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PREAMBLE TO THE PRINCIPLES
As institutional investors, we have a duty to act in the best long-term interests of our beneficiaries. In this fiduciary role, we 
believe that environmental, social, and governance (ESG) issues can affect the performance of investment portfolios (to 
varying degrees across companies, sectors, regions, asset classes and through time). We also recognise that applying these 
Principles may better align investors with broader objectives of society. Therefore, where consistent with our fiduciary 
responsibilities, we commit to the following:

THE SIX PRINCIPLES

We will incorporate ESG issues 
into investment analysis and 
decision-making processes.1
We will be active owners and 
incorporate ESG issues into our 
ownership policies and practices.2
We will seek appropriate 
disclosure on ESG issues by 
the entities in which we invest.3
We will promote acceptance and 
implementation of the Principles 
within the investment industry.4
We will work together to 
enhance our effectiveness in 
implementing the Principles.5
We will each report on our 
activities and progress towards 
implementing the Principles.6

The information contained in this report is meant for the purposes of information only and is not intended to be investment, legal, tax or other advice, nor is it intended 
to be relied upon in making an investment or other decision. This report is provided with the understanding that the authors and publishers are not providing advice on 
legal, economic, investment or other professional issues and services. PRI Association is not responsible for the content of websites and information resources that may 
be referenced in the report. The access provided to these sites or the provision of such information resources does not constitute an endorsement by PRI Association of 
the information contained therein. Unless expressly stated otherwise, the opinions, recommendations, findings, interpretations and conclusions expressed in this report 
are those of the various contributors to the report and do not necessarily represent the views of PRI Association or the signatories to the Principles for Responsible 
Investment. The inclusion of company examples does not in any way constitute an endorsement of these organisations by PRI Association or the signatories to the 
Principles for Responsible Investment. While we have endeavoured to ensure that the information contained in this report has been obtained from reliable and up-to-date 
sources, the changing nature of statistics, laws, rules and regulations may result in delays, omissions or inaccuracies in information contained in this report. PRI Association 
is not responsible for any errors or omissions, or for any decision made or action taken based on information contained in this report or for any loss or damage arising from 
or caused by such decision or action. All information in this report is provided “as-is”, with no guarantee of completeness, accuracy, timeliness or of the results obtained 
from the use of this information, and without warranty of any kind, expressed or implied.

PRI DISCLAIMER

PRI's MISSION
We believe that an economically efficient, sustainable global financial system is a necessity for long-term value creation. Such 
a system will reward long-term, responsible investment and benefit the environment and society as a whole.

The PRI will work to achieve this sustainable global financial system by encouraging adoption of the Principles and 
collaboration on their implementation; by fostering good governance, integrity and accountability; and by addressing 
obstacles to a sustainable financial system that lie within market practices, structures and regulation.
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Significant new infrastructure investment is fundamental 
to the achievement of the Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs), but the sector remains underfunded compared 
to global sustainable development and economic growth 
needs. 

Nonetheless, there has been growing attention on what can 
be defined as ‘sustainable infrastructure’ – infrastructure 
assets and systems that may achieve positive real-world 
outcomes. 

As this paper will outline, many infrastructure investors 
are already considering the SDGs in their investment 
approaches for various reasons: 

 ■ government action 
 ■ LP pressure 
 ■ attention from beneficiaries and the general public 
 ■ to win new business 
 ■ employees’ personal convictions

Nonetheless, practice is far from consistent. More 
standardised approaches are needed to help all stakeholders 
– whether LPs, GPs, civil society or governments – 
understand how and which infrastructure investments 
shape outcomes in line with the SDGs, and how common 
interests can be aligned most effectively. Only then will the 
potential of infrastructure investment in relation to the 
SDGs be realised.

COMMON APPROACHES
Investors are taking various approaches to identify SDG 
outcomes, define targets and policies in relation to the 
SDGs, and shape SDG outcomes through their investment 
decisions and asset management. 

These focus predominantly on existing investments, typically 
taking into account the services provided by different 
infrastructure assets, or the way they are managed, to 
achieve certain outcomes, or a combination of the two.

Often, these assessments are risk-based, determining the 
impact of the world on a portfolio or asset. To consider SDG 
outcomes, the impact of a portfolio or asset on the world 
must be taken into account instead.

There is no single approach to identifying what type of 
infrastructure assets are likely to have certain outcomes 
in line with the SDGs. An asset’s context – its geography, 
relations with local communities, type of services provided, 
its wider supply chain, and so on – is critical to identifying its 
different outcomes.

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Although approaches require greater consistency, different 
investors, whether asset owners or investment managers, 
are beginning to use the SDGs to set targets for elements 
of asset management or for overall strategy or portfolio 
construction.

Similarly, some governments are using the SDGs to help 
shape their infrastructure planning and project design 
requirements. This should encourage investors to align their 
own internal processes to position themselves better in 
government tenders for new infrastructure projects.

Infrastructure investors are communicating their work in 
relation to the SDGs on a more regular basis, and several 
tools and service providers are developing metrics and 
analysis to support these efforts. It is also clear that metrics 
need to be developed further and with that, more clarity on 
how infrastructure investors are genuinely seeking to shape 
outcomes.

CHALLENGES
Although infrastructure investors are integrating the SDGs 
into their investment processes, significant challenges must 
be overcome for this to become widespread, meaningful and 
consistent. These include:

 ■ data gathering
 ■ aligning SDG outcomes and financial considerations
 ■ setting consistent outcome objectives along the 

investment chain
 ■ greater government-investor engagement
 ■ developing internal and external skillsets
 ■ allocating more capital to greenfield as opposed to 

brownfield investments
 ■ enhanced investor collaboration
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NEXT STEPS
The progress made so far by infrastructure investors 
in investing with SDG outcomes, and the very real gaps 
that still exist within practices in the sector, need to be 
addressed if the potential for infrastructure investment to 
contribute to the SDGs is to be fulfilled. 

There are several high-level areas of action that 
infrastructure investors and other industry participants – 
such as governments, developers and consultants – can 
take.

Table 1: Areas of action for infrastructure investors and industry participants

Challenge Example actions

Data gathering Investors and service providers work together to continue to develop tools and incentives. 

Aligning SDG 
outcomes and financial 
considerations

Explore ways in which consideration of sustainability outcomes can be built into different 
stages of the investment process.

Setting consistent 
outcome objectives 

Closer coordination between asset owners and investment managers on defining SDG 
outcome objectives.

Government-investor 
engagement

Enhance existing dialogue with governments on infrastructure pipelines and project design 
to place a stronger focus on sustainability factors.

Skillsets Internal training and hiring policies reflect need for enhanced ESG skillsets – where these are 
unavailable, external partnerships are explored.

Greenfield vs 
brownfield investing

Consider strategic asset allocation decisions to allow more greenfield investment, where 
outcomes can be more often embedded from the outset.

Investor collaboration Join or continue to support industry initiatives (including those developed by the PRI) to 
foster greater collaboration between investors.
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This discussion paper details the current approaches 
that infrastructure investors are adopting to consider the 
Sustainable Development Goals as part of their investment 
approaches. It highlights a range of challenges that such 
investors still face in seeking to shape real-world outcomes 
in line with the SDGs and suggests the steps they should 
take to address these and deepen their integration of the 
SDGs. It builds on and complements the PRI’s existing 
work on the importance of the SDGs and investors’ role in 
contributing to them:

 ■ ‘The SDG investment case’, which laid out why the 
SDGs are relevant to institutional investors, why there 
is an expectation that investors will contribute and why 
investors should want to.

 ■ ‘Investing with SDG Outcomes: a five-part framework’, 
which explains how institutional investors might 
seek to understand the real-world outcomes of their 
investments, and to shape those outcomes in line with 
the SDGs.

ABOUT THIS PAPER

The paper is not intended to provide specific technical 
guidance for infrastructure investors. Nonetheless, by 
conducting a detailed review of how infrastructure investors 
are approaching the SDGs, it aims to: 

 ■ build knowledge of the SDGs and their relevance for 
infrastructure investors; 

 ■ explore different ways that investors in the sector 
can build consideration of SDG outcomes into their 
investment processes;

 ■ support ongoing discussions within the sector and its 
different stakeholders on how to move best practice 
forward in a manner that reflects the urgency of 
achieving the SDGs by 2030.

