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ABSTRACT In the last decade, a global interest in impact investing—whose goal is to

generate social and environmental benefits alongside economic returns—has rapidly grown.

In this context, this paper explores the socio-demographic characteristics of investors who

choose impact investment options over traditional investments, and on the drivers promoting

such choices. More specifically, the study consists of an experiment-based research in which

602 participants (non-experts and experts in the financial sector) took part in a multiple-

choice game involving different investment scenarios and incentive conditions. The findings

show that both expert investors and female participants are more likely to choose impact

investment options and that the tendency to invest in social funds increases with age. Neither

external and centrally planned incentives, such as fiscal incentives, nor the educational level

of participants show a significant influence on investment choices. By contrast, information

about the actual social impact achieved by funds plays a role in promoting socially oriented

decisions. In this regard, visual aids appear to be an effective means of promoting impact

investment. These findings may be of interest to policymakers, social campaigners and

investment practitioners themselves when designing strategies for raising interest in impact

investing or norms to strengthen a conducive and enabling environment for social entre-

preneurship more broadly.
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Introduction

In recent years, impact investing has risen to prominence in a
global business environment that is increasingly concerned,
and at times even pressured, to take into account social and

environmental issues. Impact investing is thus marking a new
trend among traditional practitioners, institutions and policy-
makers worldwide, and the range of impact investment options
and opportunities at global level has naturally grown in parallel to
the expanding interest in social investment. The Global Impact
Investing Network (GIIN, 2019) estimates that the sector has
grown from $4.3 billion in 2011 to $502 billion in 20181 and, at
the upper end of the market, impact investing is estimated to
reach as much as $1 trillion in value by 2020 (Bowes, 2019).

In light of this new trend, a growing body of research emerged
to define the theory and practice of social finance. The GIIN
(2016) defines impact investments as a form of investment that is
“made into companies, organisations, and funds with the inten-
tion to generate social and environmental impact alongside a
financial return”. According to this interpretation of the term and
phenomenon—arguably the most accredited and quoted one—the
two defining elements of impact investments are the expectation of
financial returns on capital, or at minimum a return of capital, and
intentionality, namely the intention of having a positive impact as
a direct consequence of a deliberate action. Despite the centrality
of expectations and intentionality, current research has mainly
focused on impact assessment and measurement frameworks
aimed at capturing the environmental and social returns generated
by investments (Esteves et al., 2012; Epstein and Yuthas, 2017;
Findler, 2019; Hervieux and Voltan, 2019; Jackson, 2013; Karytsas
et al., 2020; OConnor and Labowitz, 2017; Portales, 2019; Serafeim
et al., 2020; Tsotsotso, 2020). While such a focus is critically
important to matters of effectiveness, accountability and trans-
parency, it represents a debated and contested field that dominates
and largely monopolise research on impact investments. Com-
pared to other instances of socially responsible business practices
that have been widely investigated through the lens of reputation/
brand building and consumption theories (McWilliams and Siegel,
2000; Lee, 2008; Campbell, 2007), little research has been con-
ducted on the socio-demographic characteristics and the beha-
vioural drivers pushing investors to choose impact funds over
traditional investments.

Yet, if we are to make social finance a “standard practice”, it is
crucial to look at what might render impact-oriented funds a
more appealing investment options and to whom—in this light,
this study aims to contribute to this research gap through an
experiment-based investigation. The value of exploring investors'
behaviour and their decision-making process is two-fold. First, in
the context of behavioural economics and game theory, such a
focus can add significant value to existing research by shedding
light on the nudging factors and determinants influencing the
choices of economic actors (i.e., intrinsic value of the research
focus). Second, behavioural insights can have implications for
normative initiatives or incentive actions aimed at pushing the
impact investing trend into the mainstream, such as awareness-
raising campaigns, marketing strategies and policy-making (i.e.,
instrumental value of the research).

Within this wider scope of investigation and focus, the present
experiment-based research aims to address the following
questions:

RQ1 What is the effect of previous knowledge about impact
investing? Do economic actors invest differently if they are
already familiar with the concept of impact investing as
opposed to those who have never heard of it?
RQ2 How do investors’ preferences change depending on the
way different investment instruments are proposed to them?

RQ3 How much financial return are investors willing to
sacrifice for social impact, considering different risk factors?
RQ4 Do external factors affect the behaviour of economic
actors (i.e., could incentives from the government change
investors’ behaviour)?

