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The UNIDO/GEF Project «Global Clean-
Tech Innovation Program for Small and 
Medium Enterprises in Ukraine» (GCIP 
Ukraine) is part of a global initiative to 
promote innovative technologies and 
create an ecosystem to support innova-
tive entrepreneurship.

The Project’s aim is to promote the development of a low carbon economy and 
entrepreneurship by creating an ecosystem to promote environmentally-friendly 
innovation projects.
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to promote and support clean 
technology innovations  

>  to provide global environ-
mental benefits and create 
green jobs in Ukraine.
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Ukraine (Institute of Renewable energy of NASU). The In-
ternational Project’s partner - Network for Global Innova-
tion (NGIN), the USA. 
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Cleantech innovation and entrepreneurship 
ecosystem 
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Introduction

Nike and Adidas have both stepped up seriously. Nike has focused on reducing waste and 
minimizing its footprint, whereas Adidas has created a greener supply chain and targeted 
specific issues like dyeing and eliminating plastic bags.

Car manufacturers like BMW and Toyota have made strides on energy efficiency and pollu-
tion reduction, not to mention Tesla as an outsider really challenging the industry’s overall 
footprint.

Walmart, IKEA, and H&M have moved toward more sustainable retailing, largely by leading 
collaboration across their supply chains to reduce waste, increase resource productivity and 
optimize material usage. It also has taken steps to address local labor conditions with sup-
pliers from emerging markets. 

Most companies are recognizing the need to act on sus-
tainability to be competitive. Many large companies, indus-
try leaders, have adopted sustainability initiatives. 

Such as:

Sustainability
is a business strategy for creating long-term value by taking into consideration how a given or-
ganization operates in the ecological, social, and economic environment. Sustainability is built 
on the assumption that developing such strategies foster company longevity.

4
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I Sustainability

Avoidance of the depletion of natural resources to maintain an ecological balance. "the pursuit of 
global environmental sustainability"

Simple definition:  

Sustainability focuses on meeting the needs of the present without compromising the ability of fu-
ture generations to meet their needs. The concept of sustainability is composed of three pillars: eco-
nomic, environmental, and social—also known informally as profit, planet, and people.

Sustainability encourages busi-
nesses to frame decisions in terms 
of environmental, social, and human 
impact for the long-term, rather 
than on short-term gains such as 
next quarter's earnings report. It 
influences them to consider more 
factors than simply the immediate 
profit or loss involved.

1 What is sustainability?

noun: sustainability: 

The ability to be maintained at a certain rate or level. 
"the sustainability of economic growth"

The dictionary 
definition is 
as follows:

Sustainability principles:  The Triple Bottom Line

Social Environmental Economic

5MODULE #6

Sustainability 



From Wikipedia: “Cleantech or clean tech is gen-
erally defined as knowledge-based products or 
services that improve operational performance, 
productivity or efficiency while reducing costs, 
inputs, energy consumption, waste or pollution. 
Cleantech is differentiated from green technol-
ogy since it generally refers to the emerging fi-
nancial industry (as opposed to the actual tech-
nology in which the industry invests). Specifically, 
the investment focus includes water purification, 
eco-efficient production techniques, renewable 

As the climate crisis becomes more acute, consumer attitudes towards sustainable businesses are 
fundamentally shifting and compelling businesses to act. Thus, it is important for cleantech startups 
to incorporate sustainability practices in all facets and stages of their product/service life cycle and 
business operations and create impact. A new crop of entrepreneurs, from alternatives to plastic 
packaging to next-generation milk replacements, started placing sustainability benefits front and 
center as a product attribute. Additionally, they are looking for investors that shares their vision of a 
more equitable and sustainable world. As such, Sustainability is an outcome of how Cleantech start-
ups design their product/service and operate their business. It affects all facets of their operations 
versus just focusing on Use and Disposal of the products as done in the past. 

energy, green technology, and sustainable busi-
ness. Since the 1990s, the financial community 
began more active interest and investing into the 
Cleantech space.” 

Ten years ago, after investors poured billions into 
cleantech enterprises and the U.S. government 
added billions more in subsidies and tax breaks, 
the market crashed. This scared off many venture 
investors for close to a decade from outwardly 
“green” or sustainability-focused enterprises. 

2 Why sustainability is important to cleantech 
entrepreneurs

Cleantech—or clean technology — is used to refer to various companies and technologies that aim 
to improve environmental sustainability. Cleantech began as a term to describe the “green and 
clean” technologies, especially including solar, biofuels, fuel cells, water remediation, and renew-
able power generation, that venture capital investors were turning to in increasing numbers as 
the next trend in technology investing after the collapse of the tech boom in 2001.  

6

GCIP-Ukraine Entrepreneur Manual 



Cleantech startups need to 
assess what to focus on to 
achieve better outcomes.  

They need a systemic ap-
proach to achieve triple bot-
tom line outcomes: environ-
mental, social, and economic 
impact.

