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Abstract  
Impact investing is a term that is used for a financial instrument that addresses both 

financial return and social or environmental impact. Impact investing combines 

traditional financial market logic with developmental or sustainability objectives, the 

field introduces multiple stakeholders with differing priorities and levels of influence.  

While impact investing encourages collaboration amongst stakeholders to coexist in 

value creation, this assumption brings a layer of complexity in decision-making that 

may be structured by underlying power asymmetries. Much of the existing literature 

that has contributed to impact investing focuses on pre-investment screening 

process or post-investment performances outcome, with limited attention to power 

dynamics influence decision-making in impact investing. This study examines how 

power dynamics influence decision-making in impact investing, drawing on the 

perspectives of decision makers to explore how influence, control over resources 

and stakeholder negotiation shape investment outcomes.  

 

A qualitative, interpretivist research design was adopted, by using semi-structured 

interview with impact investor decision-makers across institutions, private equity 

firms and related stakeholders in the field of impact investing. 16 participants were 

interviewed using an interview guide informed by the literature review and research 

questions. Data was analysed through a thematic analysis process to identify 

recurring patterns and themes within participants. 

 

The key findings to the study are that impact investing is layered with interacting 

power structures within decision-making. Capital providers establish investment 

mandates and define the boundaries within which decisions are made in the 

investment. Trade-offs between financial and social objectives occur within these 

structured conditions rather than in neutral spaces of collaboration and co-creation 

between stakeholders. Control over financial resources allows dominant actors to 

define acceptable risk- return thresholds, impose investment mandate conditions and 

influence decision-making for actors involved. These dynamics suggest that 

decision-making within impact investing operates with hierarchical power structures, 

challenging the portrayal of impact investing as neutral collaborative arena of value 

creation.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction to the research 

1.1. Introduction  

This section introduces the research topic, which is how power dynamics shape 

decision-making in impact investing. It provides a brief introduction to impact 

investing, outlines the academic problem and the practical problem, and states the 

purpose of the study. 

Background to research topic 

The term “impact investing” was introduced by the Rockefeller Foundation in 2007 to 

describe an investment approach that intentionally pursues both financial returns and 

positive social or environmental outcomes (Agrawal & Hockerts, 2021a) .(Zambelli & 

Pascale, 2025) argue that impact investing was introduced to achieve the dual 

purpose of blending financial returns with measurable social and environmental 

outcomes. They position impact investing within the broader domain of sustainable 

finance, alongside approaches such as Environmental, Social and Governance 

(ESG) investing, green finance, and social finance (Pluskota et al., 2026).  

Recent data further shows the growing scale and resilience of impact investing. 

According to the Global Impact Investing Network’s (GIIN) State of the Market 2025 

report, impact assets under management have grown at a compound annual growth 

rate of approximately 21% over the past six years, significantly outpacing the growth 

of total assets under management which expanded around 5% over the same period 

(Alvarado et al., n.d.). The data report further estimates that the impact investing 

market reached an estimated USD 1,164 trillion in assets under management in 

2022, showing a compound growth rate of 18 percent (Alvarado et al., n.d.).  

The structure of impact investments reflects a strong preference for direct capital 

deployment. According to the GIIN (2025) reports states that 92% of impact investors 

made at least one direct investment in companies, projects or real assets, with direct 

investments accounting for approximately 74% of total impact assets under 

management (Alvarado et al., n.d.). By contrast, only 26% of impact assets under 

management was allocated indirectly through funds or intermediaries. Notably, 57% 
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of investors deployed impact capital exclusively through investments, while just 8% 

relied solely on indirect vehicle, highlighting the markets’ emphasis on direct 

ownership, control and engagement with investees (Alvarado et al., n.d.) 