The experiment consists of a multiple-choice game envisaging
different investment scenarios. According to their performance in
an effort task at the beginning of the game, participants are given
a budget to simulate investment decisions under different
incentive circumstances while controlling for different variables,
such as prior knowledge about impact investing. The experiment
is directed at two different sample groups: non-experts, who are
likely to have no prior knowledge on the concept of impact
investing, and “experts”, namely professionals working in the
impact investing sector. As an incentive to elicit truthful beha-
viour, and at variance with traditional surveys, participants are
economically rewarded according to the earnings they make
through their investment decisions. Following the experiment, the
data is analysed through logistic regressions. This approach was
preferred over percentages as the regression analysis allowed to
isolate the effect of each variable.

The research design allows to draw a number of conclusions
that will be of interest for stakeholders and policy-makers aiming
to promote impact investing. The study concludes that people
operating in the sector (experts) and female participants tend to
favour the impact investing option. Furthermore, the older people
are, the more attracted to impact investing they appear to be.
External factors such as fiscal incentives influence positively,
although only marginally, the respondents’ behaviour in choosing
Impact Investing Funds (IIF) over Traditional Investing Funds
(TIF). No clear correlation has been found between the partici-
pants’ educational level and their disposition to invest for impact.
Providing additional details or, more effectively, images on the
social purpose and impact of the IIF has proved to be critical in
substantially increasing the probability of opting for an IIF over a
TIF, both for male and female participants. Furthermore, parti-
cipants were less likely to choose the IIF option when this was
associated with higher risk (for both male and female partici-
pants). Finally, when considering participants’ prior knowledge
on the topic, the difference between control groups was relatively
small—yet, it appears that providing participants with key
information on social finance (by showing them a video) had a
positive impact with normative implications for current incentive
structures, awareness campaigns and educational programmes
about impact investing.

Research design and methodology
Sample description and experiment preliminaries. We designed
an experimental set-up wherein subjects could interact indivi-
dually with the experiment through a web landing page, sup-
ported by an application based on the oTree platform (Chen
et al., 2016). Participants were given the opportunity to make
individual decisions in their own time and environment, limiting
the potential impact of endogenous biases. Two pools of parti-
cipants were selected for this experiment. The first subject group
consisted of a non-probability sampling of 541 individuals who
were likely to have no previous knowledge on the concept of
impact investing. This non-discriminatory group presented great
practical advantages without constituting an inferential risk on
the research outcomes, as shown by and adopted in several other
experiment-based researches (Druckman and Kam, 2011). The
second subject group consisted of 61 experts and practitioners in
the field of impact investing—they were recruited through the
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researchers’ wide professional network in the world of social
finance and thanks to a referral sampling system.

At the beginning of the experiment, participants were asked to
fill in a standard demographic questionnaire. Out of a sample of
602 participants, 367 were female (61%, 341 non-experts and 26
experts) and 235 were male (39%, 200 non-experts and 35
experts). Tables 1 and 2 provide information on the participants’
level of formal education and country of residence, respectively;
Figure 1 shows the age distribution and gender across the two
sample groups. Following the demographic questionnaire, sub-
jects were directly asked whether they held any prior knowledge
on “impact investment”. In case of a positive answer, the
participant could proceed to the game; in case of a negative
answer, with a 50% chance, participants were shown a 2-min
video tutorial briefly introducing them to the concept and
practice of impact investment (for video see MBA, 2017)—if
shown, participants could proceed to the next step of the
experiment only after having watched the video until the end. In
this way, we secured a diverse sample in which prior knowledge

on impact investing could be factored in and controlled for. This
is summarised in Table 3, showing the answers of non-experts.

Effort task. The core part of the experiment consisted of an
investment game in which individuals were asked to make
scenario-sensitive investment decisions generating different
financial returns and impact outcomes, including no impact at all.
In order to simulate the way investors have a real stake in their

Table 1 Level of formal education of non-experts (two
leftmost columns) and experts (two rightmost columns).

Non-experts Experts

Female Male Female Male

3-year bachelor 33 14 1 1
4-year bachelor 79 45 2 4
5-year bachelor 59 24 2 3
Lower secondary education 15 10 0 0
Master (1 year) 35 20 4 7
Master (2 years) 31 15 11 11
Other (non-listed) 20 7 2 0
Ph.D. 7 4 3 8
Post-secondary, non-tertiary
education

18 20 0 0

Short-cycle, tertiary education 21 18 0 1
Upper secondary education 23 23 1 0
Total 341 200 26 35

Table 2 Country of residence of participants.