Product 
design

Raw 
Materials

Improved Design

Reduced cost 
of Materials 

(e.g. recycled)

Easier Manu-
facturing, lower 

costs

Smarter Distribution, 
lower costs

Longer Use, Higher 
customer satis-

faction, additional 
revenues

Lower Disposal 
Costs, additional 

revenues

Manufac-
turing

Distribution

Product 
design

Distribution

Use Disposal

Raw 
Materials

Manufac-
turing

Use

Disposal

COMMUNITY
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Local job creation

Quality of job opportunities

Pay level

Work environment safety

Worker satisfaction & smaller turnover

Investors have also started to pay attention to how startups are adapting business processes to better 
support their community. This includes:

Sustainability is therefore a 
vital component of building 
a successful venture by sup-
porting greater efficiencies, 
matching customer values and 
maximizing impact. 

In 2018 Nielsen conducted a research project to study purchases of three of the most common fast-mov-
ing consumer goods, coffee, chocolate, and bath products, because of their differences from each other. 
As shown on the graph below, they found that products with sustainability claims generally outper-
formed the growth rate of total products in their respective categories.

Overall category 
sales growth

Sustainable products 
sales growth 

Source: Nielsen Answers on 
Demand (Health and Wellnes 
Characteristics and Nielsen 
Product Insider, powered by 
Label Insights / Total US FDMx  
/ 52 weeks, period ending 
March 24, 2018 vs. a year ago

3 Why sustainability is important to major  
corporations and investors 

SUSTAINABILITY SELLS ACROSS CATEGORIES, %

CoffeeChocolateWeighted average 
of three categories

16

14
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10

8

6

4

2

0

-2

Bath products
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According to the Nielsen report, "Brands that are able to strategically connect (sustainability) to actual 
behavior are in a good place to capitalize on increased consumer expectation and demand." The report 
adds that "Sustainability claims on packaging must also reflect how a company operates inside and out."  
In other words, customers want sustainable products from sustainable companies. 

The Nielsen report con-
cluded that: 

"No matter what, sustain-
ability is no longer a niche 
play: your bottom-line 
and brand growth de-
pend on it."

The United States Congress’ Fourth Annual Climate Assessment 
released in 2018 found that climate change is now being felt 
in communities across the country. "It projects widespread 
and growing devastation as temperatures and sea levels rise 
with worsening wildfires and more intense storms bringing 
cascading harmful effects to our ecosystems infrastructure 
and society." The report calls for immediate steps to reduce 
carbon emissions.  Consumers are already being affected by the 
purchases they have made in the past. They know they must 
change their spending habits now for the sake of their own 
health and that of their children.

Business sustainability is essential to the long-term prosperity of global companies. Sustainabil-
ity principles serve to maximize opportunities and to minimize the negative impact core opera-
tions may have on the environment, and the communities and economies in places where they 
operate. Sustainability and the drive to “go green and conserve” enables organizations to attract 
employees, shareholders and customers who share these same values. This can improve the 
public's view of a business and its products and be a positive impact to the bottom line over time.

Sustainability issues have risen in the business agenda and they can no longer be ignored – consumers 
and investors alike are demanding more responsibility from the companies they buy from and whose 
shares they own.  Investment that considers environmental, social and governance (ESG) issues now 
represents one in every four dollars invested in the US and has risen to nearly $23 trillion globally. 
This growth is little surprise given that the World Economic has Forum included among its top global 
economic risks for 2019: extreme weather, biodiversity loss, failure to mitigate climate change and the 
water crisis.

Most investment leaders are taking meaningful steps to integrate sustainability issues into their 
investing criteria.  “ESG issues have become much more important for us as long-term investors,” Cyrus 
Taraporevala, president and CEO of State Street Global Advisors, said: “We seek to analyze material 
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Pepsi and Coca-Cola have both devel-
oped ambitious agendas, such as in-
creasing focus on water stewardship and 
setting targets on water replenishment.

In financial services we see how banks like ANZ and 
Westpac in Australia both advance local communi-
ties with good sustainability practices and by em-
bedding sustainability in their business processes 
and culture.

Corporations are also under increasing pressure from ratings agencies to report and 
quantify their sustainability initiatives and adherence to key frameworks and tar-
gets such as the United Nation’s Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). The World 
Benchmarking Alliance systematically tracks, benchmarks and reports the progress 
of over 2,000 the world’s biggest corporations in meeting the UN’s Sustainable 
Development Goals. Rating agencies such as Moody’s and Standard and Poor’s are 
now downgrading the creditworthiness of major corporations and cities if they are 
unable to articulate how they are responding to the risks of climate change. There-
fore, sustainability is now of critical importance in the boardrooms of the biggest 
companies throughout the world. 

The International Finance Corporation (IFC) Sustainability Framework (SF) revised in 2012 is a systematic 
method to organize thinking about sustainability as well as inform planning, management, and evalua-
tion of activities to improve and maintain health outcomes at a population level. It helps companies do 
business in a sustainable way. 

