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Special Issue: Eve Chiapello & Lisa Knoll (Eds.): Social Finance, 
Impact Investing, and the Financialization of the Public Interest.

This HSR Special Issue compiles social science research on a 
relatively new socio-economic phenomenon: Social Finance 
and Impact Investing. Its promise is to lure private investment 
and/ or philanthropic capital into the sphere of social welfare. 
To do so, social wellbeing and social impact become subjects 
of financialization, entrepreneurialization, and quantification. 
The venture capital framework and financial principles of due 
diligence enter the world of the social sector – be it through new 
impact rating schemes, social responsibility documentation, or 
innovative welfare state funding schemes such as Social Impact 
Bonds. This Special Issue brings together empirical research 
on different cases (public-private development finance, social 
impact and venture investors, impact rating schemes, social 
impact bonds, and welfare state reforms) from diverse places 
(South Africa, Kenya, Italy, the US, the UK, and France).

Forum: Lilli Braunisch, Malte Schweia, Peter Graeff & Nina 
Baur (Eds.): Challenges for Big Data Analysis. Data Quality 
and Data Analysis of Analogous and Digital Mass Data.

While big data are one of the oldest social-science data types, 
their use in research practice has resurged in recent decades due 
to IT innovations and the emergence of Web 2.0. However, research 
practice and the methodological discourse on big data fall apart 
within the scientific community: 1) Social science methodology 
focusses primarily on data quality. The debate in social science 
communities is almost 150 years old and has revealed the specific 
strengths and weaknesses of both big data and research-elicited 
data and also resulted in recommendations on how to handle each 
data type. 2) Computational social sciences primarily focus on data 
analysis, especially on new analysis techniques and algorithms for 
evaluating big data. Both research lines are hardly connected, and 
both have mutual blind spots. This HSR Focus therefore aims at 
overcoming this divide. It brings up the discussion of how these 
research lines can complement each other and can be improved by 
using the findings of each other.
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Social Finance and Impact Investing. Governing 
Welfare in the Era of Financialization 

Eve Chiapello & Lisa Knoll ∗ 

Abstract: »Social Finance und Impact Investing. Wohlfahrtsregulierung im 
Zeitalter der Finanzialisierung«. Social Finance and Impact Investing took off 
after the 2008 financial crisis, offering alternative financing solutions for social 
welfare. Presented as answers to the pressing problems of the 21st century 
(public sector fiscal constraints, overstrained welfare states, and a lack of in-
vestment opportunities in an era awash with investment-seeking capital), they 
propose to combine public and private funds in complex negotiated and cas-
cade-like credit and subsidy structures. They aim at attracting private capital by 
advertising potential social and financial gains to private investors. This intro-
ductory article provides an overview of the Social Finance and social impact 
investment phenomenon. It discusses the scope of literature, and outlines the 
transformative trajectory of Social Finance in terms of financialization, public 
sector governance reform, and welfare state policies. Social Finance and Impact 
Investing are important research fields for the social sciences, as they are much 
more than mere “financial innovations.” They transform how we govern and 
think of welfare and organize public sector funding. The articles assembled in 
this special issue provide the reader with insights into the making of a field and 
the establishment of new financial relations and circuits, judgement devices, 
and ranking schemes. 

Keywords: Social Finance, Impact Investing, Philanthropy, Welfare State, Pri-
vatization, Market Making, Transformation of Capitalism, Neoliberalism, Evi-
dence-Based Policy. 

∗  Eve Chiapello, EHESS, CEMS, 54 Boulevard Raspail, 75006 Paris, France; eve.chiapello@ehess.fr. 
Lisa Knoll, University of Hamburg, Faculty of Business, Economics and Social Science, 
Welckerstr. 8, 20354 Hamburg, Germany; lisa.knoll@uni.hamburg.de. 

 A first version of the papers included in this special issue were presented at the conference 
Social finance, impact investing, and the financialization of public interest, that we co-
convened at the University of Hamburg, in March 2017. This project was made possible by 
the Anneliese Maier Award received by Eve Chiapello in 2016 from the Alexander von Hum-
boldt Foundation. 
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venture philanthropy

impact investing

2  They should, for example, create a new corporate form for impact enterprises, organize tax 
breaks for impact investments, expend subsidies (e.g., in the form of loan guarantees), or set 
(gold) standards for impact investing, as well as certify impact investment managers (Bugg-
Levine and Emerson 2011, 118-35). 

3  The book itself (Nicholls et al. 2015) puts together quite diverse financial vehicles such as 
co-operatives and mutual finance, microfinance, venture philanthropy, social impact bonds, 
crowdfunding, Islamic finance, and foreign direct investment and private equity. The repre-
sentation as a continuum – which is blurring the boundaries between grant making and 
investing – is widely shared by the promoters of these financial practices (Chiapello and 
Godefroy 2017).  
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3.  Social Finance and Impact Investing in the Literature 

Web of Science Social Sci-
ence Citation Index

4  The United Kingdom indeed put Impact investing on the G8 agenda during its presidency in 
2013 (SIITF 2014) and in 2014 each of the G8 countries produced a national report explain-
ing its position on the issue and determined various action to be taken to promote it (see 
Chiapello and Godefroy 2017 for France and Caselli 2020, this issue, for Italy).  

5 SROI was invented by the first venture philanthropist of Silicon Valley, and then spread to 
Europe via the United Kingdom. (“A Guide to SROI” was published by the Cabinet Office in 
2009). Yates and Marra (2017) in their introduction to a special issue on SROI present an 
array of methods and standards of evaluation ranging from randomized control trials (RCT), 
double, triple, quadruple bottom lines, cost-benefit analysis (CBA), cost-effectiveness analy-
sis (CEA), and social return on investment (SROI). 
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Figure 1: Number of Articles per Year and per Topic6 

Nonprofit Management and Leadership Evaluation 
and Program Planning  Research in 
International Business and Finance

6  Source: Web of Science- Social Sciences Citation Index 1956-Present, Dec 31, 2019, Analy-
sis: DOCUMENT TYPES: (ARTICLE), Timespan: All years, showing 236 records for “All togeth-
er” that is TOPIC: ("impact invest*") OR TOPIC: ("social impact bond*") OR TOPIC: (“social re-
turn on investment”) OR TOPIC: (“social finance”). The information for each TOPIC is also 
plot separately. 
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Figure 2: Number of Articles by Research Area7 