Traditional Private financing options have largely prioritised the maximisation of 

financial returns for investing organisations, often without explicit considerations of 

societal outcomes (Schlütter et al., 2024). In contrast, impact investing has gained 

market and institutional traction precisely because it allows investors to pursue social 

and financial objectives simultaneously (Agrawal & Hockerts, 2021). However, the 

coexistence of these dual objectives introduces complexity into investment 

decisions-making. (Schlütter et al., 2024) observe that the impact investing field is 

characterised by an expanding array of concepts, actors, and research perspectives, 

resulting in a significant fragmentation which hinders comprehensive understanding 

of investment priorities, shape interpretation of impact and influence decision-making 

outcomes.  

Therefore, this study argues that impact investing is structured by power 

asymmetries that privilege capital providers in shaping investment design and 

decision-making (Delgado-Baena & Sianes, 2024) . Prior research indicates that 

traditional investment logics prioritise financial returns in funding allocation and 

control over capital resources (Talukder et al., 2025). Similarly, Aivalli et al., (2025) 

suggest that institutional investors play a dominant role in determining how impact 

capital is allocated. These structural dynamics may limit the influence of investees 

over the structuring of investments, reinforcing hierarchical decision-making 

arrangements within the impact investing ecosystem (Delgado-Baena & Sianes, 

2024). Delgado-Baena and Sianes, (2024) define power dynamics as “the unequal 

relationship and subsequent tensions between individuals and groups in terms of 

influence, resources and authority” that shape decision-making around common 

interests. In this context, power can be understood as the capacity to influence or 

direct the actions of actors through coercion, compensation, or persuasion, 

particularly in settings characterised by competing objectives and uneven authority 

(Delgado-Baena & Sianes, 2024) 

This study focuses on identifying the key stakeholders who influence how impact 

investing decisions are made to achieve certain outcomes for both investors and 

investees. According to Aivalli et al., (2025) power dynamics are mediated by 
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structural factors such as funding models and institutional hierarchies, as well as 

relational mechanisms such as trust and negotiation. These dynamics shape the 

ability of investors and investees to collaborate and make impactful decisions. 

According to (Aivalli et al., 2025), formal governance arrangements often prioritise 

institutional architectures over the informal power relations that fundamentally shape 

the collaborative process, which according to Talukder et al., (2025) state that 

institutional investors promote accountability towards impact investing outcomes and 

create reporting standards through triple bottom reporting. 

 

1.2. Academic Problem  

Impact Investing is commonly defined as investment approach that seeks to finance 

economically viable ventures while simultaneously generating positive social or 

environmental outcomes (Flammer, 2026a). According to Flammer (2026) impact 

investing reflects a growing departure from purely financial investment rationales by 

explicitly integrating impact objectives into capital allocation decisions. Valentinov et 

al., (2026) argue that firm value should not be understood solely in terms of 

shareholder wealth maximisation but rather in relation to the broader welfare and 

preferences of shareholders themselves, including their social and ethical concerns.  

While impact investing research has advanced our understanding of how firms and 

investors respond to social and environmental objectives, it has largely overlooked 

the interactive and relationships among stakeholders involved in these investments 

(Berrone et al., 2017).  Previous studies have examined how firms respond to 

societal and stakeholder pressures for environmental protection (Berrone et al., 

2017) investigated how stakeholders influence one another within the investment 

process. As Agrawal and Hockerts, (2021) argues, there is a need for studies that 

emphasise multiple stakeholder groups in order to better their relationships, the 

dynamic shaping decision making, and the implications of these dynamics for 

societal outcomes. Valentinov et al., (2026) mentions that collaboration between 

stakeholders, importantly management should always allow for balancing between 

internal and external stakeholder, to achieve interests of all parties involved in impact 

investing.   
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Stakeholder theory is grounded in the argument that firms should be managed in the 

interests of all their constituents, rather than solely in the interests of shareholders 

(Laplume et al., 2008). In his foundational work, Freeman (1984) defines 

stakeholders as “any group or individuals who can affect or affected by the 

achievements of an organisation’s objectives .” This definition broadens the scope 

the value creation beyond shareholder returns and provides the basis for 

understanding firms as embedded within networks of interdependent actors 

(Valentinov et al., 2026)  

Building on this foundation, stakeholder scholarship increasingly emphasis value co-

creation, positioning stakeholders as central contributors to the generation of 

economic, social and moral value (Valentinov., 2025). From this perspective, firms 

are not viewed as isolated profit maximisation entities but as part of broader system 

in which value emerges through relationship among stakeholder (Valentinov., 2025). 