There are many corporate sustainability initiatives with great 
impact- to name a couple:

4 Sustainability frameworks and tools

issues such as climate risk, board quality, or cybersecurity in terms of how they impact financial value 
in a positive or a negative way. That’s the integrative approach we are increasingly taking for all of our 
investments.”
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The Policy on Environmental and Social Sustainability, which defines a company’s commitments to 
environmental and social sustainability

The Performance Standards, which define a company’s responsibilities for managing their environ-
mental and social risks, and,

The Access to Information Policy, which articulates a company’s commitment to transparency.

The environmental, social, and economic frameworks of sustainability need to find an integrated 
approach into the personal, organizational and institutional commitments to make a world a better 
place. Sustainability is a challenging but necessary concept for integrating three distinct world-
views: 

Naturalism: The recognition that human activities are limited and unfold within natural systems

Humanism: The need for working for the common good seeking deeper meaning and purpose-
fulness in our lives

Rationalism: The need for economically efficient utilization of resources 

It promotes sound environmental and social practices, encourages transparency and accountability, and 
contributes to positive development impacts.  The Sustainability Framework consists of:

Below: The Sustainability Framework 

SOCIAL-ENVIRONMENTAL
Environmental Justice, Natural 
Resources Stewardship Locally       
and Globally

ENVIRONMENTAL-
ECONOMIC

Energy Efficiency, Incentives             
for use of natural resources

ENVIRONMENTAL
Natural resources use, Environmental Mgt, 
Pollution Prevention (air, water, land, waste)

SOCIAL
Standards of living, Education, 
Community, Equal Opportunity

ECONOMIC
Profit, Cost Savings, Economic 

growth, Research andDevelopment

INSTITUTIONAL
CULTURAL

VALUES
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Environmental and ecological sustainability  
involves the conservation of biodiversity, attaining atmospheric balance, productivity of soil as 
well as other systems of natural environment. Environmental sustainability implies the conserva-
tion and responsible utilization of the natural capital.

Social sustainability  
implies the promotion of social justice via equitable resource allocation, poverty alleviation, and 
adequate access to social services, such as education, nutrition, health, and others to all mem-
bers of the society, especially the poor and marginalized sectors of society.

Below: The Concentric Sustainability Framework 

ENVIRONMENTAL
Sustainability

Environmental Natural 
Capital

Economic Financial 
Capital

Organizational Capacity 
(mission performance)

Social Community 
Capital

Institutional Capacity 
(systemic change)

Leadership Capacity 
(moral intelligence)

ECONOMIC
Justice

SOCIAL
Responsibility

INSTITUTIONAL
Policy

ORGANIZATIONAL
Culture

PERSONAL
Values
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Economic sustainability  
occurs when social and environmentally sustainable development is also financially feasible. It 
implies providing economic welfare at present and in the future, while paying more attention to 
“social capital” of human development and the “natural capital” or natural resources, the bases 
for the economic system, such as plants, soil, animals, fish, air and water.

Institutional Dimension  
is the institutional capacity, willingness, cooperation and integration of sustainability into main-
stream policy mechanisms (instead of being an environmental “add-ons”). The United Nations 
Commission on Sustainable Development (CSD) introduced the “institutional” dimension as the 
fourth sphere for identifying the indicators, methods and measurements of sustainability.

Cultural Dimension  
is important for its distinctive characteristics in relation to the values and worldviews of humanity 
(indigenous peoples of the world). The UN Permanent Forum on Indigenous People reminds us 
that culture, and cultural diversity, are necessary for humankind as biodiversity is for nature. In 
this vision, cultural diversity is the fifth dimension of sustainability.

Values Dimension
The values and spirituality of individuals and communities are the driving force for building or-
ganizational cultures and institutional policies fostering societal, economic, and environmental 
sustainability.  Values are the of the roots of development understood not simply in terms of eco-
nomic growth, but also to achieve a more satisfactory intellectual, emotional, moral, and spiritual 
existence.

The set of potential tools include risk assessment, life-cycle assessment, 
benefit-cost analysis, ecosystem-services valuation, integrated assessment 
models, sustainable impact assessment, environmental justice, and present 
and future scenario tools.
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Companies can also get an objective assessment about their business sustainability by taking the  
B-Corp Quick Impact Assessment. It is a free online tool that you can use to benchmark your compa-
ny against 200 best practices for sustainable businesses. It is a shortened version of the full Impact 
Assessment. Instead of benchmarking against 200 best practices, you benchmark against 30. It’s de-
signed to give you a quick and easy way to get a snapshot of your company’s performance – in as little 
as 20 minutes. You can also do the full assessment.