 
This is not targeted at specific segments of the 
infrastructure investment community or investors based 
in or investing in different geographies. The issues and 
approaches highlighted are intended to help all types of 
infrastructure investors as they consider their work in 
relation to the SDGs. Moreover, although focused on the 
infrastructure asset class, we anticipate that many of the 
key discussion points will also support work by investors 
in other asset classes, particularly real assets and private 
markets more broadly.

With the help of consultant AECOM, this paper has 
been developed following an extensive research process 
encompassing:

 ■ a series of roundtables and events1 in Melbourne, 
New York, London, Paris and Mexico City, with the 
participation of over 100 infrastructure practitioners, 
including investors, government, industry associations, 
engineering firms, and service providers;

 ■ interviews with selected infrastructure investors (both 
asset owners and investment managers);

 ■ a review of open-source materials on infrastructure and 
the SDGs.

 ■ members of our Infrastructure Advisory Committee 
provided feedback throughout the development of the 
paper.

 1 The roundtables and interviews were held on a confidential basis to encourage more open discussion. References to specific organisations in the remainder of the document are based 
on open-source research or with the contributors’ express permission.

To support meeting the SDGs, 
investors must understand the 
positive and negative outcomes from 
their investments – as well as how 
they can shape those outcomes. 

A focus on shaping SDG outcomes 
involves broadening the approach 
from being an analysis of financially 
material ESG issues at an individual 
investee level, to also include 
a parallel analysis of the most 
important outcomes to society and 
the environment at a systems level.
PRI: Investing with SDG Outcomes: a five-part framework

https://www.unpri.org/sdgs/the-sdg-investment-case/303.article
https://www.unpri.org/sdg-outcomes
https://www.unpri.org/signatories/advisory-committees#Infrastructure_Advisory_Committee
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In 2020, the PRI’s signatories internally managed close to US$700bn in infrastructure assets. Market shocks notwithstanding, 
that figure is set to increase, given the record fundraising for infrastructure funds in 20192, and so will the scope for 
infrastructure investing to support the achievement the SDGs by 2030. 

MARKET OVERVIEW

This section covers:

 ■ the importance of large-scale infrastructure investment to the achievement of the SDGs, and the 
current spending gap in this regard;

 ■ the ways in which the SDGs and general sustainability factors are being adopted by governments and 
infrastructure investors alike. 

Massive new infrastructure investment is fundamental to 
the achievement of the SDGs. As a paper by the Economist 
Intelligence Unit highlights: “From transport systems 
to power-generation facilities and water and sanitation 
networks, [infrastructure] provides the services that enable 
society to function and economies to thrive… Encompassing 
everything from health and education for all to access to 
energy, clean water and sanitation, most of the SDGs imply 
improvements in infrastructure.”

Figure 1: PRI signatories investing in infrastructure
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However, the sector remains underfunded compared to 
sustainable development and projected growth needs. 
Even before the Covid-19 crisis, with its potential long-
term economic and health repercussions, the OECD had 
estimated that global infrastructure investment of up to 
US$6.9trn is required annually until 2030 to meet climate 
and broader development objectives.

2 https://www.preqin.com/insights/special-reports-and-factsheets/2019-infrastructure-fundraising-deals-update/26642

https://content.unops.org/publications/The-critical-role-of-infrastructure-for-the-SDGs_EN.pdf?mtime=20190314130614
https://content.unops.org/publications/The-critical-role-of-infrastructure-for-the-SDGs_EN.pdf?mtime=20190314130614
https://www.oecd.org/environment/cc/climate-futures/policy-highlights-financing-climate-futures.pdf
https://www.preqin.com/insights/special-reports-and-factsheets/2019-infrastructure-fundraising-deals-update/26642
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At the same time, there has been growing attention on 
what can be defined as ‘sustainable infrastructure’ – 
infrastructure assets and systems that may achieve positive 
real-world outcomes. The Inter-American Development 
Bank, for example, has defined sustainable infrastructure 
as “infrastructure projects that are planned, designed, 
constructed, operated, and decommissioned in a manner 
to ensure economic and financial, social, environmental 
(including climate resilience), and institutional sustainability 
over [their] entire life.” The organisation claims that this 
framework supports progress towards nearly 75% of the 
SDGs’ 169 targets.

This combination of infrastructure investment need and 
sustainability factors is starting to filter into national 
government infrastructure strategies and planning, and 
Covid-19, by exposing weakness in public health and 
social care systems, should intensify this process. While 
not explicitly referencing the SDGs, countries as diverse 
as the UK, Canada and Malaysia, are seeking to integrate 
sustainability factors – notably climate change-related 
issues – into their long-term infrastructure and development 
plans.3 The European Union’s Green New Deal, a proposed 
investment and growth programme for the bloc as it aims to 
become carbon-neutral by 2050, also makes clear the need 
to align climate-related investments with a range of SDGs.

As this paper will outline, many infrastructure investors 
are already considering the SDGs in their investment 
approaches, whether through thematic funds or more 
generally. This is happening for various reasons: government 
action; pressure from LPs, beneficiaries and the public at 
large; as a differentiator to win new business; personal 
convictions by individual managers or organisations’ 
leadership; and so on. 

Nonetheless, practice is far from consistent. Infrastructure 
investors differ in the ways that they consider SDGs in their 
assets and portfolios; how they set targets and policies 
to decrease negative outcomes and increase positive 
outcomes in line with the SDGs; and how they monitor and 
achieve progress against those objectives. 

More standardised approaches are needed to help 
all stakeholders, whether LPs, GPs, civil society or 
governments, understand how and which infrastructure 
investments shape outcomes in line with the SDGs, and how 
common interests can be aligned most effectively. Only then 
will the potential of infrastructure investment in relation to 
the SDGs be realised.

3 See the PRI report: Are national infrastructure plans SDG-aligned and how can investors play their part 

"From transport systems to power-
generation facilities and water and 
sanitation networks, [infrastructure] 
provides the services that enable 
society to function and economies to 
thrive… Encompassing everything from 
health and education for all to access 
to energy, clean water and sanitation, 
most of the SDGs imply improvements 
in infrastructure."
The Economist Intelligence Unit

https://publications.iadb.org/publications/english/document/What_is_Sustainable_Infrastructure__A_Framework_to_Guide_Sustainability_Across_the_Project_Cycle.pdf
https://publications.iadb.org/publications/english/document/What_is_Sustainable_Infrastructure__A_Framework_to_Guide_Sustainability_Across_the_Project_Cycle.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/info/strategy/priorities-2019-2024/european-green-deal_en
https://www.unpri.org/infrastructure/are-national-infrastructure-plans-sdg-aligned-and-how-can-investors-play-their-part/5636.article
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The discussion points highlighted below are structured 
around parts 1, 2 and 3 of the proposed framework defined 
by the PRI in its Investing with SDG Outcomes report, 
focusing on the steps that institutional investors are taking 
in relation to the SDGs. 

COMMON APPROACHES

This section summarises the common ways in which infrastructure investors are considering the SDGs in 
their investment approaches. This includes:

 ■ how SDG outcomes are identified;
 ■ examples of how targets and policies in relation to the SDGs are being defined;
 ■ how investors are shaping SDG outcomes through their investment decisions and asset management.

There are also examples of collective action (parts 4 and 5 
of the SDG outcomes framework), but these are addressed 
more directly in the Challenges and Next Steps sections of 
the report.

Figure 2: SDG outcomes framework for investors
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4 See page 11
5 The 17 SDGs are defined in a list of 169 targets. Progress towards these targets is tracked by 232 unique indicators. See https://unstats.un.org/sdgs/indicators/Global%20Indicator%20

Framework%20after%20refinement_Eng.pdf

OVERVIEW 
The Investing with SDG Outcomes report highlights 
that investors can seek to identify outcomes caused by, 
contributed to, or linked to their investments. 