Journal of Urban 
Affairs

Journal of Comparative Policy 
Analysis

7  Source: same request as in Fig. 1 (236 articles 2003-2019). Each article is associated with 
one or more “Research Area” (358 research areas declared in total). In this figure, we plot 
only the areas with more than three publications over the time period. 
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4.2  Public Management and Governance 

8  Hood (1991) proposes seven precepts for analyzing NPM doctrine: 1) hands-on professional 
management in the public sector, 2) explicit standards and measures of performances, 3) 
greater emphasis on output control, 4) shift to disaggregation of units in the public sector, 
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Abstract: »Einige Ausrutscher: Die Herausforderung des Impacts als Grenzobjekt 
in sozialen Finanzleistungen«. This article considers the construction of the mar-
ket of Impact Investing – financial investment with the intentional pursuit of 
“impact” alongside financial return – as one case of the broader turn to Social 
Finance. Impact Investing is championed by proponents for its ability to provide 
a sustainable and scalable market-based solution to societal and environmental 
problems, in contrast to the limited efforts of government and civil society. This 
article delineates the work of the market maker who motivated the construc-
tion of a judgment device to address the issue of quality uncertainty in this 
new market. I offer a genealogy of this rating system for firms as potential im-
pact investments, showing that it was commissioned by proponents of Impact 
Investing who, having first engaged in boundary work to distinguish Impact 
Investing from other spaces of Social Finance, then sought to appeal to tradi-
tional investors by mimicking the calculative tools used in traditional capital 
markets. Yet, the adaptation of a financial rating system to the new field was 
complicated by the multivocal status of “impact” as a boundary object involv-
ing multiple, disparate actors committed to the common project of creating a 
judgement device for impact investment yet diverging on the question of how 
impact was to be created by businesses and for whose benefit. The result was a 
slippage between the conception of impact espoused by the market maker of 
Impact Investing and the type of impact gauged by the rating system itself, 
with likely reactive effects for impact investors and investees. I conclude by 
positing that the development of suitable judgement devices that capture and 
communicate the impact of socially or environmentally oriented financial ac-
tivity is one critical yet understudied condition for the ability of social finance 
markets to achieve their promise. 

Keywords: Judgement devices, boundary work, boundary object, impact invest-
ing, social finance, United States. 
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of this Special Issue. Thanks to Howard Aldrich for his observation that the concept of 
boundary object fits neatly with the empirical phenomena described herein. 
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1  It is critical to note that the distinction made between Socially Responsible Investing and 
Corporate Social Responsibility by early proponents of Impact Investing omitted the grow-
ing overlap between the two fields as socially responsible investments increasingly em-
ployed CSR criteria (Barman 2016). 
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3.2 Evaluators and the Construction of a Rating System 

2  In addition, the Rockefeller Foundation also commissioned the construction of a standards 
system called IRIS (Impact Reporting and Investing Standards), for firms and investment 
funds to report on their impact (Barman 2015).  

3  This tendency to employ the forms of analysis and calculation of finance to other spaces is 
increasingly prevalent, particularly in the space of Social Finance (Chiapello 2015; Barman 
2016). 

4  Moody’s Investor Services, as with Standard & Poor’s, assigns a credit rating tier (ranging 
from AAA to C) to a corporate or government bond based on the likelihood of the bond is-
suer meeting its financial commitments. In contrast, Morningstar rates mutual funds from 
one to five stars, based on an estimation of the fund's risk-adjusted return, relative to simi-
lar funds.  
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Figure 1: Example of Sample B Report (2008) 

Source: B Lab 2008. 
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Figure 1: Example of Sample B Report (2008) 

Source: B Lab 2008. 
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5  GIIRS had other strengths as a rating system: it was an independent and objective third-
party source of transparent and verifiable data (GIIRS 2010a). 

6  In addition, the GIIRS methodology could assign points to a company if it possessed a 
business model in which supply chains benefited specific stakeholders to alleviate poverty or 
was designed to increase wealth and decision-making power of historically underserved 
stakeholders (GIIRS 2011a). 
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Table 1:  GIIRS’ Conversion of Socially and Environmentally-Focused Business 
Model to Corporate Social Responsibility Impact Area 

SEM Business Model CSR Impact Area 

Social Enterprise (formalized through governance structure) Governance 

Worker Ownership (e.g. cooperatives) Workers 

Community Owned Products & Services Community 

Workforce Development (chronically unemployed populations) Community 

Supply Chain (small-scale +/or Fair Trade Certified) Community 

Local (supply chains, ownership, banking, customers, +/or giving) Community 

Local Economic Development (privatization or import substitution) Community 

Producer Cooperative Community 

Charitable Giving (>20% profits) Community 

Environmental Practices Environment 

Environmentally Oriented Products or Services Environment 

Source: GIIRS 2011a. 
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Figure 2:  Example of Sample GIIRS Report 

Source: GIIRS 2011a.  
 

HSR 45 (2020) 3    45 

Figure 2:  Example of Sample GIIRS Report 

Source: GIIRS 2011a.  
 

HSR 45 (2020) 3    45 

Figure 2:  Example of Sample GIIRS Report 

Source: GIIRS 2011a.  
 

HSR 45 (2020) 3    45 

Figure 2:  Example of Sample GIIRS Report 

Source: GIIRS 2011a.  
 



HSR 45 (2020) 3    46 

4. Theorizing GIIRS’ Reactivity for Impact Investing 

7  By 2013, likely due to the mismatch between the identity of Impact Investing and the type 
of CSR-based impact areas communicated by a GIIRS report, pressure from the “impact in-
vestor community” led the B Lab to modify its company rating report to include both a 
measure of “business operations” and a measure of the “impact business model” (B Lab 
2013). Nonetheless, as a rating system, GIIRS continues to evaluate firms and funds in part 
according to their use of CSR-based business operations. 
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building an inclusive and sustainable economy

1  South African National Task Force for Impact Investing website <http://impactinvesting 
southafrica.co.za/> (Accessed on 16 July 2019)

2  See for instance the annual “Impact Investors survey” published by JP Morgan in partner-
ship with the GIIN. 
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2. A Long-Term Perspective on II in South Africa 

2.1  Impact Investment in South Africa from “Volkskapitalism” to 
Black Economic Empowerment 

3  A pioneer initiative launched by the US Rockefeller Foundation in 2007 to promote II glob-
ally. Today, the GIIN gathers about 300 members – asset owners, asset managers, and ser-
vice providers; a sister association organizes II training sessions, promotes its own II rating 
system, and produces abundant grey literature on this “new asset class” – e.g., its annual 
“Spotlight in the market. The impact investor survey.”