Get a Quick Snapshot
Take the Quick Impact Assessment

Free, confidential
Quick Impact Snapshot (Above/Below 
Average by question)
30+ best practice
Tools to improve
30% complete toward Full Assessment

START THE QIA START THE BIA

Get the Full Picture
Take the full B Impact Assessment

All Snapshot features, plus:
B Impact Report (Benchmark Scores vs 
thousands of other businesses)
200+ best practices
Take first step to B Corp Certification
Get a GIIRS Rating to attract investors
Create your Benefit Report

15,000 companies from all over the world have taken the B Corp assessment to understand 
their impact. The B Corp impact score is based on a scale from 0 to 200 with the average as-
sessment rated as 80 (good). 
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The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, 
adopted by all United Nations Member States in 
2015, provides a shared blueprint for peace and 
prosperity for people and the planet, now and into 
the future. At its heart are the 17 Sustainable De-
velopment Goals (SDGs), which are an urgent call 
for action by all countries - developed and devel-
oping - in a global partnership. They recognize that 
ending poverty and other deprivations must go 
together with strategies that improve health and 
education, reduce inequality, and spur econom-
ic growth – all while tackling climate change and 

The 17 United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) 

working to preserve our oceans and forests.

The United Nations has published  17 Sustain-
able Development Goals (SDG) to guide the role 
of public, non-profit, for-profit, and voluntary sec-
tors in global development. The 17 SDG goals cover 
key environmental and social targets to transform 
the planet. It is important that GCIP entrepreneurs 
understand the breadth of the 17 SDGs and which 
specific goals are relevant to them, including de-
tails of the sub-goals and how their actions are 
contributing to each sub-goal. 
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By 2030, ensure universal access to affordable, reliable and modern energy 
services

By 2030, increase substantially the share of renewable energy in the global energy mix

By 2030, double the global rate of improvement in energy efficiency

By 2030, enhance international cooperation to facilitate access to clean energy research and 
technology, including renewable energy, energy efficiency and advanced and cleaner fossil-fu-
el technology, and promote investment in energy infrastructure and clean energy technology

By 2030, expand infrastructure and upgrade technology for supplying modern and sustain-
able energy services for all in developing countries, in particular least developed countries, 
small island developing States, and land-locked developing countries, in accordance with 
their respective programmes of support

Sub-goals for SDG 7  (Affordable and Clean Energy) 

5 Calculating your impact and benchmarking 

7.1
7.2
7.3
7.А

7.В

It is no longer sufficient for businesses to measure and report their social and environmental perfor-
mance without giving their numbers further context in terms of their impacts. Businesses are increas-
ingly being held to account for their social and environmental externalities and called upon to recognize 
long-term, sustainable value creation for all stakeholders.

Measuring sustainability helps with tracking, assessing progress, encouraging broad participation by 
stakeholders, evaluating sustainability tradeoffs, meeting, or anticipating new requirements, finding 
programmatic barriers, rewarding excellence, and communicating benefits and goals. There are a multi-
tude of frameworks and guidelines on how to approach social and environmental impact measurement.
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The World Business Council for Sustainable Nat-
ural (WBCSD) and the Natural Capital Coalition 
launched the (Natural Capital Protocol Toolkit), 
which contains information on 59 different frame-
works, guidelines, methods, and online tools de-
veloped for natural capital measurement and val-
uation. 

As illustrated below, the Protocol Framework cov-
ers four stages, “Why”, “What”, “How” and “What 
Next”. These Stages are further broken down into 
nine Steps, which contain specific questions to be 
answered when integrating natural capital into or-
ganizational processes. Although set out in a linear 
way, the Protocol is iterative and allows users to 
adjust and adapt their approach as they progress 
through the framework.

PRINCIPLES: Relevance, Rivor, Replicability, Consistency 

FRAME
Why?

01 02 0503 06 0804 07 09

Get 
started

Define the 
objective

Measure 
impact 
drivers and/
or depen-
dencies

Scope the 
assessment

Measure 
changes in 
the state 
of natural 
capital

Interpret 
and test the 
results

Determine 
the impact 
and/or de-
pendencies

Value im-
pacts and/or 
dependen-
cies

Take action

Why should 
you conduct   
a natural 
capital                      
assessment?

ST
A

G
E

ST
E

P
Q

ue
st

io
ns

 t
hi

s 
w

ill
 a

ns
w

er What is the 
objective 
of your 
assessment? 

How can 
your impact 
drivers and/or 
dependencies 
be measured? 

What is an 
appropriate 
scope to 
meet your 
objective?

What are the 
changes in 
the sate and 
trends of 
natural capital 
related to 
your business 
impacts and/
or dependen-
cies? 

How can you 
interpret, 
validate and 
verify your 
assessment 
process and 
results?

What is an 
appropriate 
scope to 
meet your 
objective?

What is the 
value of your 
natural capital 
impacts and/
or dependen-
cies?

How will you 
apply your 
results and 
integrate 
natural capital 
into existing 
processes?

SCOPE
What?

APPLY
What next?

MEASURE & VALUE
How?
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The kit provides companies with free  templates 
to help them structure their outputs.

is a process of measuring the performance of a company's products, ser-
vices, or processes against those of another business considered to be the 
best in the industry, aka “best in class.” The point of benchmarking is to 
identify internal opportunities for improvement.