Our research suggests that, up to now, most infrastructure 
investors have done this by mapping their existing 
investments to the SDGs. This work has generally focused 
on positive outcomes. Where negative outcomes have 
been assessed, this has typically been done through an 
ESG risk assessment, and often only after a project has 
been designed and planning consent has been achieved. 
This means that certain outcomes, positive or negative, are 
already effectively embedded in the project and therefore 
more difficult for investors to shape.

There is also a further significant difference that needs 
to be considered through this assessment process: a risk 
assessment determines the impact of the world on a 
portfolio or asset, whereas considering outcomes should 
determine the impact of a portfolio or asset on the world. 

This difference is explored in more detail in an example 
highlighted in Investing with SDG outcomes: A five-part 
framework4, which considers the different ways in which 
an investor may assess the risks and potential outcomes 
associated with an investment in a beverage company in a 
water-stressed country. 

This case highlights how having good ESG risk management, 
through strong governance systems and adequate 
permitting, may still lead to negative outcomes such as 
increased water stress – and potentially weaker long-term 
operational and financial performance. In contrast, in an 
approach that also focuses on shaping real-world outcomes 
of the investment, this outcome of water stress would be 
assessed before making an investment decision and then 
managed and monitored during the investment. In this case, 
understanding a specific SDG-related outcome would not 
only contribute to SDG 6 on Clean Water and Sanitation, but 
gives an early warning signal for a potential investment risk.

CONNECTING INFRASTRUCTURE WITH THE SDGS
The roundtables and other research highlighted that 
infrastructure investors are considering different factors 
when identifying the outcomes of their investments:

 ■ how infrastructure assets shape outcomes in line with 
the SDGs based on the services they provide;

 ■ how those assets are actively managed to deliver 
targeted outcomes (which may include specific impact 
investment approaches);

 ■ or a combination of the two.

The first approach presupposes that certain types of assets 
have inherent outcomes: for example, renewable energy 
assets could have positive outcomes in relation to SDG 
13 on Climate Action or SDG 7 on Affordable and Clean 
Energy. The second approach supports the view that better 
outcomes can be achieved by more active management of 
assets, building on strong ESG processes.

Approaches vary between mapping investments to the 
SDGs at a goal level or attempting to go deeper and look 
more closely at the individual targets and indicators5. In 
most cases, this has involved building on existing ESG 
integration processes – such as conducting ESG materiality 
assessments – rather than designing specific new 
methodologies to assess SDG outcomes. Others have used 
ESG service providers such as Sustainalytics and Trucost to 
help with this process.

There is, therefore, no single or standard approach to 
identifying what type of infrastructure assets are likely to 
have certain outcomes in line with the SDGs. However, the 
research and tools cited in Figure 3 have been highlighted 
as guides for exploring connections between infrastructure 
and the SDGs.

IDENTIFY OUTCOMES

https://unstats.un.org/sdgs/indicators/Global%20Indicator%20Framework%20after%20refinement_Eng.pdf
https://unstats.un.org/sdgs/indicators/Global%20Indicator%20Framework%20after%20refinement_Eng.pdf
https://www.unpri.org/sdgs/investing-with-sdg-outcomes-a-five-part-framework/5896.article
https://www.unpri.org/sdgs/investing-with-sdg-outcomes-a-five-part-framework/5896.article
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As infrastructure investors have gained more experience  
understanding their SDG-related outcomes, they have 
been able to expand their analysis. For example, some 
infrastructure practitioners have begun to explore 
the linkages between different SDGs, including the 
interdependence of ESG issues, rather than looking at 
each goal in isolation. Others have found that the more 
they assess project outcomes, the more they have found 
commonalities with the outcomes of similar infrastructure 
assets.

This has enabled organisations to finetune how they use 
the SDGs – whether in setting more focused targets at 
the outset of an investment or project, or considering how 
particular goals can be built into the design and construction 
of projects more effectively. This is covered in more detail in 
the next section of the report.  

Selected research aims to identify the links between different types of infrastructure and the SDGs. For example:

 ■ Infrastructure for sustainable development: This paper from organisations such as Oxford University, the United 
Nations Office for Project Services, the World Bank and the UK’s Department for International Development suggests 
that infrastructure influences all 17 SDGs, and over 120 of the 169 targets. 

 ■ The Relationship between Investor Materiality and the Sustainable Development Goals: The Sustainability Accounting 
Standards Board mapped 30 ESG issues to each SDG to assess their materiality. It also looks at the issues on a sector 
basis, including some types of infrastructure.

 ■ The real assets ESG benchmark provider GRESB has mapped its Infrastructure Asset Assessment to the SDG targets 
and indicators to show how various infrastructure assets may contribute positively or negatively.

Figure 3: Key research on SDGs and infrastructure

IDENTIFYING POSITIVE AND NEGATIVE OUTCOMES  
The context around an asset is also critical for identifying and assessing current and potential positive and negative SDG 
outcomes. As an example, airports were cited frequently at our roundtables. 

MOTT MACDONALD: CONSIDERING IMPACTS
This engineering consultant identified a set of outcomes6 
as part of its bid for a UK sustainable transport project, 
recognising that achieving these was based on a series of 
interdependencies:

 ■ Direct: SDG 11 on Sustainable Cities and 
Communities - developing travel infrastructure 
improved accessibility and affordability for vulnerable 
or excluded communities.

 ■ Indirect: SDG 10 on Reduced Inequalities - increasing 
travel options gave the local population greater 
access to economic and social opportunities.

 ■ Induced: SDG 16 on Peace, Justice and Strong 
Institutions - by addressing the above, the project 
aimed to reduce anti-social behaviour, and 
strengthen economic and educational opportunities.

This needs to applied to any type of infrastructure asset: even renewable energy assets, which are commonly regarded as a 
strong ‘impact’ investment, require an understanding of local community, health and safety or supply chain impacts, among 
other factors, to properly assess positive and negative outcomes. 

6 As defined by Mott MacDonald: “Direct impacts occur through direct interaction of an activity we undertake. Indirect impacts are those which are not the direct result of a project, 
often produced as the result of a complex impact pathway. Induced impacts usually have an even more complex relationship with the action under assessment and represent the 
growth-induced potential of an action.”

Positive outcomes:
 ■ support regional, national and global 

connectivity;
 ■ provide an important source of 

quality jobs;
 ■ support direct and indirect economic 

activities in local communities.

Negative outcomes:
 ■ aviation industry is an important source of 

carbon emissions;
 ■ new airports or expansions of existing 

airports enable further growth of emissions;
 ■ undermine the achievement of major climate 

goals.

https://www.nature.com/articles/s41893-019-0256-8
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=3163044
https://gresb.com/
https://www.unpri.org/pri/pri-blog/how-to-invest-in-renewable-energy-responsibly
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OVERVIEW 
As stated in Investing with SDG outcomes: A five-part 
framework, “setting policies and targets… [moves] the 
investor from identifying and understanding unintended 
outcomes towards taking intentional steps to shape 
outcomes.” This is about building an overarching framework 
within an organisation to ensure that shaping outcomes in 
line with the SDGs is integrated into the investment process. 

INVESTMENT POLICIES
Many infrastructure investors already have a strong 
commitment to responsible investment. Infrastructure 
investors reporting to the PRI in 2019 received a median 
score of A (where E is the lowest score, and A+ the 
highest). Relatively few, however, formally embed strategies 
for shaping outcomes in line with the SDGs within 
their responsible investment policies. As highlighted by 
roundtable participants and through our broader research, 
there are several reasons for this:

 ■ Investing in line with the SDGs remains a relatively 
new concept, with limited understanding among many 
investors. 

 ■ The SDGs are seen as an extension, or product, of 
existing ESG processes, and so formal changes to such 
policies may not be considered necessary. 

 ■ Shaping outcomes in line with the SDGs is considered 
an ‘impact’ investment and therefore may only cover a 
small proportion of funds or assets under management, 
rather than underlying all investments. 

 ■ A lack of formal demand from asset owners to 
investment managers to include them in policies.