4  This report prepared by a network of financial actors engaged in the promotion of a “new 
asset class” must be taken for what it is worth. With this precaution in mind, however, it 
gives us an overview of the state of the II industry in South and Southern Africa. 

5  Ashburton Investments and Phatisa joined the GIIN. 
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afrikanize

6  Indeed, in the 1950s, eight of the nine IDC’s directors were Afrikaans-speaking. 
7  I.e., black, colored, and Indian population groups. In the rest of the paper, and as embedded 

in the “Black of BEE,” we will refer to these previously disadvantaged people as “blacks.” 
8  The first two transactions collapsed: a trust ended up bankrupted because of financial 

wrongdoing and the other one has been bought back by white shareholders (Freund 2007).  
9  Department of Trade and Industry, “Broad-Based Black Economic Empowerment Act 

(53/2003) Issue of Codes of Good Practice,” Government Gazette Staatskoerant (Republic of 
South Africa) 580, no. 36928 (October 11, 2013): 3–122, <https://www.thedti.gov.za/news 
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2.2  Impact Investors and Managers in South Africa 

10  This was done through the pursuit of development outcomes targeting youth, women and 
black industrialists, B-BBEE, regional equity, localisation, community empowerment, and 
environmentally sustainable growth. IDC Corporate strategic plan 2016-2021, presented to 
Parliament Portfolio Committee on Economic Development, 6 April 2016. 

11  There are also several other national (e.g., Development Bank of Southern Africa, National 
Empowerment Fund) and provincial (KZN Growth Fund) DFIs in South Africa. 
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2.3  Toward New Avenues for Accumulation? 

12  Government employees’ pension law (1996) and PIC Act (2004). 
13  One of the big five in the SA banking sector. 
14  Together these sectors account for about $14 billion and 3730 deals (GIIN 2016, 68).
15  The report identifies 28 deals in “financial services” ($1.6 billion), 47 deals in the two other 

sectors ($3 billion).  
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16  Current exchange rate, approximately USD 1 = 13.5 South African Rands. 
17 “The fund will approach Agriculture investments through partnering with established com-

mercial farming enterprises. The main objective would be to enable these commercial farm-
ing entities through debt and equity to facilitate the development of previously under de-
veloped farmland with the objective of increasing productive capacity and contributing to 
food security while generating excellent investment returns for the GEPF. Agriculture and 
agro-processing are therefore attractive developmental investments because of their posi-
tive attributes in relation to social impact and returns.” Discours de John Oliphant, Principal 
Executive Officer du GEPF, au cercle de la presse du Cap, 23 April 2013. 
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3.  Impact Investment at Work: The South African 
Farmland Investment Fund 

3.1  Sustainability in Practice: Between Return on Investment and 
Social Programs 

18  Melanie Somerville (2018) analyses similar situations in Canada, looking at partnerships 
between asset managers and first nation’s communities. 
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19  Interview with Green Firm director, Cape Town, 16 March 2015. To calculate the historical 
appreciation of farmland by year, Green Firm endeavours to analyse the agricultural land 
deals in South Africa during the last 20 years. 

HSR 45 (2020) 3    64 

 
  

19  Interview with Green Firm director, Cape Town, 16 March 2015. To calculate the historical 
appreciation of farmland by year, Green Firm endeavours to analyse the agricultural land 
deals in South Africa during the last 20 years. 

HSR 45 (2020) 3    64 

 
  

19  Interview with Green Firm director, Cape Town, 16 March 2015. To calculate the historical 
appreciation of farmland by year, Green Firm endeavours to analyse the agricultural land 
deals in South Africa during the last 20 years. 

HSR 45 (2020) 3    64 

 
  

19  Interview with Green Firm director, Cape Town, 16 March 2015. To calculate the historical 
appreciation of farmland by year, Green Firm endeavours to analyse the agricultural land 
deals in South Africa during the last 20 years. 



HSR 45 (2020) 3    65 

 

20  While at the Green Firm, a full time dedicated employee is in charge of the impact programs 
and evaluations.  
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Table 1:  The Green Firm Matrix  

 Farm 1 Farm 2 Farm 3 Farm 4 Total 

Permanent employees 
(workers with contracts 
longer than 1 year) 

At take-on: 25 94 102 83 304 

At December 
2015: 

57 71 124 86 338 

Seasonal workers,  
depending on season 

Currently, up 
to: 

450 950 520 440 2360 

Projected new jobs 
(permanent and season-
al), due to expansion 

Projected new 
jobs: 

300 465 100 212 1077 

Employees with access 
to pre-paid primary 
healthcare 

At take-on: 0 0 0 0 0 

At December 
2015: 

61 0 80 98 239 

Employees with access 
to HIV/AIDS services 

At take-on: 0 0 0 0 0 

At December 
2015: 

61 71 80 98 310 

Employees receiving 
adult education 

At take-on: 0 0 0 0 0 

At December 
2015: 

32 27 15 8 82 

Employees receiving 
management training 

At take-on: 0 0 0 0 0 

At December 
2015: 

4 19 3 3 29 

Source: Green Firm 2015. 
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21  Extract from Green Firm Impact Report, 2014.  
22  Pursuant to the Land Act, adopted in 1913, South African governments concentrated “Afri-

can” native populations on “reserves,” later called “Bantustans,” representing 13% of the 
national territory.  
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23  Melanie Somerville (2018), in Canada, analyzes similar attempts from asset managers to 
“financialize natives,” reproducing “racial essentialisms.” 