Differences Between Benchmarking and Competitor Research

Benchmarking Competitor Research

Focuses on best practices Focuses on performance measures

Strives for continuous improvement Bandage or quick fix

Partnering to share information
Considered corporate spying 
by some

Needed to maintain a competitive 
edge Simply a "nice to have"

Adapting based on customer needs 
after examination of the best

Attempting to mirror another 
company/process

Benchmarking 
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Calculate  the net reduction of greenhouse gas emissions   

Quantify the environmental impacts (CO2, water, etc.) of your product development, manufac-
turing, and distribution. 

Estimate  the social impact of your venture from job creation, improving livelihoods, extending 
jobs to underrepresented groups, etc. 

Highlight, how your environmental and social impacts align with the  United Nation’s 17 Sustain-
able Development Goals . 

Benchmark  your environmental and social impacts with  

norms in your tar-
get markets  

competing     
solutions

Benchmark the economic performance of 
your business against competing solutions.

a b

6 Sustainability in the Global Cleantech Innovation      
Programme (GCIP) 
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Compare the sustainability impacts of your technology to the status quo, competition and/
or alternative product or process. Ideally, this is a summary of product sustainability-related 
points already made throughout your other worksheets.
If you aren’t yet in an operational phase of your business, please give a good faith intent and 
projection.

Describe and quantify the environmental and social impacts/benefits of how your product/
technology will be manufactured (if relevant), provided and/or operated. In creating your 
approach and impacts, consider the following in product development and delivery. You 
should ignore questions relating to manufacture if you are not developing a physical product.  

Your Company and its Impacts on Operational Environmental Responsibility2

If you are planning to license or outsource manufacture, relate your answers to your manufacturing 
partners:

Product Design: Identification of materials used in your technology:  

Can your product be made from environmental and socially responsible sources? Can they 
be recycled or disposed of properly and economically, and how? How will you minimize 
both primary and secondary packaging materials to end-users?

Transportation and logistics:  

What is the economic and environmental cost of getting your product from the 
manufacturer to your end-user consumer?

Describe and quantify the environmental and social impacts/benefits of your product/tech-
nology (e.g. what environmental problem your technology solves, energy and/or resource 
conservation, protection of human health, reduced emissions, economic parity, or improved 
return, etc.)  

Your Product(s)/Service(s) and Their Impacts:1

Respond to the worksheet questions in less than 7,500 characters

GCIP Sustainability Worksheet – Key Questions 
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Calculate impact  - environmental & social  
Show numbers and assumptions 
Include time period and key variables (e.g. 25% energy saving per month or per year?) 
Include impact to date (not just projections) if you already have sales 

Benchmark - how do your estimates compare with competitors & industry norms?

Who cares?  - does / will your projected impact resonate with customers and partners?  
What drives their interest? Cost saving or adherence to regulations?
Will increased impact, drive greater sales and profitability?

GCIP Sustainability Worksheet Continued: 

Benchmark the sustainability of your product against best-in-class solutions

Comments3

Below Table: Quantitative product performance benchmarking matrix 

Product            
design

Raw                 
Materials Distribution Use Disposal Criteria

Benchmark Product
Social

Your product

Benchmark Product
Environmental

Your product

Benchmark Product
Economic

Your product

What level of water and energy use and intensity are required to make and operate 
the technology?

How will you optimize end-of-life disposal/minimal landfill contribution?

How can you minimize cost and maximize performance of materials used?
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Summary of Table above to present to investors:

Source:              agnisumukh.com

Example of Sustainability Measurements: GCIP India 2015 National Winner Agnisimukh

CRITERIA

Social
Benchmark Product

Your product

Environmental
Benchmark Product

Your product

Economic
Benchmark Product

Your product

29 110 961 591 2 250
Million tons 

of water saved Tons of oxygen savedTrees saved
Tons of CO2 emission 

saved
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7 Sustainability related mistakes often made                        
by entrepreneurs 

Cleantech entrepreneurs often forget that they need to 
adopt sustainability practices in their business as soon 
as they start their company. It is not enough to apply 
sustainability principles on their product or service 
design, raw materials, manufacturing, or distribution, 
they need to apply them to their office and all activities 
as best as possible although often they are  ill-equipped 
to manage sustainable activities. 

Here are a few common mistakes:

Not investing in energy efficient lighting for the office

Artificial lighting using incandescent or halogen bulbs can be expensive and by switching to LED, 
a startup can reduce their lighting costs by 80% and spend the difference on other expenses. Also 
turning off lights in unoccupied rooms and when leaving at night makes a difference. 

Not closing the loop on recycling at the office or home

Startups should be implementing recycling for their small business. Even if they have limited staff, 
it is important to engage in sustainable practices and recycle office items such as printer cartridg-
es, waste and limit sending items to the landfill. 
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Not investing in smart         
technology

Startups don’t often think of turn-
ing off equipment such as printers 
when not in use. Equipment that 
do not turn off when not in use are 
big energy wasters. Investing in 
smart equipment and appliances 
can make a big difference.