 ■ A recognition that developing an investment thesis in 
relation to the SDGs can be challenging, particularly in 
terms of measurable outcomes.

However, the SDGs can underlie an organisation’s 
responsible investment approach, even without being 
explicitly referenced in a responsible investment policy. 
Many infrastructure investors’ policies seek to reduce 
negative outcomes through objectives such as avoiding 
investment in companies or projects that cause significant 
environmental or social harm or aim to increase positive 
outcomes by supporting the transition to a low-carbon 
economy. 

SET POLICIES AND TARGETS
STOA: WORKING TOWARDS THE SDGS 
French energy infrastructure investor STOA’s responsible 
investment policy starts by stating: “STOA is a committed 
investor seeking to reconcile value creation and 
sustainable development. Our projects contribute to 
the achievement of the Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs) set by the United Nations.” The policy highlights 
ways in which this might be achieved. For example, 30% 
of its investments are targeted for “climate-friendly” 
projects, while the organisation will not invest in projects 
which have “too high an environmental or social impact”, 
with a focus on issues such as biodiversity and the 
displacement of local populations.

SEE FULL CASE STUDY

MANAGER SELECTION PROCESS
Asset owners’ infrastructure manager selection processes 
typically do not yet consider the SDGs in detail. This does 
not reflect a lack of interest among LPs in the SDGs: LPs 
that the PRI consulted during our research made clear that 
the SDGs are increasingly relevant, whether for commercial 
or reputational reasons. Instead, the lack of formal mandates 
in relation to the SDGs partly reflects the difficulty of 
developing a portfolio or fund-level view of the scope and 
scale of contributing to the SDGs, given the challenges in 
gathering data and comparing it meaningfully across a range 
of assets (see Challenges). In addition, it highlights that 
many LPs have not yet defined their own commitments to 
specific SDG outcomes, as noted above. 

Market developments – whether government-led or 
investor-driven – suggest that the role of the SDGs in 
manager selection processes will grow. For example, the 
recovery from the Covid-19 crisis may see governments 
prioritise social or environmental outcomes in infrastructure 
spending as much as financial considerations, influencing 
how investors participate in resulting projects and requiring 
closer alignment of interests between all players in the 
infrastructure investment chain. 

Some infrastructure managers have already incorporated 
the SDGs into their investor and public communications7. 
Informally, asset owners also suggest that they are likely to 
look more favourably on infrastructure managers that can 
demonstrate greater potential for or commitment to certain 
SDG outcomes, assuming other elements of their offering 
are comparable with their competitors’. 

Nonetheless, there is recognition by managers and asset 
owners that more rigour is required to drive consistent 
approaches to shaping SDG outcomes and communications 
to avoid claims of ‘SDG-washing’, for example.

7 For example: https://www.foresightgroup.eu/news/foresight-announces-first-closing-of-european-targeted-sustainability-led-energy-infrastructure-fund-securing-commitments-of-
342-million/

https://www.unpri.org/sdgs/investing-with-sdg-outcomes-a-five-part-framework/5895.article
https://www.unpri.org/sdgs/investing-with-sdg-outcomes-a-five-part-framework/5895.article
https://www.unpri.org/sdgs/stoa-sdg-case-study/5978.article


https://www.foresightgroup.eu/news/foresight-announces-first-closing-of-european-targeted-sustainability-led-energy-infrastructure-fund-securing-commitments-of-342-million/
https://www.foresightgroup.eu/news/foresight-announces-first-closing-of-european-targeted-sustainability-led-energy-infrastructure-fund-securing-commitments-of-342-million/
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PORTFOLIO BUILDING 
Infrastructure investors agree they can consider how 
different assets might shape SDG outcomes during portfolio 
construction and subsequently, when analysing potential 
transactions. Nonetheless, there is recognition in the 
industry that there needs to be greater consistency on how 
such SDG considerations should be applied. 

 ■ Roundtable participants typically agreed that potentially 
‘better’ performing assets or sectors from an SDGs 
perspective should be rewarded by greater flows 
of capital, at the expense of assets that have more 
potential to cause negative outcomes. This can also 
send a message to policymakers about the types of 
infrastructure that are needed to deliver certain SDG 
outcomes and therefore may be more desirable to 
investors.

 ■ Using the SDGs as a lens for project selection 
or portfolio building can potentially broaden the 
investment universe and point infrastructure investors 
towards the type of assets that are likely to be growth 
industries in the years ahead. Infrastructure related to 
the transition to a low-carbon economy is one example, 
but social infrastructure, such as social housing and 
education and healthcare facilities, is another asset 
type gaining more attention because of its potentially 
positive outcomes.

However, some infrastructure practitioners are more 
cautious. In our roundtables, a number highlighted that it 
is important that the SDGs are not seen as an exclusionary 
framework. This is particularly the case for projects 
that may initially have more negative than positive SDG 
outcomes, but which could be reversed if managed correctly. 
Indeed, from an infrastructure investor’s perspective, some 
of the most attractive types of assets (from a price and ESG 
point of view) are those which have poor ESG management 
or processes, precisely because they can be managed better, 
deliver stronger financial returns and potentially improve 
social and environmental outcomes. 

8 Further tools can be found in Investing with SDG outcomes: A five-part framework

ASSET-LEVEL KPIS AND IMPACT OBJECTIVES
Direct infrastructure investments typically allow investors 
to develop more advanced practices for setting outcomes 
targets in line with the SDGs. In particular, the long-term 
time horizon of most infrastructure investing fits well with 
the idea of setting forward-looking KPIs based on desired 
SDG outcomes, rather than setting targets based on past 
performance. Tools highlighted by infrastructure investors 
during our research as useful in this process include the 
SDG Compass and guidance developed by the Dutch Central 
Bank8.

CADENT: INJECTING HYDROGEN INTO THE GAS 
NETWORK FOR LOW EMISSION HEATING 
Several institutional investors hold a stake in Cadent. The 
UK gas distribution company is conducting a series of 
trials to inject hydrogen into its gas network to lower the 
emissions generated through heating buildings in the UK 
– when burnt, hydrogen emits no carbon dioxide. If fully 
commercialised, this technology would highlight how 
an infrastructure asset could reduce current negative 
outcomes in relation to the environment.

FIRST STATE INVESTMENTS AND FORSEA
First State Investments has a majority stake in ForSea, 
the largest ferry operator between Denmark and 
Sweden, which operates a short distance ferry route 
between the cities of Helsingør and Helsingborg. The 
route is a vital maritime transportation link between both 
countries, with up to 150 departures per day. 

Since 2018, FSI has been working with ForSea to 
develop targets for 2024 and 2030, supporting 
outcomes in line with seven SDGs. For example, on SDG 
13 on Climate Action, ForSea began implementing an 
energy management system in accordance with ISO 
50001:2011, which has assisted towards improved energy 
performance across the business. All ferries have since 
achieved Clean Shipping Index (CSI) certification. By 
switching to alternative fuels, ForSea aims to reduce its 
Scope 1 CO2e emissions from ferry operations, from 
a 2018 baseline of 33,500 tCO2e, to 9,800 tCO2e by 
2024, to zero by 2030. To achieve this aim, ForSea has 
converted two of its ferries to battery power – a world-
first for this type of passenger ferry. 

SEE FULL CASE STUDY

GREENFIELD INFRASTRUCTURE
Investors and advisors in greenfield infrastructure can 
potentially go further than brownfield investors because 
they can build SDG outcome objectives into the design 
and construction of infrastructure. This may involve the 
deployment of new technology, enhanced stakeholder 
engagement, and the development of partnerships 
with different organisations, so that intended outcome 
objectives, targets and metrics are embedded from the 
outset of a project. This applies just as much for reducing 
negative outcomes as it does for achieving or enhancing 
positive ones.

https://www.unpri.org/sdgs/investing-with-sdg-outcomes-a-five-part-framework/5896.article
https://sdgcompass.org/
https://www.dnb.nl/binaries/SDG Impact Measurement FINAL DRAFT_tcm46-363128.PDF
https://www.dnb.nl/binaries/SDG Impact Measurement FINAL DRAFT_tcm46-363128.PDF
https://www.unpri.org/sdgs/first-state-investments-sdg-case-study/5979.article
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There are a range of tools in use within the infrastructure 
industry which support the design, build and operation of 
sustainable infrastructure9. These tools are being aligned 
more closely with the SDGs. For example, the Infrastructure 
Sustainability Council of Australia’s IS Rating Scheme 
evaluates “the sustainability performance of the quadruple 
bottom line (Governance, Economic, Environmental and 
Social) of infrastructure development”, and sets a baseline 
for the expected contribution to the SDGs of the asset being 
rated.