24  For instance, development finance institutions’ investments are scrutinized by European 
NGO coalitions. See GRAIN et RIAO-RDC, 2015. Agro-colonialism in the Congo. European 
and US development finance is bankrolling a new round of colonialism. OXFAM, Risky busi-
ness. Intermediary lending and development finance, 2012. 
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5. Conclusion 

status quo

25  In August 2013, Green Firm organized a visit on its farm in Limpopo for potential new 
investors and a business reporter. After visiting the orange trees and the plant, the tour fin-
ished with workers’ restored houses.  
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Geld: Eine sozio-juristische Kritik an M-Pesa in Kenia«. Financial technology or 
fintech initiatives are gaining increasing global attention as instruments for fi-
nancial inclusion and economic and social development. Among such initiatives, 
mobile-phone-enabled money transfer systems, or “mobile money,” have been 
particularly acclaimed for facilitating access to financial services and creating 
opportunities for the so-called “unbanked poor.” One of the first and most-dis-
cussed mobile money projects to date is M-Pesa in Kenya, a digital payment sys-
tem which is now used by over 70 per cent of the Kenyan population across a 
variety of sectors including finance, commerce, education, health, and social wel-
fare. M-Pesa is premised on a narrative of social entrepreneurship and has in-
creasingly embraced the idea of philanthrocapitalism, promoting the logic that 
digital financial inclusion can simultaneously address social problems and pro-
duce profit. This paper brings together socio-legal enquiry and international po-
litical economy analysis to illustrate the institutional arrangements underpinning 
the development of M-Pesa and examine some of the projects built on its infra-
structure. It argues that social entrepreneurship promotes a logic of opportunity 
rather than a politics of redistribution, favouring mobile money providers and 
the institutions involved in the mobile money social business over improving the 
lives of the intended beneficiaries, namely the unbanked poor. 
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3. The Institutional and Regulatory Arrangements of  
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3.1  The M-Pesa Public-Private Partnership 

5  See <http://www.gatesfoundation.org/Media-Center/Press-Releases/2010/11/Vodacom-gets-
US-48-Million-to-Expand-MPesa-Service> (Accessed 18 May 2019).
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9  Laws of Kenya, Banking Act 1989 (as amended to 15 September 2015), Nairobi: Central Bank 
of Kenya. Part I section 2(C). 

10  M-Pesa Holding Co Limited Declaration of Trust <https://www.safaricom.co.ke/images/ 
Downloads/Personal/M-PESA/deed_of_amendment_to_declaration_of_trust_-_mpesa_acc 
ount_holders.pdf> (accessed 3 May 2019). 

11  Fees for money transfers currently range from 11 KES to send 101–500 KES; 77 KES to send 
5,001–7,500 KES; and 105 to send 20,001–70,000 KES, which is the maximum amount that 
can be transferred. With the latest changes to the fees structure there is no fee to transfer 1-
100 KES, but it costs 10 KES to withdraw 50–100 KES, with a minimum withdrawal of 50 KES. 
1 KES = 0,0099 USD. The full list of M-Pesa charges is available here <https://www. 
safaricom.co.ke/personal/m-pesa/getting-started/m-pesa-rates> (Accessed 2 May 2019). 

12  This term was used by Njuguna Ngundu, governor of the Central Bank of Kenya from 2007 to 
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Table 1a: Early-stage impact investors  
Name Professional background Sample impact investments 

(self-defined) 
Position on spectrum 

Mai  
 

Corporate investor 
relations at large phar-
maceutical company 

(1) local fruit wine brewer; 
residential solar marketing 
company, (3) platform for 
anonymous sexual assault 
reporting 

Leaning towards 
market-rate 

Samuel Technology entrepre-
neur, real estate devel-
oper, and mortgage-
backed securities 

(1) startup app to help 
businesses track social 
impact metrics; (2) loan 
fund to help poor youth 
lease cars; (3) fair trade 
importer 

Between market-rate 
and Concessionary 
(impact-first) 

Robert / 
Solana 
Ventures 

Public-private partner-
ships in urban land 
redevelopment 

In Rwanda & Kenya: (1) 
biofuel-from-human-waste 
business, (2) wholesaler of 
crops from small farms; (3) 
drinking water distributor 

Concessionary (im-
pact-first) 

Marco Quantitative finance for 
hedge fund 

multiple local agriculture 
and food businesses 

Concessionary (im-
pact-first) 

 
Table 1b: Intermediaries 
Name Organization type Function 
Inflection 
Point 
(Nicholas) 

San Diego-based, with 
national scope. Founded in 
2010 

Initially ranked social businesses. Transitioned to 
providing best practices and “convening” high-
level employees to encourage corporate pursuit 
of social impact 

Impact Invest-
ing San Diego. 
(IISD) 
(Naomi) 

San-Diego-focused non-
profit organization, found-
ed in 2013 

“Ecosystem” building. Encourages new impact 
investors, connects them to entrepreneurs and 
investment opportunities 

Slow Money 
SoCal (cf. 
Marco) 

Southern California chapter 
of federated international 
organization 

Brings together wealthy individuals at private 
gatherings to encourage investment in local 
food and agriculture businesses 

 
Table 1c: Impact investment firms 
Name Firm type Impact instruments 
Segel Capital 
(Fred) 

Small impact-only invest-
ment firm with HNWIs and 
foundations as clients, 
based in San Francisco 

Asset classes range from stocks indexes to 
equity in businesses. Uses proprietary impact 
rating system 
 

Obvious 
Ventures (J. 
Joaquin) 

Mid-sized venture capital 
firm, founded 2010 

Invests in technology-based startups which it 
deems to be “world-positive,” distancing itself 
from the “impact” label. No rating system 

impact
conventional
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the Harvard Business School in the 1990s: the latter taught business methodologies to non-
profit organizations (Barman 2016, 63). 
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doing high level convening

inspiring  

3.  Venture Capital Methods Influence and Undermine the 
Pursuit of Impact 

3.1  Commercial Success as a Gauge of Social Value Production 

 investments

 
 

 

6  The term is preferred by the Trump administration: “First Lady Convenes Tech Companies to 
Tackle Cyberbullying” (The New York Times March 3, 2018). 
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nue. It is used by venture capitalists to value startups which have not yet generated reve-
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9  Venture capital’s emphasis on exponential growth is not simple greed, but a function of 
their portfolio strategy which spreads the investment fund across many startups. The total 
returns often derive from one outsized success which makes up for other losses. 
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equity in his East Africa investments testifies to the cultural entanglements of venture capi-
tal financing (where equity is the norm) and entrepreneurial innovation as mechanism of 
national development (cf. Irani 2019). 
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Abstract: »Die Konstruktion der doppelten Zirkulation von Kapital und 
,sozialem Impact‘. Eine ethnographische Studie über einen französischen Im-
pact-Investitionsfond«. Elaborating on a three-month ethnography of an im-
pact investing fund called Impact Equity, this article aims to understand the 
mechanisms at work in the emergence of the impact investing sector. After 
presenting the case of Impact Equity (section 1), the article details the norms 
and devices through which impact investing is constructed in everyday finan-
cial work (sections 2 and 3) and investigates how impact investors mobilise 
moral beliefs and strategic motivations to navigate competing definitions of 
“social impact” (section 4). In doing so, this article outlines how the construc-
tion of the sector has involved the creation of channels enabling capital and 
“social impact” to circulate between institutional investors, impact investment 
funds, and “impactful businesses,” and it highlights the historical tensions that 
this process has involved. 
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viewer for their very insightful comments on previous versions of this article. I also would 
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771217), the University of Edinburgh, and Sciences Po. 
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motes allegedly horizontal, non-hierarchised modes of management, which are supposedly 
more meaningful for employees and profitable for shareholders. 
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346-2013), which gives a legal framework to impact investing funds in the EU.  