Not taking advantage of rebates 
or incentives offered by local                                  
municipalities or Government

Often local or state governments offer rebates or 
incentives for businesses to invest in energy effi-
cient equipment, lighting, etc. to encourage the 
transition towards sustainability. These rebates 
and incentives help prospective clients invest in 
new technologies and solutions that could be 
prohibitive otherwise

Not vetting suppliers correctly

It is important for cleantech startups to properly vet suppliers to ensure that they are using sus-
tainable practicing in their own manufacturing and other operations so they don’t impact nega-
tively the supply chain. 
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II Impact Tracking and Monetization

1 The Importance of Measurement 

Measurement must also be completed on an on-
going basis to ensure that sustainability targets 
are achieved and critical business decisions are not 
made purely on guesswork. Effective measure-
ment is also extremely important not just within 
the business but increasingly to partners, custom-
ers and funders. Major corporations will increas-
ingly be unable to procure from SMEs unless they 
are able to quantify their positive social and envi-

For a cleantech startup, efforts to maximize social and environmental sustainability can significantly 
increase the positive impact that is achieved. The achievement (or potential to achieve) significant en-
vironmental and/or social impact can lead to investment, corporate partnerships, market awareness 
and significant growth in new customers. Thus, achieving impact, rather than just financial returns will 
become ever more important for cleantech entrepreneurs. Effective measurement is essential if a ven-
ture is to effectively gauge areas which activities, operations and product elements they must change 
in order to increase sustainability. 

ronmental impact. As the number of impact inves-
tors and their available funds grows significantly, 
it will become ever more important to be able to 
quantify to investors key impact metrics beyond 
just financial sustainability. Impact metrics will 
also become ever more relevant to new employees 
as new hires seek corporations that create a major 
impact beyond just a financial bottom line. 

Impact - is the change (either positive or negative) on society and the planet of actions.  
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In 2018 a report commissioned by American Express (Redefining the C-Suite: Business the Millennial Way) 
surveyed 1,363 millennials (born between 1980 and 1996). The report found that 62% of respondents 
wanted to be known for making a positive difference to the world, whilst 75% wanted the business they 
work for to match their values and make a positive impact. Thus, being able to articulate and quantify 
the positive impact that a venture has on society, will become increasingly important when attracting 
and retaining employees. 

Access to verifiable quantitative data is very important for impact investors and many 
corporations. A venture that is only able to provide qualitative assessments, anecdotal 
evidence and self-reported data will be unable to pass the requirements for many impact 
investors and corporate procurement programs. 

Before measuring your impact, it is vital to understand and measure 
the baseline in order to correct assess how your venture and its 
product (or service) is making an impact. A baseline analysis could 
consist of an initial analysis of stakeholders and a specific community 
through interviews and questionnaires. Additional data on the 
current situation could be from third parties such as government 
agencies, universities etc. which would support the analysis of the 
current situation (e.g. current level of recycling, current availability 
of solar lighting in rural households etc.). Importantly, the baseline 
data must be unambiguous with a clear indication of the current 
challenges and stakeholders. The data must also be detailed, 
allowing where relevant, individual stakeholders and beneficiaries to 
be tracked and interviewed over time. 

2 Impact Measurement 

The Baseline 
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It is essential that entrepreneurs have a clear understanding of the difference 
between outputs, outcomes and assumption when planning an impact mea-
surement process. 

The Impact Management Project (IMP) is a forum of over 2,000 organizations focused on building con-
sensus on how to measure, assess and report social and environmental impact. 

Outputs

Outputs are tangible, immediate practices, prod-
ucts and services that result from the activities 
that are undertaken. 

Examples of outputs could include: Number of 
beneficiaries, clean energy capacity of products 
sold, reduction in GHG emissions due to products 
sold etc. 

Assumption

An assumption  is information which is taken to 
be true based on a reason or rationale. 

Examples of an assumption include:  

With access to solar-based lighting, school 
children will be able to spend more time 
studying at home in the evening, leading to 
improved results at school. 

As a result of the cost-saving due to switch-
ing from kerosene to solar lamps, families 
will spend more on food and medicine. 

Outcomes

Outcomes are changes or effects on individuals or 
the environment that follow from the delivery of 
products and services. 

Examples of outcomes include: Cost saving from 
shifts in spending on fuel, empowerment of wom-
en, reduction in deaths etc. 

Outputs, Outcomes and Assumptions 

The Five Dimensions of Impact 

1 3

2
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The IMP describes five dimensions 
of impact that must be considered:

Source: Impact Management Project (IMP) 

The Five Dimensions of Impact   

Impact Dimension Key Questions for Each Dimension 

WHAT?
What outcomes occurs in what period?

How important is the outcome to the people (or planet) experiencing it?

WHO?
Who experiences the outcomes?

How underserved are the affected stakeholders in relation to the outcome?