Similarly, several programmes and tools have been 
developed for use by the public sector when planning 
and designing infrastructure projects to enhance its 
sustainability outcomes10. Setting clear government 
expectations for the intended social and environmental 
outcomes of projects should drive potential investors to 
align their own beliefs, practices and targets. This would 
be a critical step forward in building greater uptake by 
infrastructure investors.

GLOBAL IMPACT PARTNERS: ORANGE SMART 
CITY
Investment advisory firm Global Impact Partners used 
the SDGs as a framework for setting desired social 
and environmental outcome objectives as part of the 
planning and design of Orange Smart City, a sustainable 
development near Mumbai. For example, SDG indicators 
on water and energy use have led to the integration of 
smart grids, onsite renewable energy generation, and 
water efficiency and rainwater harvesting technology. 
Moreover, monitoring tools, such as sensors, are 
embedded into the construction to provide ongoing 
measurement of performance against specific SDG 
targets and indicators.

SEE FULL CASE STUDY

9 Examples include: https://sure-standard.org/, https://sustainableinfrastructure.org/envision/overview-of-envision/, https://www.breeam.com/discover/technical-standards/
infrastructure/, https://www.isca.org.au/infrastructure_sustainability

10  For example: the Global Infrastructure Hub’s Reference Tool on Inclusive Infrastructure and Social Equity (https://www.gihub.org/resources/publications/reference-tool-on-inclusive-
infrastructure-and-social-equity/), SOURCE, a “multilateral platform for quality infrastructure” (https://public.sif-source.org/source/) and Infrastructure Canada’s Climate Lens (https://
www.infrastructure.gc.ca/pub/other-autre/cl-occ-eng.html).

https://www.unpri.org/sdgs/global-impact-advisors-sdg-case-study/5977.article


https://sure-standard.org/
https://sustainableinfrastructure.org/envision/overview-of-envision/
https://www.breeam.com/discover/technical-standards/infrastructure/
https://www.breeam.com/discover/technical-standards/infrastructure/
https://www.isca.org.au/infrastructure_sustainability
https://www.gihub.org/resources/publications/reference-tool-on-inclusive-infrastructure-and-social-equity/
https://www.gihub.org/resources/publications/reference-tool-on-inclusive-infrastructure-and-social-equity/
https://public.sif-source.org/source/
https://www.infrastructure.gc.ca/pub/other-autre/cl-occ-eng.html
https://www.infrastructure.gc.ca/pub/other-autre/cl-occ-eng.html
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OVERVIEW 
It is critical that processes are developed to move from 
policies and targets to concrete action. Our research 
highlights several ways in which infrastructure investors are 
achieving this.

INVESTMENT ALLOCATION
As noted above, pressure is growing on infrastructure 
investors to invest in assets that can contribute more 
to SDG outcomes. At the same time, the lack of specific 
targets for SDG outcomes being set by asset owners or by 
investment managers, means that this is still taking place 
largely on an ad-hoc basis. 

Assets are being selected on their risk-return profile first 
and foremost, with an assessment of their possible SDG-
aligned outcomes a secondary or retrospective process. 
Increasing allocations to infrastructure by asset owners may 
present an opportunity for LPs and GPs to align interests 
more effectively in this regard.

Nonetheless, our research highlighted that some 
organisations are taking a more proactive approach. Given 
their focus on socio-economic development, development 
finance institutions are often at the forefront of this. The 
European Bank for Reconstruction and Development 
(EBRD) ensures that all its infrastructure investments meet 
at least two of six ‘transition qualities’ that it has defined 
internally; those qualities have in turn been mapped against 
the SDGs, ensuring that all investments are made by 
considering their likely SDG outcomes. Several metrics used 
by the EBRD to measure progress align clearly with SDG 
targets and indicators. For example:

 ■ Metrics for ‘Inclusive’ investments include the 
percentage of women in managerial positions, the same 
as SDG indicator 5.5.2.

 ■ The percentage of establishments with checking or 
savings accounts, aligning with SDG indicator 8.10.211.

INVESTORS SHAPE 
OUTCOMES

INVESTMENT PROCESS
Investors can use SDG outcomes at different stages of their 
investment process.

INFRASTRUCTURE IMPACT INVESTORS
Several infrastructure investors are also building specific 
‘impact’ strategies, whose overall objectives – for 
example, in relation to climate change or on specific 
social issues – link to the SDGs. For example, SWEN 
Capital Partners’ SWEN Impact Fund for Transition 
will assess the positive and negative outcomes of its 
investments, which focus on biogas production and 
engagement with the French agricultural sector, to 
support greater sustainability within the industry.

AVIVA INVESTORS: IMPACT OVERLAY
Aviva Investors’ real assets business provides one 
example of how SDG outcomes can feature in due 
diligence. It has developed an ‘impact overlay’ to include 
alongside its standard ESG risk assessment process, so 
that assessments are made not only of the potential 
ESG risks but also of the potential positive and negative 
outcomes that different projects may have. Through this 
process, Aviva has accepted greater risk in some projects, 
particularly in emerging markets, in return for greater 
potential impact. Although not commonplace, the PRI 
has heard from other investors willing to make a similar 
trade-off, also in emerging markets.

SEE FULL CASE STUDY

11 https://2019.tr-ebrd.com/reform/

https://www.ebrd.com/our-values/transition.html
https://www.unpri.org/sdgs/aviva-investors-sdg-case-study/5976.article
https://2019.tr-ebrd.com/reform/
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Some organisations have sought ways to align SDG and financial targets during the investment process. 

Figure 5: Aviva Investors' impact overlay model for real 
assets investments

ESG OPINION - RISK AND IMPACT

ESG Risk
Framework

ESG Impact
Framework

Clarify
and mitigate ESG opinion

ACTIS: IMPACT SCORE
Actis, an emerging markets-focused private equity investor with a focus on infrastructure, has developed the Actis Impact 
Score, a methodology which it uses to assess the performance of its investments, in terms of targeted outcomes. This 
score is developed in conjunction with the overall investment thesis, ensuring that financial and impact expectations are 
closely aligned from the outset of a deal. This methodology has been influenced heavily by a framework developed by the 
Impact Management Project, as have similar ones created by other infrastructure investors.

SEE FULL CASE STUDY

Figure 6: Actis Impact Score   
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anyway?
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**  Risk is not scored at exit

Figure 4: Aviva Investors’ impact model for real assets 
investments
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https://impactmanagementproject.com/
https://www.unpri.org/sdgs/actis-sdg-case-study/5973.articl
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ASSET MANAGEMENT
Private markets – which much infrastructure investing 
falls under – give investors the potential for much greater 
influence over the performance of the companies or assets 
that they invest in, including in relation to SDG outcomes 

Investors at the roundtables highlighted that the SDGs can 
highlight or add nuance to issues that may not otherwise 
be addressed when managing an asset or engaging with 
portfolio companies. The SDGs can also encourage investors 
to be more creative in their asset management approaches 
than they would otherwise be in order to shape different 
outcomes.

For example, an investor in a UK-based ports business found 
that using SDG 4 on Quality Education as a focal point 
for community-engagement programmes resulted in the 
building of a stronger pipeline of people into the business, 
reduced absenteeism and wider benefits for the community. 

This example highlights the idea that in infrastructure, 
investing in line with SDG outcomes can require ancillary 
investments or activities. Sometimes these may be 
corporate social responsibility-type activities in support of 
building and retaining a social licence to operate. 

However, others will be more directly business-oriented. 
One example of the latter discussed at the roundtables 
was that of a power generation business which needed 
additional investment in transmission and distribution 
upgrades to ensure that the power generated could reach 
its target market reliably.