Non-experts Experts Non-experts Experts

Female Male Female Male Female Male Female Male

Argentina 7 1 0 0 Italy 0 0 7 11
Australia 1 0 1 0 Luxembourg 0 0 1 0
Austria 0 0 1 1 Mexico 8 4 0 0
Belgium 1 1 0 0 Netherlands 0 0 2 1
Bolivia 0 1 1 1 Paraguay 1 0 0 0
Brazil 1 0 0 0 Peru 1 1 0 0
Chile 10 1 0 0 Poland 0 0 1 0
Colombia 7 7 0 0 Portugal 2 2 0 0
C. Rica 0 1 0 0 Russia 0 1 0 0
Croatia 1 0 0 1 Serbia 0 0 0 1
Ecuador 0 2 0 0 Spain 282 166 0 2
El Salvador 1 0 0 0 Switzerland 0 0 1 3
France 0 2 2 1 Tunisia 0 0 1 0
France+ 1 0 0 0 UK 1 2 7 11
Georgia 1 0 0 0 USA 2 0 0 0
Greece 0 1 0 1 Uruguay 3 1 0 0
Hungary 0 0 1 0 Venezuela 9 5 0 0
Ireland 1 0 0 1 Zambia 0 1 0 0

France+ stands for overseas France.

Fig. 1 Age distributions of the participants in the experiment. Top left:
female experts. Top right: male experts. Bottom left: female non-experts.
Bottom right: male non-experts.

Table 3 Non-experts prior knowledge about impact
investing.

Non-experts

Female Male

Prior knowledge 66 45
No prior knowledge—did see the video 129 74
No prior knowledge—did not see the video 146 81
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investment decisions by relying on their own financial capital, the
experiment began with a simple effort task, in which the subject
was asked to count the number of “ones” displayed in a sequence
of 1s and 0s (see Fig. 2). Participants were then assigned a budget
as a function of how well they performed in the effort task—this
budget represents the “capital” they could invest in each of the
scenarios proposed during the game. Most participants obtained
the maximum score in the effort task, and hence the largest
endowment/capital for the investment game. More specifically,
90.3% of experts and 94.4% of non-experts indicated the correct
solution in the effort task.

As already mentioned, contrary to fixed or randomised initial
endowments, the psychological implications of performing an
effort task help strengthening the external validity of the game as
participants are expected to feel more ‘attached’ to the money
they actually earn and invest—this more accurately resembles
real-life conditions (Argyle and Furnham, 2013). Moreover, by
the rules of the game, subjects were made aware that, thanks to a
lucky draw selecting about 10% of participants, their earnings for
each investment decision could be turned into real money. At the
end of every question, participants were provided the following
reminder to ensure they paid equal attention to all questions:
“After you have answered all the questions, one question will be
randomly selected and that will be the question used to calculate
your earnings.” A similar setup was used by Gneezy et al. (2014)
to study the effect of overheads on the donations to charities. In
this way, the lottery not only helped recruit more participants
(this applies specifically to non-experts, who do not necessarily
hold a particular interest in the field of social finance and hence in
outcomes of the research), but also helped instil a realistic sense
of ‘profitability’ that would normally characterise personal
investments. As a result, in spite of the small ‘capital’ participants
were given to invest in the experiment, the line between the game
and real-life could be partially blurred given that participants'
decisions did actually have an impact on their pockets at the end
of the game (Charness et al., 2016).

Questions. The core part of the game consisted of eight different
investment scenarios comprising simple multiple-choice ques-
tions. In each of these proposed scenarios, subjects were asked to
choose between traditional investment options and impact fund
options. Each of these binary choices probed into different aspects
of our research questions.

● (Q1) Simple “traditional versus impact” investment scenario:
Participants were asked to choose between a TIF yielding a

5% return, or an IIF yielding a 4% return and helping provide
access to clean water in developing countries.

● (Q2) “Traditional versus impact” investment scenario with
different social return options: Participants were proposed the
same scenario as (Q1) with a fixed TIF yielding a 5% return or
an IIF with a 4%, 3%, 2% or 1% return. This scenario was
aimed at understanding how much financial return investors
are willing to sacrifice for social impact as they are
progressively proposed different return options.

● (Q3) and (Q4) “Traditional versus impact” investment
scenarios with additional details on social impact and with/
without different social return options: These questions were
set up in the same way as (Q1) and (Q2), respectively;
however, participants were also provided with more informa-
tion on the actual impact achieved by the IIF, whereby
drawing a more concrete picture in the mind of the investor
on the impact that could be achieved.

● (Q5) and (Q6) “Traditional versus impact” investment
scenario with a risk factor and with/without different social
return options: Following the logic of the previous questions,
(Q5) and (Q6) investigated how decisions between TIF and
IIF are affected by the risk factor of having no returns at all,
with the traditional investment option being more probable to
generate economic returns (and no social impact) than the IIF
(90% chance of yielding a return versus 80%).

