discussion document can serve as a useful starting point for advancing an 
SDGI data agenda and help trigger individual and collective action in context of the agenda. 
 
 

																																																								
3 Impact Measurement: Subject Paper of the Social Impact Investment Taskforce, 2014; Definitions that were agreed upon for each 
dimension by a group of 30+ global impact measurement experts are: Material: Data that substantively influences one's assessment of 
an investment's ability to create financial, societal and environmental value - as well as one's subsequent investment management 
decisions; Reliable: Data that can be trusted to have a high standard of integrity; Comparable: Data that is derived following consistent 
standards or practices, making it possible to compare results from different investments; Additional: Data that allow investors to assess 
the extent that an investment has generated results that would otherwise not have been realized; Universal: Data collection practices 
that are applied consistently across markets, geographies, and sectors. 
4 See the Appendix for an overview of input providers and participants.	



9 

  

THE SDG(I) DATA OPPORTUNITY 
 
 

The SDGs are not the first framework for describing and evaluating one’s social or environmental 
impact. In addition, and as noted earlier, for the SDG framework to be usable as a decision-making tool 
for public sector or private sector organizations, a lot needs to happen: Globally, data is available for 
only a minority of SDG indicators, investments are oftentimes not easily tagged to specific indicators, 
etc. Having said that, it offers a valuable framework for extending the reach of capital markets and 
investors from risk and negative impact to positive societal contributions, as well as a move from 
process to outcomes on the part of existing corporate and investor reporting initiatives and agencies. 
The value which the Framework represents for the global and national sustainable investing agenda in 
our belief includes at least three factors: 
 
1. Scaling ‘SDG Investment’ …�

Per the Global Impact Investing Network (the GIIN), the SDGs offer a simple and attractive entry 
point for investors not yet engaged in SDG and/or impact investing to build out their impact 
portfolios, thereby driving more private capital towards the SDGs. Similarly, by increasing market 
insight and efficiency will help to scale up high-impact investments (‘from millions to billions’).This is 
likely best illustrated by a recent commitment by Dutch financial institutions Actiam, APG, PGGM, 
and MN Services, as well as Kempen & Co. to increase their investments into sustainable solutions, 
as represented by the SDGs. 
 
… Responsibly 
As was flagged however by both by our Retail (WG#2) and Regulatory Working Groups (WG#4), 
with our aspiration to scale or mainstream SDGI globally, comes the need to safeguard a 
responsible evolution of such SDGI markets. The risk of ‘green or SDG washing’ is one that was 
frequently brought up as a possible unintended consequence of the Framework that requires 
attention. 
 

2. Shifting from Process to Outcomes 
Related, corporations and investors in mainstream capital markets today have mostly reported on 
the processes that underpin their environmental, social, and governance (ESG) performance. The 
outcomes or impacts of investments are rarely tracked or reported. As highlighted by UNPRI’s Kris 
Douma, the SDGs help shift towards measuring the outcomes or impacts of investments5, thereby 
helping to increase the positive impact that is achieved through investment. 
 

3. Building Bridges & Energy Across Stakeholders  
The SDGs were signed by global leaders across sectors and offers a useful communication 
framework between stakeholders. It helps simplify and articulate the relationship between 
investments and impact goals, but also helps build bridges between investors and investees, 
investors and governments focused on increasing private sector contributions in development (e.g., 
through Blending - WG#1), etc. etc. Examples of investors who have used the SDGs to explain their 
impact include the United States’ Sonen Capital6, or in The Netherlands, RobecoSAM7. 

 
Taking a proactive approach to stimulating the uptake of SDG(I) indicators and standards matters and is 
critical to increasing the scale and effectiveness of markets, to unlocking the potential of SDGI, and to 
safeguarding responsible practices as SDGI gains traction. An overview of “pros and cons” to the SDG 
framework is provided in the next section.  