4  Such as the French Comité Français (2014) and the European Commission (2018) reports. 
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Banque Publique d’Investissement, the European Investment Fund, and the British Big Socie-
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2.1  Methodology and Data 

2.2  The Case of Impact Equity 

6  I undertook interviews with each of the six fund members except Alice, the intern (who had 
started her job too recently). I interviewed Partner 1 (Emilie) and Partner 2 (Jean) twice 
each. 

7  In her thesis, Château-Terrisse (2013) also observed similar venture capital funds, focusing 
on the role of management devices. 
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8  These are referred to as “fund managers” or “fund members” in the article. Although the 
companies that Impact Equity has in its portfolio do have their own employees, Impact Eq-
uity relies exclusively on its six fund members. 

9  France Invest is a powerful lobby for French private equity funds, studied in Benquet and 
Bourgeron (forthcoming). 
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management libéré

14  The investment process finally failed, as the CEO that was expected to buyout Business 
Academy with the support of Impact Equity was put off by the consideration that framing 
Business Academy as an “impactful” company would be unappealing to students and thus 
negatively affect the activity of the firm. 

15  However, this committee had limited power in the case of Telephonia, as employees could 
not challenge the main financial decisions that had been negotiated between Impact Equity 
and Telephonia’s CEO.  
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16  The SIB is a recent financial innovation, elaborated in the US and the UK, in which public 
authorities pay private funders a variable amount of money, depending on the achievement 
of pre-established social targets, enabling the private funder to make a profit if it success-
fully achieves these targets. Recent SIBs are detailed by Neyland (2017) and Tse and Warner 
(2018). 
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and the Financialization of Italian Welfare 
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Abstract: »Haben Sie ,social impact‘ gesagt? Wohlfahrtstransformationen, Kom-
petenznetzwerke und die Finanzialisierung der italienischen Wohlfahrt«. The arti-
cle contributes to research on the role of expertise in shaping the transfor-
mations of welfare states. Looking at the Italian welfare state as a case study, it 
analyses the different networks of expertise that have developed along the 
transformations of Italian welfare in the last 30 years: from the rise of Welfare 
Mix (a combination of quasi-market of social services and participatory social 
planning at the local scale) in the 1990s, up to its crisis, and through the cur-
rent tendency toward its financialization. The article analyses the diffusion of 
the discourse and practice of Social Impact Investing (SII) in Italy and, in par-
ticular, it focuses on the elaboration of a new measurement tool aimed at 
measuring the “social impact” of non-profit organizations. In doing so, the arti-
cle shows that different networks of expertise, developed in different phases of 
welfare transformations, co-exist and converge on the idea that “social impact 
matters,” but differ and conflict around how “social impact” should be defined 
and measured. The prevailing of a network rooted in the Welfare Mix has 
slowed the penetration of SII, but also reinforced the fragmentation of the 
field. 

Keywords: Financialization, expertise, welfare state, social impact, metrics, wel-
fare state transformation, Italy. 

1. Introduction 

∗  Davide Caselli, Department of Sociology and Social Research, University of Milano-Bicocca, 
Via Bicocca degli Arcimboldi 8, 20126 Milan, Italy; davide.caselli@unimib.it. 

Historical Social Research 45 (2020) 3, 140-160  published by GESIS 
DOI: 10.12759/hsr.45.2020.3.140-160 

Did You Say “Social Impact”? 
Welfare Transformations, Networks of Expertise, 

and the Financialization of Italian Welfare 

Davide Caselli ∗ 

Abstract: »Haben Sie ,social impact‘ gesagt? Wohlfahrtstransformationen, Kom-
petenznetzwerke und die Finanzialisierung der italienischen Wohlfahrt«. The arti-
cle contributes to research on the role of expertise in shaping the transfor-
mations of welfare states. Looking at the Italian welfare state as a case study, it 
analyses the different networks of expertise that have developed along the 
transformations of Italian welfare in the last 30 years: from the rise of Welfare 
Mix (a combination of quasi-market of social services and participatory social 
planning at the local scale) in the 1990s, up to its crisis, and through the cur-
rent tendency toward its financialization. The article analyses the diffusion of 
the discourse and practice of Social Impact Investing (SII) in Italy and, in par-
ticular, it focuses on the elaboration of a new measurement tool aimed at 
measuring the “social impact” of non-profit organizations. In doing so, the arti-
cle shows that different networks of expertise, developed in different phases of 
welfare transformations, co-exist and converge on the idea that “social impact 
matters,” but differ and conflict around how “social impact” should be defined 
and measured. The prevailing of a network rooted in the Welfare Mix has 
slowed the penetration of SII, but also reinforced the fragmentation of the 
field. 

Keywords: Financialization, expertise, welfare state, social impact, metrics, wel-
fare state transformation, Italy. 

1. Introduction 

∗  Davide Caselli, Department of Sociology and Social Research, University of Milano-Bicocca, 
Via Bicocca degli Arcimboldi 8, 20126 Milan, Italy; davide.caselli@unimib.it. 