● (Q7) “Traditional versus impact” investment scenario with a
fiscal benefit: In this scenario, participants were asked to
choose between a TIF yielding a 5% return or an IIF yielding a
4% with a tax deduction of 20% of the invested amount.

● (Q8) “Traditional versus impact” investment scenario with
additional details on social impact and visual aid: Finally, in this
scenario, participants were presented with a more detailed
description of the social impact generated by the IIF
supported by an illustration as well as additional geographical
coordinates. The scenario was presented as follows:

According to WaterAid, Papua New Guinea has the world’s
worst access to clean water, with 60% of the population
living without a safe water supply. For the poorest
population section, getting ill or even dying from drinking
dirty water is normal.

This question, along the lines of (Q3) and (Q4), was aimed at
exploring the relationship between a potential empathy factor
given by an additional visual incentive. The photo (shown in Fig.
S12 of the SI) was intentionally chosen as it does not depict the
beneficiary of the impact investment as a victim (the community
in the photo actively reacts to a problem—i.e. access to clean
water—rather than passively bearing the consequences), while
picturing human figures that can more easily trigger empathy or a
fellow-feeling of solidarity (Burt and Strongman, 2005).

In summary, each of the questions presented above has been
designed within a given research framing as summarised in
Table 4. The full description of the experiment is given in the

Fig. 2 Participants’ budget is determined by an effort task. Screenshot of
the effort task proposed to participants. They had to count and type the
number of ‘ones’ shown in the figure.

Table 4 Summary of framings proposed to participants and
its corresponding research question.

Framing Question Research question

TIF vs. IIF Q1 & Q2 RQ1
Impact description Q3 & Q4 RQ2
Risk factor Q5 & Q6 RQ3
Tax deduction Q7 RQ4
Visual aid Q8 RQ2
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Supplementary Information (1) appendix reporting the instruc-
tions given to the participants.

Results
To analyse the impact of each control factor on IIF investments,
we performed a series of regressions (Tables 5–7). Table 5 shows
the effect of each question framing. Here, the intercept (i.e., the
reference value) represents the willingness to invest in IIFs over
TIFs with no additional framing. The difference between IIFs and
TIFs decisions is explicitly addressed by Question 1—85.2% of the
participants chose the IIF over TIF. The rest of the coefficients,
namely impact description, risk factor, tax deduction, and visual
aid, correspond to the respective effects of each framing, more
explicitly their difference in effect with respect to the intercept
term. Let us begin by the results summarised on Table 5. As it can
be observed, there is a positive effect of the impact description on
the IIF (p < 0.05), and this effect is higher and more significant
(p < 0.001) when a visual aid is added to the information provided
to participants—that is adding a picture of the people helped by
the impact investment (Question 8). This visual aid makes people
more likely to choose the IIF option. On the other hand, people
are less likely to choose IIF option when this is associated with a
higher risk (p < 0.001). Regarding tax incentives, deductions were
not found to have a significant effect on the preferability of
impact investing options.

Regarding the outcome of proposing different return options
on impact investing, Table 6 shows the results of three different
logistic regressions, each column corresponding to a different
regression analysis. The first column (TIF vs. IIF) shows the
results for the simplest case without additional information
(questions Q1 and Q2). The second column corresponds to the
scenario in which participants were provided with additional
details on their social impact (Q3, Q4). The third column refers to
scenarios where a risk factor was introduced, with TIF options
being more probable to generate returns than IIF options (Q5,
Q6). Significant negative Delta coefficients indicate that, if IIF
provides lower returns than TIF, the higher the difference in
returns, the lower the investments in IIFs (p < 0.001). This effect
is robust against information and risk framing (both p < 0.001).

The results for the impact of the demographics variables on IIF
investments are shown in Table 7. Here, each column corre-
sponds to a different regression analysis, namely simpler sce-
narios without additional information (column TIF vs. IIF—
questions Q1, Q2); scenarios with additional details on social
impact (impact description—Q3, Q4); scenarions with higher risk

associated with IIF (risk factors—Q5, Q6); scenarios with fiscal
benefit associated to the IIF (tax deduction—Q7); and scenarios
with visual aid together with additional information on social
impact (visual aid—Q8). The variables considered in this study
are the following: gender; expertise (i.e., belonging or not to the
group of experts); age, educational level, prior knowledge on
impact investing (based on the way participants answered to the
question on whether they held any knowledge on impact
investment); display of video on impact investment (50% among
those without previous knowledge); and Delta (return differences
between TIF and IIF).