According to Valentinov., (2025)argue that stakeholders narrative enables firms to 

move beyond short-term, profit centric measures toward more inclusive and holistic 

assessments of both tangible and intangible value flows across stakeholders.  

This gap suggests that existing literature overlooks the multi-directional nature of 

stakeholder influence in environmental sustainability contexts. According to Schlütter 

et al., (2024), the collaboration between investor and investee can be fully 

understood if the researchers start shifting the focus of engagement from single 

elements toward the whole system, which includes its interconnected elements, 

subsystems, hierarchies, and reconfiguration process. Impacting investing power 

dynamics are not researched from both stakeholders, as investors and investees, 

creating a holistic approach in a process of how decisions around impact investing 

are made to include both parties that benefit from the investment (Gutterman, 2024) 

Schlutter et al., (2024) state that the whole system needs to be investigated, including 

the hierarchies between the different actors.  

According to Schlutter et al., (2025) states that financial considerations dominate the 

decision process, this allows for dealing with impact as investment criteria are applied 

almost as frequently. According to the literature, most of the consideration is nested 

in the process of the different organisations or independent stakeholders, which 

means that the decisions have been made as part of their independent process or 



 5 

institution's process rather than a collaborative stakeholder therefore balancing 

interests for all actors involved in impact investing.  

 

1.3. Practical Problem 

Considering decision-making for impact investing, investors lack a clear framework 

for guidance when selecting financial instruments that can deliver both social and 

environmental impact. According to Schlütter et al., (2024), societal issues such as 

climate change and social inequality require a significant capital investment. This 

results in a funding gap for addressing critical social and environmental issues 

(Schlütter et al., 2024). The outcome of this funding gap is often discussed through 

grant funding and charitable giving, which primarily focus mostly on social and 

environmental impact without providing any financial return to the investor (Dalby et 

al., 2019; Harji and Jackson, 2012).To address social inequality and environmental 

change, the pathway for making impact investments must be clear for both investor 

and investee (Gutterman, 2024). This study examines how power asymmetries 

among investors, investees, and other stakeholders shape decision-making within 

impact investing, influencing whose interests are prioritised and how trade-offs 

between financial returns and societal outcomes are negotiated (Gutterman, 2024). 

Drawing on stakeholder theory, the study seeks to understand how these power 

dynamics structure investment choices in practice. 

Stakeholder is a critical view point as it allows for ventures to not only be perceived 

from one audience but rather multiple diverse audiences (Jones & Murray, 2026). 

Stakeholder Theory further highlights that ventures are evaluated by multiple 

stakeholders groups embedded with distinct institutional context, were local 

communities must navigate institutes while potential resources providers are 

embedded in another (Jones and Murray, 2026). According to Casasnovas  and 

Jones, (2022) on major critique of impact investing is that the field is largely designed 

top-down by investors and other powerful stakeholders, who determine both where 

capital is allocated and how social and environmental impact is defined and 

measured.  
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Under these conditions, greenwashing emerges as a structural outcome rather than 

an isolated instance of corporate misconduct (Valentinov et al., 2026). 

Environmental, Social and Governance (ESG) frame works remains on 

encouragement rather than compulsion, limiting their capacity to constrain firm 

behaviour (Flammer, 2026). Yuan et al., (2026) state that many companies 

selectively disclose relatively innocuous environmental impacts to create an image 

of transparency while masking their true performance. This practice, according to ( 

Yuan et al., 2025) is known as 'greenwashing', which is designed to gain 

environmental legitimacy and promote financing. Greenwashing which according to 

Duchin et al., (2025) the pollution levels do not decline following investments but 

create sustainable policies and receive higher returns, while the real issue is that 

they create more pollutive plants with lower compliance costs. (Duchin et al., 2025) 

further explain that the asset market simply just redraws boundaries in a manner 

perceived as environmentally friendly without consequences but with substantial 

gains from trade. Investors that are seeking real societal and environmental change 

find investees or investors that can guarantee both outcomes in returns and impact 

remains theoretical and not practical.  