Historical Social Research 45 (2020) 3, 140-160  published by GESIS 
DOI: 10.12759/hsr.45.2020.3.140-160 

Did You Say “Social Impact”? 
Welfare Transformations, Networks of Expertise, 

and the Financialization of Italian Welfare 

Davide Caselli ∗ 

Abstract: »Haben Sie ,social impact‘ gesagt? Wohlfahrtstransformationen, Kom-
petenznetzwerke und die Finanzialisierung der italienischen Wohlfahrt«. The arti-
cle contributes to research on the role of expertise in shaping the transfor-
mations of welfare states. Looking at the Italian welfare state as a case study, it 
analyses the different networks of expertise that have developed along the 
transformations of Italian welfare in the last 30 years: from the rise of Welfare 
Mix (a combination of quasi-market of social services and participatory social 
planning at the local scale) in the 1990s, up to its crisis, and through the cur-
rent tendency toward its financialization. The article analyses the diffusion of 
the discourse and practice of Social Impact Investing (SII) in Italy and, in par-
ticular, it focuses on the elaboration of a new measurement tool aimed at 
measuring the “social impact” of non-profit organizations. In doing so, the arti-
cle shows that different networks of expertise, developed in different phases of 
welfare transformations, co-exist and converge on the idea that “social impact 
matters,” but differ and conflict around how “social impact” should be defined 
and measured. The prevailing of a network rooted in the Welfare Mix has 
slowed the penetration of SII, but also reinforced the fragmentation of the 
field. 

Keywords: Financialization, expertise, welfare state, social impact, metrics, wel-
fare state transformation, Italy. 

1. Introduction 

∗  Davide Caselli, Department of Sociology and Social Research, University of Milano-Bicocca, 
Via Bicocca degli Arcimboldi 8, 20126 Milan, Italy; davide.caselli@unimib.it. 

Historical Social Research 45 (2020) 3, 140-160  published by GESIS 
DOI: 10.12759/hsr.45.2020.3.140-160 

Did You Say “Social Impact”? 
Welfare Transformations, Networks of Expertise, 

and the Financialization of Italian Welfare 

Davide Caselli ∗ 

Abstract: »Haben Sie ,social impact‘ gesagt? Wohlfahrtstransformationen, Kom-
petenznetzwerke und die Finanzialisierung der italienischen Wohlfahrt«. The arti-
cle contributes to research on the role of expertise in shaping the transfor-
mations of welfare states. Looking at the Italian welfare state as a case study, it 
analyses the different networks of expertise that have developed along the 
transformations of Italian welfare in the last 30 years: from the rise of Welfare 
Mix (a combination of quasi-market of social services and participatory social 
planning at the local scale) in the 1990s, up to its crisis, and through the cur-
rent tendency toward its financialization. The article analyses the diffusion of 
the discourse and practice of Social Impact Investing (SII) in Italy and, in par-
ticular, it focuses on the elaboration of a new measurement tool aimed at 
measuring the “social impact” of non-profit organizations. In doing so, the arti-
cle shows that different networks of expertise, developed in different phases of 
welfare transformations, co-exist and converge on the idea that “social impact 
matters,” but differ and conflict around how “social impact” should be defined 
and measured. The prevailing of a network rooted in the Welfare Mix has 
slowed the penetration of SII, but also reinforced the fragmentation of the 
field. 

Keywords: Financialization, expertise, welfare state, social impact, metrics, wel-
fare state transformation, Italy. 

1. Introduction 

∗  Davide Caselli, Department of Sociology and Social Research, University of Milano-Bicocca, 
Via Bicocca degli Arcimboldi 8, 20126 Milan, Italy; davide.caselli@unimib.it. 



HSR 45 (2020) 3    141

social impact

financialization  expertise

expertise

expertise

1  For a more articulated discussion of this interpretation, see Caselli and Rucco 2018 and 
Casell and Dagnes 2018. For an opposite perspective, see Pasi (ed.) 2017. 

HSR 45 (2020) 3    141

social impact

financialization  expertise

expertise

expertise

1  For a more articulated discussion of this interpretation, see Caselli and Rucco 2018 and 
Casell and Dagnes 2018. For an opposite perspective, see Pasi (ed.) 2017. 

HSR 45 (2020) 3    141

social impact

financialization  expertise

expertise

expertise

1  For a more articulated discussion of this interpretation, see Caselli and Rucco 2018 and 
Casell and Dagnes 2018. For an opposite perspective, see Pasi (ed.) 2017. 

HSR 45 (2020) 3    141

social impact

financialization  expertise

expertise

expertise

1  For a more articulated discussion of this interpretation, see Caselli and Rucco 2018 and 
Casell and Dagnes 2018. For an opposite perspective, see Pasi (ed.) 2017. 



HSR 45 (2020) 3    142 HSR 45 (2020) 3    142

HSR 45 (2020) 3    142 HSR 45 (2020) 3    142



HSR 45 (2020) 3    143

2. Taking a Step Back: The Rise and Crisis of the Welfare 
Mix, Or, the Ground for the Financialization of Welfare 

Table 1: Co-Evolution of Welfare Mix Services and Expertise in Italy 

 1991-2007 2008-2013 2014-2019 
 Welfare Policy 

Policy-Making 
Actors 

Public and non-
profit private (asso-
ciations, social 
cooperatives, foun-
dations of banking 
origin) 

Public and private 
(associations, social 
cooperatives, foun-
dations of banking 
origin, private firms) 

Public and private 
(associations, social 
cooperatives, founda-
tions of Banking 
Origin, industrial firms, 
social enterprises, 
venture capital firms) 

Public-Private 
Relations 

Supply-driven 
privatisation 

Supply-driven 
privatisation + 
demand-driven 
privatisation 

Supply-driven privati-
sation + demand-
driven privatisation + 
investment contracts  

Trend in Public 
Funding 

Growing  Declining  Declining 

 

2  The interviewees have been selected according to positional and reputational criteria: after 
a first round of interviews to researchers involved in the evaluation of local social innova-
tion programs, a second and a third round of interviews took place with professionals iden-
tified by the first-round interviewees and by myself according to their position in the most 
cited and most active research and consulting institutions nation-wide.

3  Each period, and the first one especially, is very complex and articulated. For accurate 
discussion of each period, see Sections 1 and 2. The representation of the period 2014-2019, 
involving the most recent developments, is clearly the more tentative and prospective.
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Object of Public 
Mechanisms of 
Control 

Financial reporting + 
process/quality 
reporting 

Financial reporting + 
process/ quality 
reporting 

Financial reporting + 
process/ quality re-
porting + social im-
pact measurement 
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4  From the 1990s onwards, in line with a European trends, public policy evaluation becomes a 
key element of the modernization of Public Administration and, in the field of Welfare, it 
has been included in almost all programs and projects funded by public and private institu-
tions. The quantitative and qualitative relevance that this emerging professional group was 
gaining is witnessed by the establishment, in 1997, of the Italian Association of Evaluation 
(AIV). 
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3.2  2017-2019: “The Problem of Impact Measurement Does Not 
Exist.” VIS: the Italian Way towards Social Impact Evaluation 

5  These networks are articulated and complex: a closer analysis; which goes beyond the scope 
of the present article, would reveal important tensions within each of them.  