Intercept coefficients show that participants are more likely to
choose the IIF option, except, surprisingly, when this is associated
with a fiscal benefit. In this scenario, we do not observe a sig-
nificant gender difference, while being an expert appears to make
a larger difference. Conversely, experts do not behave differently
from the rest of participants when either risk or visual aid is taken
into account. Age also affects responses distinctively in each
question, as we discuss further in the next paragraphs.

The first column of Table 7 shows that: (i) women are more
likely to invest in an IIF than men (p < 0.001), (ii) experts are
more likely to invest in an IIF than non-experts (p < 0.001), and
(iii) the willingness to invest in IIF increases with age (p < 0.001).
On the other hand, the education level does not make a sub-
stantial difference in explaining the behaviour of investors. Fur-
thermore, although previous knowledge on impact investing
(according to the self-assessment of participants) does not
influence the investment decision, the informative video played a
positive role: participants who were shown a tutorial video on
impact investing displayed a higher tendency to invest in IIF than
those who did not watch it (p < 0.001).

When additional information on the actual impact achieved by
the IIF was given to participants (second column of Table 7): (i)
gender differences persist, with women being more likely to invest
in IIFs than men (p < 0.001), (ii) experts are also more likely to
invest in IIFs than non-experts (p < 0.001). Conversely, neither
age nor education has a significant influence on IIF investment
choices. Note that, although without additional information on
social impact IIF investments increase with age (first column
regression), this determinant disappears when additional infor-
mation is provided (second column).

The effects of associating a higher risk with the IIF option (20%
chance of not yielding a return with IIF versus a 10% chance with

Table 5 Framing of questions.

Model 1

Intercept 1.75 (0.11)***
Impact description 0.43 (0.18)*
Risk factor −0.67 (0.15)***
Tax deduction −0.29 (0.16)
Visual aid 0.63 (0.19)***
AIC 2520.36
BIC 2550.41
Log likelihood −1255.18
Deviance 2510.36
No. of obs. 3010

Log-odds ratio of coefficients obtained by logistic regression. Questions coefficients correspond
to their difference in effect with respect to the intercept (i.e., the reference value). The intercept
corresponds to the log-odds ratio which chose the IIF over the TIF (Question 1), computed over
all the participants. Observations correspond to all participants' responses to the two-choice
questions (Q1, Q3, Q5, Q7, Q8). Values in bold correspond to statistically significant
coefficients.
*p < 0.05, ***p < 0.001

Table 6 Framing of multiple questions and fund profitability.

TIF vs. IIF Impact
description

Risk factor

Intercept 1.05 (0.02)*** 1.08 (0.02)*** 0.91 (0.02)***
Multiple
question

−0.03 (0.02) −0.01 (0.02) 0.04 (0.02)

Delta −0.20 (0.01)*** −0.19 (0.01)*** −0.16 (0.01)***
AIC 3481.80 3270.87 3843.07
BIC 3505.83 3294.91 3867.11
Log
likelihood

−736.90 − 1631.44 −1917.53

Deviance 558.86 521.04 630.13
No. of obs. 3010 3010 3010

Log-odds ratio of coefficients obtained by logistic regression. Each column corresponds to a
different regression analysis: TIF vs. IIF (Q1 and Q2), impact description (Q3 and Q4), and risk
factor (Q5 and Q6). The intercept corresponds to the log-odds ratio which chose the IIF over the
TIF (Q1, Q3, Q5). Multiple question coefficients correspond to the difference in effect when
proposing different options (Q2, Q4, Q6) with respect to the intercept (Q1, Q3, Q5,
respectively). Delta coefficients account for effect IIFs return (Q2, Q4, Q6), i.e., they refer to the
return differences between TIF and IIF. Observations correspond to all participants' responses to
the two-choice questions and their corresponding multiple question (Q1 and Q2, Q3 and Q4, Q5
and Q6). Values in bold correspond to statistically significant coefficients.
***p < 0.001.
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TIF) are shown on the third column of Table 7. It is shown that:
(i) women are more likely to invest in higher risk IIF options than
men (p < 0.001), (ii) opting for higher risk IIF increases with age
(p < 0.001). On the other hand, when a higher risk is associated
with the IIF, the higher tendency of experts to invest in IIFs
vanishes.

Regarding tax deductions (fourth column of Table 7), sur-
prisingly, a significant effect of tax deductions on the impact
investing option was not found, except for experts and older
subjects, who display a positive response to tax benefits. It is
observed that, when a tax incentive is included in the scenario,
experts (p < 0.05) and older subjects (p < 0.01) show a higher
tendency to invest in IIFs. As in previous cases, although prior
knowledge on impact investing does not show a significant
influence on impact investing choices, participants who watched
the informative video showed a higher tendency to invest in IIFs
than those who did not see it (p < 0.001). This tendency is
stronger when a tax deduction is included.