Roundtable participants also recognised that managing 
assets in line with SDG outcomes can require different 
skillsets, financial incentives (for individuals and at an 
organisation or investment level) and partnerships with 
external organisations, among other points. These issues are 
discussed further in the Challenges and Next Steps sections 
of this report.

PERFORMANCE METRICS
Infrastructure investors use a wide range of tools or 
providers to develop metrics for measuring the ESG 
performance of their assets. Initiatives such as the Global 
Reporting Initiative, the Global Impact Investing Network’s 
IRIS+ tool, the Harmonised Indicators for Private Sector 
Operations and GRESB were the most frequently cited 
during our roundtables. 

These initiatives are increasingly aligning their existing 
metrics to the SDGs or developing new ones where 
appropriate, to make it easier for investors to assess the 
performance of their assets in this regard. 

Some organisations are also using certain indicators or 
targets within each SDG as metrics. For example, toll road 
operator Transurban uses a series of specific SDG indicators 
on issues they consider critical to their operations, such as 
road safety, gender equality, decent work and economic 
growth, among others, to either directly report against 
or use as the basis for establishing internal policies and 
programmes.  

Other organisations use a mix of qualitative and 
quantitative information to measure outcomes. Many 
infrastructure investors send annual ESG questionnaires 
to all their portfolio companies and investees as a way of 
gathering detailed information about their approaches and 
performance. In some cases, these are being adapted to 
assess outcomes in line with the SDGs. This reflects the 
view among several roundtable participants that assessing 
the outcomes of a particular asset or investment does 
not always require new metrics or datasets, but rather a 
different interpretation of the same information, from an 
outcomes perspective.

The investors we consulted agreed that the wide range of 
metrics and reporting frameworks available, together with 
the diversity of the infrastructure asset class, can make 
it difficult to choose commonly agreed metrics to easily 
compare the SDG performance of different assets. These 
challenges will be discussed in more detail later in the 
report.

BLACKROCK: PLACING A VALUE ON SDG 
METRICS
BlackRock’s Global Renewable Power funds use SDG-
mapped metrics from the IRIS+ database to assess 
outcomes. Multiple metrics, such as tons of CO2 
emissions avoided, jobs created or water saved, are 
translated to dollar values to enable comparison across 
different investments, and to allow for their consideration 
throughout various phases of the investment process. 
This conversion of metrics into dollar figures and 
alignment with the SDGs allows BlackRock to implement 
an integrated approach, rather than one that is used 
solely as a post-investment reporting tool.

https://www.globalreporting.org/Pages/default.aspx
https://www.globalreporting.org/Pages/default.aspx
https://iris.thegiin.org/
https://iris.thegiin.org/
https://indicators.ifipartnership.org/
https://indicators.ifipartnership.org/
https://gresb.com/
https://www.transurban.com/content/dam/transurban-pdfs/01/sustainability-reports/FY19-Sustainability-SDGs.pdf
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ENGAGEMENT WITH POLICYMAKERS
Much infrastructure investment is in regulated assets or 
through some form of relationship with governments, 
such as concessions or private-public partnerships. More 
than most other asset classes, infrastructure investors 
are therefore required to engage with governments on a 
regular basis. This engagement has traditionally focused on 
financial risks and outcomes; the alignment of interests on 
sustainability issues is generally far less advanced. 

Nonetheless, there are increasing examples of interactions 
between infrastructure investors and policy-makers on the 
SDGs, whether government- or investor-driven.

One government agency in the UK has taken measures to 
build the SDGs into the heart of its sustainability strategy. In 
practice, this means:

 ■ ensuring that all KPIs and performance measures are 
quantified against the SDGs;

 ■ building the SDGs into tender processes;
 ■ using the SDGs as a frame for understanding what 

community needs are and building those into the 
investment pipeline.

This strategy:

 ■ frames its interactions with infrastructure project 
developers and investors; 

 ■ sets clear expectations for the outcomes it hopes to 
achieve through each project, and 

 ■ forces those bidding on projects to adapt their own 
processes and thinking to better align with the SDGs. 

This top-down approach from government is also becoming 
more common at a national level, with sustainability 
considerations, particularly around climate outcomes (such 
as Canada’s ‘Climate lens’ for infrastructure investments), 
now featuring in the development of national infrastructure 
strategies12. 

As this practice becomes more advanced, it should better 
define engagement between infrastructure investors, 
project developers and government on how to ensure that 
expected social and environmental outcomes are achieved. 

Several investor roundtable participants agreed 
that investment exclusion lists (based on ESG or 
outcomes-based considerations) can send a strong 
signal to government about the ‘right’ or ‘wrong’ type 
of infrastructure projects. They also highlighted that 
projects with a strong track record on environmental 
and social performance, going beyond current regulatory 
requirements, can encourage governments to adopt tighter 
environmental and social regulations that would favour 
better-performing infrastructure investors or operators. 

Finally, some organisations are also seeking to use the 
positive outcomes of their investments and operations 
as a means of engaging with governments for more 
explicit business purposes: by showing that they can be 
trusted, value-adding partners, these organisations hope 
to extend existing concessions and create new investment 
opportunities.

BRINGING PEOPLE TO THE TABLE
During the roundtables, we heard how one US city 
administration has begun a series of regular meetings 
with businesses and the financial sector to explore how 
the public and private sectors can work together more 
effectively to deliver better sustainability outcomes 
through its planned infrastructure projects.

12 https://www.unpri.org/infrastructure/are-national-infrastructure-plans-sdg-aligned-and-how-can-investors-play-their-part/5636.article

https://www.infrastructure.gc.ca/pub/other-autre/cl-occ-eng.html
https://www.unpri.org/infrastructure/are-national-infrastructure-plans-sdg-aligned-and-how-can-investors-play-their-part/5636.article
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DISCLOSURE AND REPORTING
Regardless of the type of approach taken, almost all 
infrastructure investors consulted through our research 
recognised that the SDGs have become the common 
framework for assessing their environmental and social 
contributions. There is, therefore, a baseline for concerted 
action across the sector. Moreover, roundtable participants 
agreed that reporting requirements around the SDGs will 
only become more demanding in the years ahead.

However, current approaches are mixed. In the absence of 
formal requirements, whether by asset owners or regulators, 
infrastructure managers are reporting in whatever format 
they deem most appropriate. This typically falls into two 
broadly defined approaches:

 ■ Reporting focusing on an organisation’s broad 
commitment to the SDGs, identifying, for example, 
which goals it aligns with through the type of 
assets invested in and its general approach to 
asset management. This is still done largely for 
communications purposes.

 ■ Reporting highlighting progress towards more precise 
outcomes, by highlighting metrics used and the 
overall methodology for assessing the impact of their 
individual investments or overall investment strategy. 
Many managers recognise that this type of reporting 
has been adopted to anticipate and influence future 
investor or regulatory requirements, but it also means 
that reporting can differ hugely from one manager to 
the next.

 

GRESB: SDG REPORT-GENERATED PILOT TOOL
As mentioned previously, GRESB has mapped its 
Infrastructure Asset Assessment to the SDGs at 
the detailed target and indicator level, to provide an 
indication of how different infrastructure assets may 
contribute positively or negatively to different goals. 
Based on this mapping it has developed a pilot tool 
that allows a report to be generated from GRESB-
reported data, which describes the positive and negative 
contributions that any asset or portfolio is making to the 
SDGs. It also compares these contributions to that of a 
relevant peer group.
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CHALLENGES

This section considers a more granular list of key gaps – most of which were highlighted during the 
investor roundtables – that should be addressed to support infrastructure investors in shaping outcomes in 
line with the SDGs.

The previous section of this report highlighted several 
ways in which infrastructure investors are integrating the 
SDGs into their investment processes. However, significant 
challenges also persist for this to become widespread, 
meaningful and consistent. 