6  Euricse (University of Trento) <www.euricse.eu>; Aiccon (University of Bologna) <http:// 
www.aiccon.it>.  
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Social Impact Agenda for Italy.

 

7   Human Foundation, <www.humanfoundation.it>; and Lang Foundation, <www.fondazione 
langitalia.it>.  

8  Tiresia Lab (Politecnico di Milano), <www.tiresia.polimi.it>.
9  Altis (Università Cattolica di Milano), <https://altis.unicatt.it>. 
10  In December 2015, this network formed the Italian section of the international association 

Social Value, with the aim to “promote the culture and the practice of social value among 
major public, business, and non-profit actors in Italy” (<http://www.socialvalueitalia.it/wp-
content/uploads/2018/05/Kit_SvIta_2018_rev030518.pdf>). 

11  The first Italian SIB has been planned in the field of re-offending prevention. However, two 
years after the release of the feasibility study, it has not been implemented yet and no clear 
information is available on its advancement at the moment of writing. 

12  In 2010, as president of the National Agency for Non Profit (an agency depending from the 
Prime Minister Cabinet Office), the chair commissioned to ALTIS (see above) the elaboration 
of the Guidelines for non-profit Social Reporting, the major existing framework for non-
profits social reporting (Agenzia per le Onlus 2010). In March 2019 he was appointed Dean 
of the Pontifical Academy of Social Sciences. 
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Table 1: Evaluation Reports of UK SIBs  

SIBs EVALUATED BRIEF DESCRIPTION EVALUATION REPORTS 

Peterborough SIB 2009 to 
2016 

First Labour SIB. Aims to 
reduce recidivism 

(Demel 2012; McKay 2013) 
(Disley et al. 2015) 

SIBs funded by Department 
for Work and Pensions’ 
Innovation Fund: 3 year 
£30mn pilot from April 2012 
till November 2015 

10 SIBs and 100% Payment 
by Results (PbR) funding for 
projects targeted on young 
people aged 14 and over who 
were disadvantaged or at risk 
of disadvantage 

(Arena et al. 2016; Department 
of Work and Pensions 2014) 

Nine “Health and Care 
Trailblazers”  

Funding in 2013 by Depart-
ment of Health Social Enter-
prise Investment Fund  

Interim and Final Report by 
Policy Innovation Research Unit 
(Tan et al. 2015; Fraser et al. 
2018) 

Ongoing Evaluations of 
Social Outcomes and 
Commissioning Better 
Outcomes Funds (continuing 
series)  

Programmes of central 
Government and Big Lottery 
funding across different 
policy areas to provide 50% 
SIB project costs 

(Ecorys Research and Consulting
2016a, 2016b, 2017) 

Meta Evaluation of 46 
papers 

29 relate to PbR programmes, 
15 to SIBs and one PbR/SIB 

Policy Evaluation Research Unit 
(PERU) Review (Fox and O’Leary 
2017) 

Meta Evaluation of 32 SIBs 
in England and Wales 
between 2010 and 2015 and 
20 SIBs in the US  

Overview of outcome based 
models, including UK SIBs and 
US Pay for Success 

Policy Evaluation Research Unit 
(Albertson et al. 2018) 

(Sources in this table are based on the author’s own research).  
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Appendix 

Appendix 1: Chronology of UK SIB Developments with Political Origins 

April 2000 – Creation of ‘Social Investment Task Force’ (SITF).

October 2000 – SITF Report “Enterprising Communities: Wealth Beyond Welfare: 
First Report to the Chancellor of the Exchequer from Social Investment Task 
Force”

November 2000 HM Treasury Pre Budget Report.

2002 Peter Lloyd (University of Liverpool) Report to Social Enterprise Coalition

March 2003. Department of Trade and Industry (DTI) consultation document “En-
terprise for Communities” and “Working Paper: Finance for CICs” and Proposals 
for a Community Interest Company (CIC).

May 2003 The Financing of Social Enterprises: Special Report by Bank of England.

. 

July 2003. SITF 2003 Update “Enterprising Communities: Wealth Beyond Wel-
fare”

December 2003. Futurebuilders Fund Created

July 2005. SITF 2005 Update “Enterprising Communities: Wealth Beyond Wel-
fare”

HSR 45 (2020) 3    178 

Appendix 

Appendix 1: Chronology of UK SIB Developments with Political Origins 

April 2000 – Creation of ‘Social Investment Task Force’ (SITF).

October 2000 – SITF Report “Enterprising Communities: Wealth Beyond Welfare: 
First Report to the Chancellor of the Exchequer from Social Investment Task 
Force”

November 2000 HM Treasury Pre Budget Report.

2002 Peter Lloyd (University of Liverpool) Report to Social Enterprise Coalition

March 2003. Department of Trade and Industry (DTI) consultation document “En-
terprise for Communities” and “Working Paper: Finance for CICs” and Proposals 
for a Community Interest Company (CIC).

May 2003 The Financing of Social Enterprises: Special Report by Bank of England.

. 

July 2003. SITF 2003 Update “Enterprising Communities: Wealth Beyond Wel-
fare”

December 2003. Futurebuilders Fund Created

July 2005. SITF 2005 Update “Enterprising Communities: Wealth Beyond Wel-
fare”

HSR 45 (2020) 3    178 

Appendix 

Appendix 1: Chronology of UK SIB Developments with Political Origins 

April 2000 – Creation of ‘Social Investment Task Force’ (SITF).

October 2000 – SITF Report “Enterprising Communities: Wealth Beyond Welfare: 
First Report to the Chancellor of the Exchequer from Social Investment Task 
Force”

November 2000 HM Treasury Pre Budget Report.

2002 Peter Lloyd (University of Liverpool) Report to Social Enterprise Coalition

March 2003. Department of Trade and Industry (DTI) consultation document “En-
terprise for Communities” and “Working Paper: Finance for CICs” and Proposals 
for a Community Interest Company (CIC).

May 2003 The Financing of Social Enterprises: Special Report by Bank of England.