Finally, regarding the effect of an additional visual incentive,
the fourth column of Table 7 shows the logistic regression for the
scenario in which additional details on social impact supported by
an image were shown to participants. As explained before, the
visual aid increases the likelihood of opting for IIFs. In this sce-
nario, gender is the only demographic variable that plays a sig-
nificant role in the willingness to invest in IIFs—women showed
were more likely to opt for IIFs over TIFs (p < 0.01). Neither
expertise, age, education level, prior knowledge showed a sig-
nificant influence on investment choices. Although women dis-
play a higher probability to opt for IIFs than men in the presence
of a visual incentive, it cannot be stated that visual aids affect
more women than men, since the difference in its influence is not
significant according to logistic regression.

Discussion
Our results indicate that in most scenarios experts are more
likely than non-experts to choose the impact investment option.
This does not really come as a surprise: it is likely that experts
entered the impact investing field driven by personal principles
and moral considerations (Buttle, 2007; Carter and Huby,
2005), as working in the world of social finance may already
reflect personal compromises between a less lucrative career
and an ethical professional path (Lewis, 2002; Wins and
Zwergel, 2015).

Our findings show that older people have a higher tendency to
choose impact investment options than younger people. This is
somewhat surprising given the current momentum of narratives
such as “Millennials Will Bring Impact Investing Mainstream”
(Emerson and Norcott, 2016), whereby young generations are
expected to shift large capitals towards social causes, as well as
prioritising socially meaningful careers and thus focus on social
entrepreneurship (Novak et al., 2018; Stecker, 2014). Never-
theless, some studies have also shown that senior citizens are
more prone to contribute to the common good (Molina et al.,
2019), due to their willingness to leave a positive legacy behind.
The explanation for such a result may be that the younger gen-
erations are interested in impact investment but do not have
enough expertise or do not feel confident enough to take part in
it. Indeed, the Financial Times (2018) reports that “while 64% of
the younger generation Credit Suisse surveyed were interested in
impact investing, only 24% had actually invested”. Numbers even
decrease when looking at high net worth families. A research
from Morgan Stanley (Stanley, 2014) shows that only 4% of Next
Gen family members consider themselves fully active participants
spending “a great deal” of time engaged in impact investing,
although the majority (60%) of Next Gens consider “important”

Table 7 Demographic variables impact.

TIF vs. IIF Impact description Risk factor Tax deduction Visual aid

Intercept 2.09*** 2.87*** 1.49*** − 0.17 2.38***
(0.20) (0.22) (0.19) (0.48) (0.64)

Male −0.47*** −0.50*** −0.65*** 0.11 −0.78**
(0.09) (0.09) (0.09) (0.23) (0.30)

Expert 0.74*** 0.65*** 0.34 2.23* 1.76
(0.19) (0.20) (0.18) (1.05) (1.09)

Age 0.02*** 0.01 0.02*** 0.04** 0.01
(0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.01) (0.01)

Higher education −0.11 −0.16 −0.25* −0.15 −0.06
(0.12) (0.12) (0.11) (0.29) (0.38)

Postgraduate education 0.05 0.24 0.11 0.20 0.35
(0.14) (0.14) (0.13) (0.36) (0.50)

Other 0.31 0.20 0.38 0.30 − 0.29
(0.23) (0.24) (0.22) (0.61) (0.70)

Previous knowledge 0.15 0.06 0.06 0.22 −0.17
(0.12) (0.12) (0.11) (0.28) (0.39)

Video displayed 0.35*** 0.27* 0.27** 0.98*** 0.00
(0.10) (0.10) (0.10) (0.26) (0.34)

Delta −0.97*** −0.96*** −0.71***
(0.04) (0.04) (0.04)

AIC 3262.16 3084.17 3545.96 551.29 352.44
BIC 3322.26 3144.27 3606.06 590.89 392.04
Log likelihood −1621.08 −1532.08 −1762.98 −266.64 −167.22
Deviance 3242.16 3064.17 3525.96 533.29 334.44
No. of obs. 3010 3010 3010 602 602

Each model (column) corresponds to a regression for each framing type. TIF vs. IIF considers data from Q1 and Q2; impact description from Q3 and Q4; risk factor from Q5 and Q6; tax deduction from
Q7; visual aid from Q8. We consider three different levels for education: higher education, postgraduate education, and other (i.e., non-curricular education besides basic education programmes); delta
coefficients correspond to the return differences between TIF and IIF. Observations correspond to all participants’ responses to questions according to the framing type, columns from left to right: Q1 and
Q2, Q3 and Q4, Q5 and Q6, Q7, and Q8. Values in bold correspond to statistically significant coefficients.
***p < 0.001, **p < 0.01, *p < 0.05.
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to use their family's wealth to make a positive social or envir-
onmental impact.