At a high level, further awareness of the SDGs needs to be 
built among investors, while the fact that the goals were 
originally conceived for governments can pose difficulties 
for investors on how best to approach them. At a more 
granular level, these are:

DATA GATHERING
The multiple ways in which infrastructure investors are 
considering the SDGs in the context of their investment 
approaches reflects the lack of a clear industry standard 
or guidelines. However, it also reflects a more fundamental 
issue around the quality and availability of data from 
portfolio companies and individual assets, making it difficult 
even for the most advanced practitioners to assess their 
outcomes and report adequately.

This lack of data was cited across all the roundtables 
the PRI hosted, and builds on the challenges that many 
infrastructure investors already face in obtaining good 
data to inform their existing ESG processes. Common gaps 
highlighted through our discussions and other research, and 
key areas that must be addressed, include:

 ■ Assets in emerging markets: although developed 
markets remain far from perfect, gathering information 
from assets in emerging markets was often highlighted 
as particularly challenging, as the processes for 
managing ESG issues among many companies and 
assets are still nascent.

DATA GATHERING

GREENFIELD VS 
BROWNFIELD 

INVESTING

ALIGNING SDG OUTCOMES AND 
FINANCIAL CONSIDERATIONS

SETTING CONSISTENT OUTCOME 
OBJECTIVES ALONG THE 

INVESTMENT CHAIN

INTERNAL AND 
EXTERNAL SKILLSETS

GOVERNMENT-INVESTOR 
ENGAGEMENT

 INVESTOR 
COLLABORATION

 ■ Inconsistency across assets and investors: the ways in 
which different investors set targets or choose metrics 
to monitor outcomes creates inconsistency in how data 
is gathered (and ultimately reported). This also applies 
to individual investors, particularly larger investors, 
with assets in a range of infrastructure sectors and 
geographies. 

 ■ Lack of control: the challenge of data gathering is 
often amplified for infrastructure investors with only 
a minority stake in a company or asset – can they use 
that minority position to gather the right type of data to 
enable them to make proper decisions or influence SDG 
outcomes?

 ■ An extra burden: the SDGs can be perceived as 
an additional and unnecessary burden by portfolio 
companies or assets, particularly those which do not 
have good systems for identifying ESG issues in place. 

 ■ Asset-level vs portfolio- and fund-level data: issues 
with asset-level data are amplified when it comes to 
assessing SDG outcomes at a portfolio or fund level, and 
this in turn causes problems for investment managers 
and asset owners seeking to report accurately on their 
overall ‘contribution’ to the SDGs. 

V S
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13 There are ongoing efforts to develop tools that can quantify the environmental and social costs and opportunities of infrastructure projects. These include the International Institute for 
Sustainable Development’s Sustainable Asset Valuation tool, which seeks to “demonstrate why sustainable infrastructure can deliver better value-for-money for citizens and investors”. 
For more details see: https://www.iisd.org/project/SAVi-sustainable-asset-valuation

ALIGNING SDG OUTCOMES AND 
FINANCIAL CONSIDERATIONS
Questions were raised across the roundtables about the 
challenges of securing buy-in, whether internally, particularly 
from investment teams, or from clients, to focus on shaping 
outcomes in line with the SDGs. These conversations 
typically had two areas of focus:

 ■ Valuing outcomes: these discussions assessed whether 
it is both feasible and necessary for a value to be placed 
on outcomes (particularly social ones) for the SDGs 
to be adopted more widely and in a more meaningful 
manner13. Proponents argue that such valuations may 
result in more realistic costs of capital and make a 
stronger case for allocating capital to investments with 
greater potential for positive outcomes. Opponents 
highlight that other potential impacts on infrastructure 
assets’ valuations, particularly stemming from political 
or regulatory changes, may outweigh those related to 
environmental or social outcomes, and so weaken the 
case for doing the former.

 ■ Internal alignment and incentives: investment and 
asset management teams are not incentivised to focus 
on SDG outcomes, nor is there enough alignment 
between these and ESG and sustainability teams. 
Those with more in-depth approaches to the SDGs 
have emphasised the need to build consideration of 
the goals more directly into investment discussions (as 
highlighted by some of the examples above), but too 
often these remain separate processes.

SETTING CONSISTENT OUTCOME 
OBJECTIVES ALONG THE INVESTMENT 
CHAIN
There is widespread inconsistency through the investment 
chain on what SDG outcomes are expected and targeted. 
As highlighted previously, there are few examples of asset 
owners building detailed questions or expectations around 
SDG outcomes into their mandates and infrastructure 
manager selection processes.

However, the issue goes beyond that. Given the different 
ways in which infrastructure practitioners are assessing 
their SDG outcomes and setting related targets and policies 
(or not), it is probable that several participants in the 
investment chain are seeking to achieve different outcomes 
for that same asset. 

For example, an asset owner with infrastructure investments 
may have a set of SDG outcomes, based on the core values 
or mission of the organisation, that it wishes to achieve 
across its portfolio. In contrast, an infrastructure operator or 
an investment manager with direct control over an asset or 
portfolio company may understand their SDG outcomes in 
more operational terms. This assessment of SDG outcomes 
is more likely to be derived from the ground up (at the 
project level), often based on social and environmental 
impact assessments and through stakeholder consultations.

This misalignment is to some extent unavoidable given the 
different roles and responsibilities within the investment 
chain, but there are few substantive efforts being made 
to bridge the gap. During our research, we heard of very 
few instances where an asset owner and investment 
manager had had detailed conversations about potential 
infrastructure opportunities together so that eventual deals 
are aligned with desired SDG outcomes.

https://www.iisd.org/project/SAVi-sustainable-asset-valuation
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GOVERNMENT-INVESTOR 
ENGAGEMENT
We have previously highlighted how some engagement 
between government and infrastructure investors is taking 
place around the sustainability of infrastructure projects. 
However, most of this appears to happen on an individual 
basis in relation to single projects. In contrast, there is a lack 
of engagement on more systemic issues. These include:

 ■ the role that private investment can play in delivering 
infrastructure that supports the achievement of SDG 
outcomes, and

 ■ how infrastructure projects and systems are planned, 
designed and commissioned in a way that private and 
public sustainability and financial interests can be 
aligned. 

In certain markets – for example, Canada, through the 
Canada Infrastructure Bank – there are forums through 
which the public and private sector can engage more 
directly. However, these types of platforms are not 
widespread. Consequently, there will likely continue to 
be misunderstanding and mistrust between government 
and infrastructure investors, as exemplified by the dispute 
between the UK water regulator Ofwat and water 
companies (and their institutional investors) over their 
investment plans, operational performance and expected 
returns14. 

INTERNAL AND EXTERNAL SKILLSETS
Investing with SDG outcomes requires new skillsets for 
infrastructure investors. Some of these will need to be 
developed internally, to enhance the work of existing ESG 
and investment teams; other skills or expertise may need 
to be obtained through developing new partnerships or 
networks with external organisations.

 ■ Internal: at a high level, integrating SDG outcomes 
requires a similar skillset to existing ESG processes. 
However, the more detailed approaches become, the 
greater the need for extra levels of technical expertise 
on environmental and social issues. Assessing the risk 
that an infrastructure project will harm gender equality, 
for example, is different to having the expertise to build 
an engagement programme or operate the project in a 
way that maximises positive outcomes and minimises 
negative outcomes. 

 ■ External: groups such as local communities, labour 
organisations, NGOs, impact experts, and government 
can be important partners in delivering SDG outcomes, 
by providing better local and technical knowledge and 
ensuring that programmes can be targeted effectively. 
However, relations between infrastructure projects, 
investors and such groups are often characterised by 
mistrust and misperceptions, and so undermine the 
potential for them to work together effectively.

14 See, for example: https://www.ft.com/content/5da761e6-4f04-11ea-95a0-43d18ec715f5

https://cib-bic.ca/en/
https://www.ft.com/content/5da761e6-4f04-11ea-95a0-43d18ec715f5
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GREENFIELD VS BROWNFIELD 
INVESTING
The majority of infrastructure strategies target investment 
in brownfield assets in developed markets. Among many 
asset owners, there is limited appetite for greenfield 
investments, which carry greater development risk, 
particularly in emerging markets. This can be an obstacle 
when investing with SDG outcomes. As highlighted 
previously, greenfield investments often allow investors 
and project developers to set outcomes objectives in the 
planning, design and construction of assets, rather than 
having to take action retroactively, as is the case with 
brownfield investments.