. 

July 2003. SITF 2003 Update “Enterprising Communities: Wealth Beyond Wel-
fare”

December 2003. Futurebuilders Fund Created

July 2005. SITF 2005 Update “Enterprising Communities: Wealth Beyond Wel-
fare”

HSR 45 (2020) 3    178 

Appendix 

Appendix 1: Chronology of UK SIB Developments with Political Origins 

April 2000 – Creation of ‘Social Investment Task Force’ (SITF).

October 2000 – SITF Report “Enterprising Communities: Wealth Beyond Welfare: 
First Report to the Chancellor of the Exchequer from Social Investment Task 
Force”

November 2000 HM Treasury Pre Budget Report.

2002 Peter Lloyd (University of Liverpool) Report to Social Enterprise Coalition

March 2003. Department of Trade and Industry (DTI) consultation document “En-
terprise for Communities” and “Working Paper: Finance for CICs” and Proposals 
for a Community Interest Company (CIC).

May 2003 The Financing of Social Enterprises: Special Report by Bank of England.

. 

July 2003. SITF 2003 Update “Enterprising Communities: Wealth Beyond Wel-
fare”

December 2003. Futurebuilders Fund Created

July 2005. SITF 2005 Update “Enterprising Communities: Wealth Beyond Wel-
fare”



HSR 45 (2020) 3    179 

January 2006. Department of Health creates internal Social Enterprise Unit.

 

2006. Social Enterprise Unit functions move to Regional Development Agencies 
(RDAs).

February 2007. David Freud Report “Reducing Dependency, Increasing Oppor-
tunity: Options for the Future of Welfare to Work.”

2007. Social Enterprise Investment Fund (SEIF) established by the Department of 
Health.

2007. Council on Social Action, convened by Gordon Brown, Labour Chancellor.

2007. Foundation of Social Finance Ltd

November 2008. Labour Government’s Dormant Bank Accounts Act. 

2009. “Social Impact Bonds: Rethinking Finance for Social Outcomes.” 

December 2009. Labour Government White Paper “Putting the Frontline First.”

. 

April 2010. Peterborough SIB. Labour Government.

April 2010. Final Report of Social Investment Task Force. 
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February 2011. Conservative and Liberal Democrat Coalition White Paper, 
“Growing the Social Investment Market.”

April 2012. Big Society Capital begins operations as social investment wholesale 
agent.

2013. Department of Health promotes SIBs in 9 sites. “SIB

June 2013. Social Economy Alliance launch at “Social Economy Summit”

2013 till 2017. Series of SIB Funds and Conservative Government and Big Lottery 
Support Funds

May 2017 General Election. “Social Economy Alliance Manifesto for an Inclusive 
Economy”

March 2017. Dormant Assets Commission
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schen Finanzialisierung und Mitgefühl«. This paper explores the consequences 
of a recent Social Impact Bond (SIB) implementation in the UK at the level of 
everyday practices in three youth homelessness charities. By focusing on the 
effects of measuring and valuation devices, it is argued that the SIB transforms 
the way social welfare is delivered: it redefines practices, relationships, and in-
teractions within service provision along the ambiguous dynamics of market-
ization processes. On the one hand, this is characterized by moments of crea-
tive articulation whereby service interventions connect a multitude of logics 
and narratives and exhibit both an emotionalized and behaviorist content. On 
the other hand, as this paper shows, economic principles underpinning the SIB 
are performatively actualized in the scheme, shaping interactions and relation-
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Table 1:  Outcome Metrics and Corresponding Tariffs for Fair Chance Fund 
Projects 

Initial, Second, and Third assessment £500, £500, £200 

Move into accommodation £500 

Accommodation sustained for 3, 6, 12, 18 months £1,500 each 

Entry into Education or Training £500 

Individuals first Entry level qualification £1,500 

Level 1 Qualification  £2,500 

Entry into Employment £500 

13/26 weeks part-time employment £3,000/£2,000 

13/26 weeks full-time employment £4,500/£3,500 

6, 13 weeks volunteering £500 each 

20, 26 weeks volunteering £250 each 

Source: DCLG 2014. 
 

2  In six out of seven projects, outcome payments to investors were channeled through a 
special purpose vehicle in order to mitigate against financial risks for charities.  

3  It is important to note that these prices reflect the maximum tariffs the DCLG was willing to 
pay. The DCLG recommended charities bidding for a SIB to offer discounts on these tariffs 
to increase their chances to win the bid (DCLG 2014, 20).  
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Special Issue: Eve Chiapello & Lisa Knoll (Eds.): Social Finance, 
Impact Investing, and the Financialization of the Public Interest.

This HSR Special Issue compiles social science research on a 
relatively new socio-economic phenomenon: Social Finance 
and Impact Investing. Its promise is to lure private investment 
and/ or philanthropic capital into the sphere of social welfare. 
To do so, social wellbeing and social impact become subjects 
of financialization, entrepreneurialization, and quantification. 
The venture capital framework and financial principles of due 
diligence enter the world of the social sector – be it through new 
impact rating schemes, social responsibility documentation, or 
innovative welfare state funding schemes such as Social Impact 
Bonds. This Special Issue brings together empirical research 
on different cases (public-private development finance, social 
impact and venture investors, impact rating schemes, social 
impact bonds, and welfare state reforms) from diverse places 
(South Africa, Kenya, Italy, the US, the UK, and France).

Forum: Lilli Braunisch, Malte Schweia, Peter Graeff & Nina 
Baur (Eds.): Challenges for Big Data Analysis. Data Quality 
and Data Analysis of Analogous and Digital Mass Data.

While big data are one of the oldest social-science data types, 
their use in research practice has resurged in recent decades due 
to IT innovations and the emergence of Web 2.0. However, research 
practice and the methodological discourse on big data fall apart 
within the scientific community: 1) Social science methodology 
focusses primarily on data quality. The debate in social science 
communities is almost 150 years old and has revealed the specific 
strengths and weaknesses of both big data and research-elicited 
data and also resulted in recommendations on how to handle each 
data type. 2) Computational social sciences primarily focus on data 
analysis, especially on new analysis techniques and algorithms for 
evaluating big data. Both research lines are hardly connected, and 
both have mutual blind spots. This HSR Forum therefore aims at 
overcoming this divide. It brings up the discussion of how these 
research lines can complement each other and can be improved 
by using the findings of each other.
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