For almost all the questions, we can observe that women are
also more willing to choose an IIF than men, except for the tax
deduction question. This is well in line with the abundant lit-
erature on philanthropy and charity-giving that shows that
women are more likely to engage in altruistic behaviour (Gun-
stone and Gavin, 2017; Wiepking and Bekkers, 2012). Even when
a risk factor is introduced, more women prefer an IIF compared
to male participants despite they are generally considered to
exhibit a risk-averse behaviour. The tendency of women to prefer
an IIF over a TIF is in line with existing research from the
industry. Stephanie Luedke of Citi Investment Management, who
works on the front lines of asset allocation, confirmed in a recent
interview on Forbes (Doerr, 2018) that “90% of women surveyed
have indicated that they want to invest at least a portion of their
wealth in a manner that aligns with their values”. On the top of
that, women are becoming wealthier, thanks to a more gender-
equal intergenerational transfer of wealth (Brown, 2019), and are
proving to have entered a traditionally “male” environment as
capable investors, as showed in a research from Fidelity in which
women tended to outperform men in generating a return on their
investments (Ficher, 2017).

When considering participants’ prior knowledge on the topic,
leaving expertise on the side, the difference between control
groups is not significant. Yet, the experiment reveals that showing
the video had a positive impact in prompting socially oriented
decisions, whereby signalling a wider scope for promoting and
raising awareness about impact investing. This is confirmed by
our logistic regressions and represents one of the most important
findings of our research in line with recent studies on the same
topic (Novak et al., 2018). Public administration bodies and civil
society organisations have already started to put efforts in raising
awareness about impact investment. Organisations such as Big
Society Capital, the social investment “wholesaler” set up in 2012
by David Cameron together with his Big Society agenda, or the
Social Impact Agenda promoted by the Portuguese Government
are an example of this. International political bodies, such as the
European Union, did not adopt a “wait and see” approach; on the
contrary, they took significant, active steps forward, such as the
creation of the Expert Group on Social Entrepreneurship
(GECES) in 2011 and the consequent report in 2016—“Social
Enterprises and Social Economy going forward” (GECES, 2016)—
advocating for a greater visibility and enhanced understanding of
social enterprises and impact investments. This kind of initiatives,
however, generated mixed results; more needs to be done not only
by coordinating efforts between governments and international
institutions but also by encouraging inter-sectorial collaborations
between researchers, the private sector and practitioners from the
social economy and the social enterprise world, who could work
together to gather stronger evidence on the added value of impact
investment and better communicate their main results through
institutional channels. In this regard, media outlets are currently
missing an opportunity, especially in light of the positive general
attitude towards the topic in public narratives (Novak et al.,
2018). Furthermore, impact investing is not currently part of the
curriculum of finance degrees and is not part of the formal
training of a financier or corporate investor. Top universities are
taking new steps in making innovative finance part of the
mainstream and are increasingly engaged in the impact investing
debate, knowledge-sharing and training. For instance, the Said
Business School at the University of Oxford has recently launched
a programme entitled “Oxford Impact Investing Programme:
Build your investment skills to deliver maximum social return”,
directed at professionals and businesses that aim to enter the field
—this integrates the work already undertook by the Skoll Centre

for Social Entrepreneurship. In the same way, the Cambridge
Institute for Sustainability Leadership (CISL) greatly focuses on
sustainable business and leadership. Yet, these standard university
degrees hardly cover impact investing. As a result, whilst uni-
versities are increasingly treating topics related to management
and innovation for social good, there is still a long way to go in
shifting the way we approach mainstream financial training and
education, which could be a great starting point to radically
change mainstream finance.