																																																								
5 Working Session “Setting Started: Advancing the Uptake of SDG Indicators & Standards”, November 4th 2016	
6 Sonen Annual Impact Report 2015: http://www.sonencapital.com/thought-leadership-posts/2015-annual-impact-report/ 
7 GIIN Leaflet Achieving the Sustainable Development Goals: The Role of Impact Investing, September 2016	
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CONTEXT 

 
 

An initial review of the SDG(I) data environment brought to bear a select set of factors should be 
considered in evaluating the extent to which the SDGs can – and should be – adopted by institutional 
investors, as well as in determining the right roadmap for market-level SDG adoption: 
 
1. The SDG framework has inherent pros and cons that need to be considered before they can be 

adopted as the impact framework of choice by the investor community; 
2. Full ‘SDG integration’ into global financial systems requires active participation of – and alignment 

between – a large number of global and national players 
3. The novelty of the SDG Framework as well as the nascent and global nature of SDG and impact 

investing markets, imply the need for a deliberate, yet emergent roadmap towards SDG(I) data 
alignment. While it is clear that we will be building the car while driving it, finding ways to align 
efforts early will help. 

4. To ‘rewire’ capital markets to be truly fit for purpose and to guarantee a swift progression towards 
such markets, ongoing collaboration across the financial sector, government, and the regulator is 
key. 

5. Resources for achieving alignment and building an interoperable data environment are needed to 
achieve success: We can’t forget to invest in the plumbing of the SDG(I) data agenda. 

 
1. Pros and Cons to the SDGs as a Framework of Choice  
A few pros and cons need to be considered before the SDGs can be adopted as the impact framework 
of choice by the investor community. Pros and cons that resulted from our initial consultation can loosely 
be mapped against each of the earlier identified reasons for using the SDG Framework for the investor 
community. 
 
Exhibit 2: Contextual Drivers & Possible Risks to SDG Adoption 

 
 
2. A Complex, Multi-stakeholder Environment 
To achieve full integration of the SDG Framework into global financial systems, active participation of – 
and alignment between – a large number of global and national players is required. To convert the 230 
indicators represented inside the SDG Agenda as a useful framework for evaluating investment 
decisions, a range of actors play a role, starting with the financial sector (See Exhibit 3): 
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• Investors/ fund managers, wealth managers & intermediaries: Determining the right metrics for them 
• Investees, including listed corporations: Managing for, gathering, and making SDG indicators 

available 
• Standard setters and certifiers: Setting the bar and pushing for reliable and comparable data 
• Data aggregators: Gathering material data, i.e., data that enables better decision-making 
• Regulators: Enforcing a level playing field, consistency of reporting, and accountability 
 
Exhibit 3: Illustrative SDG & Impact Measurement Ecosystem8 

 
 

An overview of relevant national and global reporting frameworks, standards, data platforms, and 
coalitions that are – or can – play a role in increasing SDG adoption in global markets is provided in 
Exhibit 4 and 5. Achieving alignment between these players doesn’t only require a willingness among 
such initiatives to harmonize efforts, it also requires significant resources and efforts to achieve such 
alignment and to establish interoperable data systems.   
 
A detailed description of each of the above mentioned initiatives and data sets is provided in the Appendix. 
Illustrative early stage examples of corporate and investor SDG reporting or conversion efforts were added in 
this detailed overview (Appendix 1). 
 

																																																								
8 Ragin, L.; Lumley, T.; Rotheroe, A.; McCarthy, K.; de Bruin, C. (2014), Impact Measurement Discussion Document for the Social 
Impact Investment Taskforce 
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Exhibit 4: Private Sector Sustainability Reporting & Standard Setting Initiative 
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Exhibit 5: Relevant Sustainability Data Sets & Coalitions 
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3. The Need for A Deliberate, Emergent SDGI Data Roadmap 
 
The novelty of the SDG Framework as well as the nascent and global nature of SDG and impact 
investing markets, imply the need for a deliberate, yet emergent roadmap towards SDG(I) data 
alignment. Today’s financial systems are inherently global. For our Dutch SDGI Agenda, this means that 
any of our recommendations need to consider international efforts and initiatives. This is particularly true 
for efforts to get closer to the establishment of shared SDGI indicators and standards. In particular 
efforts by UNPRI and the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) deserve mention from a standard setting and 
reporting perspective. Both have taken initiative to define SDG standards, yet do not anticipate being 
able to provide SDG related guidance to investors in the immediate term.  
 