HOW MUCH? How much of the outcome occurs – across scale, depth and duration?

CONTRIBUTION What is the enterprise’s contribution to the outcome, accounting for what 
would have happened anyway?

RISK What is the risk to people and the planet that impact does not occur as 
expected?

IRIS+                 iris.thegiin.org

Since 2019 IRIS has been an initiative of the  Global Impact Investing Network (GIIN), a nonprofit orga-
nization dedicated to increasing the scale and effectiveness of impact investing. Prior to that, IRIS was 
jointly managed by The Rockefeller Foundation, Acumen, and B Lab, which began development of IRIS 
in early 2008 with technical support from Hitachi, Deloitte, and PricewaterhouseCoopers. IRIS provides 
a set of core metrics, impact themes and impact categories to provide consistency and compatibility in 

An Impact Measurement Framework
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the impact investing sector globally. Prior to IRIS, even though different impact investors might have the 
same impact goal (e.g. increase energy access in the developing world), the specific metrics and targets 
that they focused on varied greatly, leading to confusion and inconsistency for entrepreneurs, limited 
partners and the investment industry. 

Using the IRIS catalogue of metrics, it is now easy to see 16 specific metrics that impact investors are 
interested in when considering energy access investments. For each specific metric (e.g. Energy Con-
sumption of Product Replaced), the platform provides a definition, usage guidelines and links to the 
SDG goals and targets. Consequently, both investors and entrepreneurs can quickly understand which 
industry accepted metrics that are applicable and exactly how they should be used. 

The ability of a venture to monetize its impact will 
be determined by the quality and significance of 
their reported metrics and the availability of inves-
tors, markets and corporations that value this. For 
example, an active “cap-and-trade” program with 
carbon credits can be a valuable mechanism for 
ventures that reduce or mitigate emissions. For ex-
ample, numerous ventures in the developing world 
that produce and distribute clean cookstoves have 
financed a significant part of their operations by 
selling carbon offsets to developing countries via 
brokers. However, substantial skepticism now ex-
ists as to the quality of many carbon offsets and 
carbon credits may not be a viable option for many 
early cleantech ventures. In order to qualify as a 
suitable carbon offset, projects must meet the de-
mands of an accepted accreditation standard such 

as the Gold Standard for the Global Goals (The Gold 
Standard)  which verifies impact measurement and 
reporting. In contrast, impact investors and corpo-
rations with impact related commitments are likely 
to be applicable to a much wider range of cleantech 
startups in most, if not all, countries. 

3 Monetizing Impact 

29MODULE #6

Sustainability 

https://www.goldstandard.org/
https://www.goldstandard.org/


Impact investors vary in their expectations of 
a financial return with some focusing primarily 
on the social and/or environmental impact with 
a willingness to accept a below market return. 
In contrast, many impact investors will want to 
see a significant social and/or environmental 
impact, in addition to a market rate financial 
return. Regardless of the time of expected return, 
impact investors will expect to see consistent 

Impact investors 
are defined as investors who seek to generate positive social and environmental impact along-
side a financial return. 

Impact Investment 

and transparent impact measurement from a 
prospective investee. In June 2020 Global Impact 
Investing Network (GIIN) calculated the size of the 
global impact investing market as USD715 billion 
(up from $502 billion in 2019) based on data from 
over 1,700 impact investors which included asset 
managers, pension funds, banks, foundations and 
development finance institutions (DFIs). 

The impact investing sector is growing substantially driven by the increasing 
demand of limited partners (sources of funds) for social and environmental 
impact in addition to financial returns. Other investors and limited partners 
may not be driven primarily by the need to address social and environmental 
challenges but see impact investing as a means to reduce numerous forms of 
risk, including the risk of climate change 

Impact investment in Ukraine is at a very early stage of development and 
potential barriers do exist to the creation of a vibrant local social impact 
investment ecosystem (Bukharina and Onyschchenko: “Development of the 
Impact Investment Ecosystem in Ukraine, July 2019). However, international 
impact investors could be a viable route for cleantech entrepreneurs in 
Ukraine if they are able to demonstrate that their solution has applicability 
internationally and can provide clear metrics supporting significant 
environmental impact and market traction. 
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Major corporations are increasingly searching for products and solutions that will help them 
meet key sustainability and social impact goals in order to address international regula-
tions, meet the demands of shareholders and stand out in a crowded market. Many major 
corporations are not integrating social and environmental impact targets throughout all 
aspects of their business unit rather than just their community engagement or corporate 
philanthropy units. 

GCIP-Malaysia 2014 National Winner Free The Seed Sdn is an example of a 
company that has grown internationally by developing a product that has 
clear social and environmental impact. Free The Seed takes waste rice straw 
that would otherwise be burnt and creates biodegradable packaging for a 
variety of industries from beverages to healthcare, food and electronics. 

Corporations 

Free The Seed CEO Ramaness Parasuraman demon-
strating some of his sustainable packaging used by a 
supermarket chain (Image: UNIDO).