Another reflection point is about tax incentives, usually seen as
a strong market builder. In our experiment, the tax incentive is
the only case in which gender does not play a significant role, and
both men and women do not see it as an incentive. This was a
somewhat surprising, key finding of our research. As a matter of
fact, despite what academic evidence suggests and our experiment
confirms, public bodies still put a great emphasis on the tax
benefits of giving. The UK Government, for instance, has intro-
duced the social investment tax relief (SITR) scheme in 2014—
yet, the results have not been as positive as expected. In 2016–17,
25 social enterprises received new investments through the SITR
scheme and €1.8 million of funds were raised. Since SITR was
launched in 2014–15, 50 social enterprises raised funds of €5.1
million through the scheme (HMRC, 2018). These figures are far
from the 300,000 social enterprises and charities that could
potentially benefit from SITR, according to Big Society Capital
(BSC, 2019). What is causing such a big difference? In a recent
call for evidence launched by the British Government, organisa-
tions advocated for several changes suggesting that such incen-
tives were not fit for purpose (Floyd, 2019). In this regard, our
study confirms that tax incentives are not a game changer for
people who are not experts in the field. One may wonder whether
the problem lies in the design of incentive schemes or in the fact
that tax incentives themselves are simply not a major determinant
of investors’ decisions. Other countries have launched similar tax
incentive schemes in the past (i.e. France) and others (i.e., Italy)
have just followed. In a few years from now, it would be inter-
esting to see the impact of these recently implemented incentives
and run further research to understand whether fiscal incentives
can still be considered as a main driver for investors’ behaviour or
are just a nice add-on impacting the decision of ‘only’ a few.

The experiment also brought about the lingering scepticism
about impact investing. Indeed, impact investing is still perceived
by some as a suspicious hybrid where money-driven actors,
philanthropists and practitioners (i.e., social entrepreneurs) are
culturally polarised and still struggle to speak the same language
(Novak et al., 2018). By way of example, one of the participants—
and more specifically a participant from the expert pool—
reported feeling “almost angry” at the built-in reward mechanism
of the game. He contested not feeling included in the scope of the
experiment, which according to the participant implicitly
assumed that people can only be incentivised by money; conse-
quently, in this view, the experiment was meant for profit-
oriented “venture capitalists” only. While the design of the game
was merely aimed at resembling real-life circumstances, we did
not predict that offering a reward could have triggered negative
reactions. In the same way, another expert participant never
claimed the prize, thus showing his ‘pure’ willingness to engage in
the debate and lack of responsiveness to monetary incentives.

Conclusions
Impact investing aims to generate social and environmental
impact alongside a financial return. In this paper, we have run an
experiment with 602 participants to understand what ‘makes’
impact investors and what are the drivers for their decisions. We
apply logistic regression analysis on the acquired data-set. One of

PALGRAVE COMMUNICATIONS | https://doi.org/10.1057/s41599-020-0447-y ARTICLE

PALGRAVE COMMUNICATIONS |            (2020) 6:86 | https://doi.org/10.1057/s41599-020-0447-y | www.nature.com/palcomms 7

www.nature.com/palcomms
www.nature.com/palcomms


the main weaknesses of the study is the sample limitation for
experts. However, we must note that the process of finding
experts and get them to run the experiment requires considerable
resources. There is not such a thing like a pre-defined available
data-set for this, and therefore having access to experts and
ensuring their participation to the experiment is a challenge in
itself, also due to their time limitation.

The main contribution of this paper is the domain insight: our
study shows that participants are generally favourable to invest in
IIF, especially if they are women, older people, or individuals who
were already familiar with the impact investing field (i.e.,
“experts”). With reference to this last point, while prior experi-
ence in the field has an impact on choices (RQ1), there was no
significant difference between non-experts who reported some or
no previous knowledge on impact investing. This might lead to
two competing explanations: (i) non-experts who declared to
have some knowledge on the field knew about it only vaguely;
(ii) simply knowing about impact investing is not enough, and
prior experience rather than mere knowledge is a more significant
determinant of choices.

Surprisingly, external incentives such as tax breaks do not
appear to be a game-changer (RQ4), and future research might
determine when and why they might affect investors’ decisions.
On the other hand, when participants are informed of the risks
attached to their investment, the likelihood to invest in an IIF
decreases (RQ3), but it increases when more information about
the impact of their investment is made available (RQ2). Parti-
cularly, we have seen that visual aids further increase the inves-
tors’ willingness to choose an IIF across all categories analysed in
this paper. We note that additional efforts should be made in
raising awareness about impact investment, especially by policy-
makers and media outlets. Inter-sectorial collaboration between
the public, private and third sector and academia (quadruple
helix) should be encouraged, as well as the introduction of impact
investing in the curriculum in financial training and education.

Future researches could benefit from a broader dataset. Tax
incentives deserve special attention and researchers could focus
on those countries that have already designed and implemented
policies on this topic. An interesting twist to the research could be
investigating how behaviour changes if the choice of the parti-
cipants is made public, as an interest in reputation-building and
positive self-branding may significantly drive people's choices.
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