Implication for the recommendations of the WG reinforce (a) the need – but also the opportunity – to 
help shape the global SDG(I) data agenda as a country, (b) the importance of engaging in an ongoing 
dialogue between Signatories to ensure alignment while all experiment with new approaches inside 
their own institutions, and (c) a mindset as part of which all “build the car while driving it”. Previously 
mentioned efforts already taken by most importantly APG and PGGM to identify a select set of 
‘Sustainable Development Investing’ (SDG) investing indicators, as well as PGGM’s efforts to bring 
together a large number of financial institutions under the umbrella of the DNB’s Sustainable Finance 
Platform (SFP) speak to the need for a practical, incremental approach to advancing the uptake of SDGI 
standards. 
 
4. The Need for Ongoing Cross-sectoral Collaboration and Alignment 
 
To ‘rewire’ capital markets to be truly fit for purpose and to guarantee a swift progression towards such 
markets, ongoing collaboration across the financial sector, government, and the regulator is key. Making 
SDG investing worthwhile for investors of all kinds, and ensuring a level playing field not just at a 
national and at a global level, is critical to scale SDG investing and establish a purposeful financial 
system. Joint efforts to establish shared disclosure requirements, or even to ‘put a price’ on 
environmental and/or social costs – as was done in relation to CO2 emissions – are table stakes in 
ensuring that our financial system shifts at the pace that is required to resolve the world’s most 
intractable and urgent challenges. 
 
5. Investment in the ‘Plumbing’: A Key Ingredient to SDG Success 
 
Resources for achieving alignment and building an interoperable data environment are needed to 
achieve success: We can’t forget to invest in the plumbing of the SDG(I) data agenda. Since the 
adoption of the Sustainable Development Agenda a range of data related initiatives aimed at 
harmonizing global standards and data systems were announced (See Exhibit 4). Important to note 
however is that continued investment by national and multilateral governments, coalitions and civil 
society organizations, as well as the financial sector will be needed to develop the plumbing that is so 
needed to maximize the flow of capital towards SDG and/or impact investments. Leading international 
efforts in this respect have included the creation of ‘outcome databases’ by Big Society Capital in the 
United Kingdom to enable outcomes based financing vehicles, green bond registration efforts by the 
Bank of England, and/or the establishment of an open source data environment with development data 
by global data coalitions or technology driven social enterprises. 
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RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
 
In conclusion, the advancement and use of “material, reliable, comparable, and additional impact data” 
in global capital markets is increasingly important and urgent. Only then can a global financial system 
that is fit for purpose emerge. The SDG Framework can play a meaningful role in this process. In 
support of this belief, we recommend the following SDGI data priorities: 
 
3.1. FIN: Collaborate to determine a select set of SDG indicators for institutional investors, that can be 

used to track and compare sustainable development investments 
3.2. ALL: Stimulate the uptake of sustainability standards in reports, benchmarks, and indices alongside 

national and international agencies –  giving appropriate attention to both ESG and SDG indicators 
3.3. GOV: Clarify its SDG ‘data’ ambition and approach to measuring private sector	contributions to the 

2030 Agenda, to ensure efficient and value-added data capturing and reporting processes 
3.4. GOV: Make relevant SDG and market information available as feasible (incl. Country level 

information from embassies, private sector SDG contributions) in anticipation of a universal SDG(I) 
data infrastructure 

 
Important to note is, that to deliver on the overarching goal for this Working Group, i.e., to scale SDGI 
responsibly, deepen our impact, and build bridges across sectors and geographies, critical linkages 
exist to other SDGI Recommendations, in particular those of the Regulatory Working Group (#4), 
namely SDGI Agenda priorities 1.1, 2.2., 2.5, and 4.2. (See www.sdgi-nl.org) 
 
As for the Road Ahead, recommendation 3.1 will be extended in context of the Platform for Sustainable 
Finance – under the lead of one of the SDGI signatories, PGGM. Recommendations 3.2 – 3.4 were 
shared with international agencies as well as the Dutch government. Exact follow up will be discussed 
during a national SDG Getting to Action session on December 14th at the Dutch Central Bank.  
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 Appendix 1 – Detailed Overview of Private Sector Sustainability Reporting & Standard Setting Initiative
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 Appendix 2 – Detailed Overview of Relevant Sustainability Data Sets & Coalitions 
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