The venture has created important additional in-
come for over 1,300 low-income rural farmers who 
would otherwise burn the waste straw and create 
significant pollution. 

Free The Seed aims to provide additional income 
to over 30,000 farmers and stop over 32,000 
hectares of rice fields from being burnt. Since par-
ticipating in the GCIP accelerator, Free The Seed 
has raised funding to build a $4m factory and cre-
ated over 40 jobs. 

The company’s packaging products break down 
and decompose into compost in less than six 
months, compared to more than 500 years for 
polystyrene and plastic containers. By quantify-
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Ramaness receiving the GCIP Alumnus 
of the Year Award. 

!

ing and continuously tracking its social and 
environmental impact, Free The Seed has 
displaced polystyrene and plastic packag-
ing in many industries and gained custom-
ers in Malaysia, the United States, Germany, 
the Netherlands, Australia and the United 
Kingdom. 

interface.com 

Interface is a leading global flooring company that effectively reinvented itself as a result of founder Ray 
Anderson’s quest to make it the most sustainable company on the planet. The company has reduced net 
GHG emission by over 82 percent, reduced waste by 91 percent and moved six out of seven manufac-
turing plants to 100 percent renewable energy. The company is focused on even greater sustainability 
with the goal of zero impact and zero environmental footprint. 

Already all of its flooring products are carbon neutral. Crucially this major com-
mitment to sustainability has led to huge cost savings such as over $185 million 
in savings per year from reducing waste. The long-term and continuous focus 
on sustainability has also led to entirely new products, materials and businesses 
propelling the company to over $1.2. billion in annual revenue. 
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Conclusion

Cleantech startups are a vital source of mar-
ket-ready solutions that can fix and replace many 
of pollution emitting processes that exist today. 
However, cleantech startups must deliver these 
vital solutions whilst simultaneously having a pos-
itive and significant environmental and social im-
pact from all aspect of their operations, manufac-
turing and distribution.  

Sustainability must be a fundamental and inte-
grated part of the business strategy for all new 
cleantech startups. It is no longer sufficient for 
potential investors, customers, partners or GCIP 
judges, to only see a startup’s environmental and 
social sustainability communicated as a single slide 
a presentation deck. Sustainability must be woven 
throughout the business presentation, value prop-
osition, business model and the entire company. 
Sustainability should drive increased customer 
adoption, greater efficiencies and profitability. 

It is important for startups to recognize that 
environmental and social sustainability is 
an ongoing process and is not something 
that is only relevant to a specific stage of 
development, sector or industry. Successful 
companies seek to continuously achieve 
greater environmental, social and financial 
sustainability. Achieving sustainability is not 
a finite action but a continuous process.  
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Understanding and achieving greater environmental, social and 
financial sustainability is crucial to the success of every busi-
ness, especially an early stage cleantech startup. Implementing 
sustainability in your venture and learning how to continuously 
improve and apply the insights throughout your company will 
become ever more essential as more consumers, major corpora-
tions, investors and markets recognize the importance of envi-
ronmental and social impact. Through your participation in the 
Global Cleantech Innovation Programme (GCIP) we will provide 
you with the training, tools and support network to begin this 
crucial journey.   

Good luck! 
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Digital FutureAppendix

1

2 Sustainability and Major Corporations 

Rise of sustainability-focused entrepreneurship 

entrepreneur.com/article/344052

It is official: Customers prefer sustainable companies:               

entrepreneur.com/article/324001

forbes.com/sites/mikescott/2019/02/17/what-do-investors-want-
to-know-about-your-sustainability-strategy-now-companies-have-
a-guide/#1b6030a13dfd

latimes.com/local/california/la-me-california-state-climate-change-
assessment-20180827-story.html

hbr.org/2019/05/the-investor-revolution

Definition of Sustainability  

Sustainability definition - 

investopedia.com/terms/s/sustainability.asp

imd.org/research-knowledge/articles/why-all-businesses-should-embrace-
sustainability/
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3

4

5

Sustainability Reporting Tools and Frameworks  

epa.gov/e3/e3-sustainability-tools 

cultivatingcapital.com/business-sustainability/

bimpactassessment.net/quick 

naturalcapitalcoalition.org/natural-capital-protocol/

naturalcapitalcoalition.org/natural-capital-protocol-user-templates/

isixsigma.com/methodology/benchmarking/understanding-
purpose-and-use-benchmarking/

The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) 

sdgs.un.org/goals

Carbon Credits  

Gold Standard for the Global Goals 

goldstandard.org/take-action/offset-your-emissions
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The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) 

sdgs.un.org/goals

Carbon Credits  

Gold Standard for the Global Goals 

goldstandard.org/take-action/offset-your-emissions

6 Impact Investment  

Global Impact Investing Network (GIIN)  

thegiin.org/impact-investing/need-to-know/#what-is-impact-investing

IRIS+ - measuring, managing and optimizing impact  

iris.thegiin.org/
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www.gcipukraine.com 

www.unido.org
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