With major new initiatives and commitments being 
implemented in the coming years, which will require 
significant investment in new infrastructure – for example, 
the European Union’s Green New Deal15  – investors will 
need to assess how they can allocate more capital to 
greenfield infrastructure, including by reconsidering their 
risk appetite. It will also require support by government and 
regulators, through subsidies or other financial mechanisms 
to boost the bankability of projects.

INVESTOR COLLABORATION
The Investing with SDG Outcomes report emphasises the 
need for collective investor action to achieve the SDGs, not 
just action at the individual investor level. There are few 
examples of collective action by infrastructure investors in 
this regard. 

Several French infrastructure investors have collaborated 
on the 2-infra challenge, a programme to develop a 
methodology to measure alignment of infrastructure 
portfolios against a two-degree climate scenario and 
associated climate risks. In Denmark, a group of private 
investors have partnered with the government and the 
Investment Fund for Developing Countries (IFU) to set 
up the Danish SDG Investment Fund, many of whose 
investments are in infrastructure such as renewable 
energy16.

Small groups of investors have also participated in forums 
or initiatives in areas such as blended finance – particularly 
aimed at driving more investment into emerging markets – 
or for creating international standards around sustainable 
infrastructure. These include the Global Infrastructure 
Forum, led by a coalition of multilateral development banks, 
and the G20 Quality Infrastructure Principles.

Overall, however, industry collaboration in relation to the 
SDGs is limited. In part, this stems from several of the 
issues highlighted elsewhere in this report – with individual 
investor action often still in its early stages, it is not easy 
to take collective steps, particularly where that involves 
addressing themes or issues that may be outside the 
traditional focus of infrastructure investment.
 

15 See also PRI briefing: Investor priorities for the EU Green Deal 
16 https://stateofgreen.com/en/partners/better-energy/news/danish-sdg-investment-fund-kicks-off-with-better-energy-solar-project/

https://ec.europa.eu/info/strategy/priorities-2019-2024/european-green-deal_en
http://www.carbone4.com/offical-launch-of-the-methodology-2-infra-challenge/?lang=en
https://pppknowledgelab.org/global-infrastructure-forum-2018
https://pppknowledgelab.org/global-infrastructure-forum-2018
https://www.mof.go.jp/english/international_policy/convention/g20/annex6_1.pdf
https://www.unpri.org/download?ac=10494
https://stateofgreen.com/en/partners/better-energy/news/danish-sdg-investment-fund-kicks-off-with-better-energy-solar-project/
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NEXT STEPS

This section identifies some high-level areas for action by infrastructure investors, specifically addressing 
the Challenges identified in the previous section.

The previous sections of this paper have highlighted the 
progress made so far by infrastructure investors in investing 
with SDG outcomes, but also the very real gaps that still 
exist within practices in the sector. 

Both need to be addressed if the potential for infrastructure 
investment to contribute to the SDGs is to be fulfilled.

Areas for action by infrastructure investors and other market participants

Challenge Example actions Taken by

Data gathering

Greater uptake of existing tools and metrics, 
collaboration to further enhance their applicability 
and consistency across infrastructure sectors and 
geographies. 

 ■ Data providers and standard-
setters

 ■ Asset owners and investment 
managers

 ■ Governments/regulators
 ■ Infrastructure developers and 

consultancies

Aligning SDG 
outcomes 
and financial 
considerations

Deeper consideration of sustainability outcomes at 
different stages of investment, closer collaboration 
between sustainability and investment teams.

 ■ Asset owners and investment 
managers

 ■ Government/regulators
Regulations to steer investors to develop closer 
alignment of financial and sustainability considerations 
(e.g. the EU Sustainable Finance Taxonomy).

Setting consistent 
outcome objectives

Closer alignment between asset owners and investment 
managers on SDG outcome objectives through selection, 
appointment and monitoring processes and ongoing 
dialogue.

 ■ Asset owners and investment 
managers

 ■ Infrastructure developers and 
consultancies

 ■ Investment consultantsDevelop processes to identify salient ESG issues – those 
most at risk of causing negative impacts through an 
investment.

Government-investor 
engagement

Enhance existing dialogue on infrastructure pipelines 
and project design to include sustainability factors.

 ■ Governments/regulators
 ■ Asset owners and investment 

managers
 ■ Multilateral organisations (e.g. 

G20, OECD, development 
banks)

Explore collaboration opportunities with multilateral 
organisations to support raised standards, policy 
changes.

More broadly, the PRI will assist signatories seeking to 
shape outcomes in line with the SDGs, across the proposed 
framework, for each of the investor actions, and to support 
disclosure and reporting. More details of the work to be 
carried out are provided in Investing with SDG outcomes: A 
five-part framework.

https://www.unpri.org/sdgs/investing-with-sdg-outcomes-a-five-part-framework/5896.article
https://www.unpri.org/sdgs/investing-with-sdg-outcomes-a-five-part-framework/5896.article
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Challenge Example actions Taken by

Internal and external 
skillsets

Internal training and hiring policies reflect need for 
enhanced skillsets on ESG issues.

 ■ Asset owners and investment 
managers

 ■ Investment consultants
 ■ Academia
 ■ Non-governmental and civil 

society organisations

Explore partnerships with external partners to bring in 
skills or experience where unavailable internally.

Greenfield vs 
brownfield investing

Draw on experience of sectors such as renewable 
energy to identify opportunities for greater greenfield 
investment, to ‘embed’ outcomes from outset of 
projects.

 ■ Asset owners and investment 
managers

 ■ Governments
 ■ Infrastructure developers and 

consultanciesConsider how strategic asset allocation decisions can 
be adjusted to allow greater investment in higher-risk 
greenfield projects.

Investor collaboration

Join or continue to support industry initiatives 
(including those developed by the PRI) to foster greater 
collaboration – individual investor actions will not be 
enough to achieve the SDGs.

 ■ Asset owners and investment 
managers
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The PRI is an investor initiative in partnership with
UNEP Finance Initiative and the UN Global Compact.

United Nations Global Compact

The United Nations Global Compact is a call to companies everywhere to align their 
operations and strategies with ten universally accepted principles in the areas of hu-
man rights, labour, environment and anti-corruption, and to take action in support 
of UN goals and issues embodied in the Sustainable Development Goals. The UN 
Global Compact is a leadership platform for the development, implementation and 
disclosure of responsible corporate practices. Launched in 2000, it is the largest cor-
porate sustainability initiative in the world, with more than 8,800 companies and 
4,000 non-business signatories based in over 160 countries, and more than 80 Local 
Networks. 

More information: www.unglobalcompact.org

United Nations Environment Programme Finance Initiative (UNEP FI)

UNEP FI is a unique partnership between the United Nations Environment Programme 
(UNEP) and the global financial sector. UNEP FI works closely with over 200 
financial institutions that are signatories to the UNEP FI Statement on Sustainable 
Development, and a range of partner organisations, to develop and promote linkages 
between sustainability and financial performance. Through peer-to-peer networks, 
research and training, UNEP FI carries out its mission to identify, promote, and realise 
the adoption of best environmental and sustainability practice at all levels of financial 
institution operations.

More information: www.unepfi.org

The Principles for Responsible Investment (PRI) 

The PRI works with its international network of signatories to put the six Principles 
for Responsible Investment into practice. Its goals are to understand the investment 
implications of environmental, social and governance (ESG) issues and to support 
signatories in integrating these issues into investment and ownership decisions. The 
PRI acts in the long-term interests of its signatories, of the financial markets and 
economies in which they operate and ultimately of the environment and society as 
a whole.

The six Principles for Responsible Investment are a voluntary and aspirational set of 
investment principles that offer a menu of possible actions for incorporating ESG is-
sues into investment practice. The Principles were developed by investors, for inves-
tors. In implementing them, signatories contribute to developing a more sustainable 
global financial system.

More information: www.unpri.org