1.4. Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study is to explore how power dynamics among key stakeholders 

shape decision-making in impact investing, particularly in the selection of financial 

instruments intended to deliver both financial returns and social or environmental 

outcomes (Schlütter et al., 2024). Impact investing seeks to generate measurable 

change, yet, as Schlütter et al., (2024) argued, much of the existing research fails to 

assess the real societal impact of these investments. Drawing on stakeholder theory, 

the study examines how differences in influences, interests, and control between 

investors, investees, and other stakeholders or independent actors (Valentinov et al., 

2025) that affect investment choices and the definition and prioritisation of impact.  

1.5. Conclusion 

This paper will examine whether stakeholder theory can serve as a coherent 

foundation for developing a decision-making in impact investing. While impact 

investing is explicitly intended to generate both returns and positive social or 

environmental outcomes (Schlütter et al., 2024), currently literature discusses either 
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financial returns or societal impact, without systematically aligning the two. By 

applying stakeholder theory, this research seeks to illuminate how impact investing 

functions as a system of interdependent actors rather than a series of transactions 

(Valentinov et al., 2025). The study proposes that more durable financial and societal 

outcomes emerge when decision-making process between all stakeholders 

facilitating a process of relationship and collaboration for all stakeholders involved in 

impact investing.  

This dissertation is structured to build a systematic understanding of how power 

dynamics shape decision-making in impact investing. Chapter 2 reviews the relevant 

literature on impact investing, stakeholder theory, power dynamics, and decision-

making frameworks to establish the theoretical foundation of the study. Drawing from 

this foundation, Chapter 3 develops the research questions and outlines the design 

of the interview instrument. Chapter 4 presents the research methodology, including 

the research strategy, sampling approach, and criteria for participant selection. 

Chapter 5 analyses the empirical data and identifies key themes emerging from the 

interviews. Chapter 6 integrates the empirical findings with the literature to address 

the research questions and interpret the results within the theoretical framework. 

Finally, Chapter 7 presents the overall findings of the study and reflects on their 

implications. 
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Chapter 2: Literature review 

2.1. Introduction 

This section provides a theoretical lens linking the research topic to the research 

problem (see Table 2.1. Map of the Literature Review).  The objective is to outline 

the theoretical frameworks that will be used to examine how power dynamics shape 

decision-making in impact investing. Specifically, it focuses on the application of 

stakeholder theory and concepts of power dynamics within the context of impact 

investing. By navigating these theoretical perspectives, the section seeks to enhance 

the understanding of impact investing as a financial tool (Zambelli and Pascale, 

2025) influenced by the distribution and exercise of power among stakeholders 

(Winterbottom et al., 2008) This theoretical lens will help identify the most relevant 

concepts for explaining how stakeholder power influences investment decisions, 

thereby directly addressing the research problem and research question.  

Table 2.1. Map of the Literature Review  

 

Source: Author’s Own work  
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2.2. Impact Investing  

2.2.1. Definition of Impact Investing  

Impact investing is broadly defined by the Global Impact Investing Network (GIIN) as 

Investments made into companies, organisations, and fund with the explicit intention 

to generate measurable social and environmental impact alongside a financial return 

(Schlutter et al.,2024; Alvarado et al., n.d.). Similarly, the Global Sustainable 

Investment Review (2021) frames impact investing as an approach that seeks to 

achieve positive societal and environmental outcomes while delivering financial 

returns . Schlutter et al.(2024) further emphasise that impact investing has emerged 

in response to pressing global challenges such as climate change and social 

inequality, both of which require substantial and sustained capital mobilisation 

beyond traditional public or philanthropic funding (Kaufmann et al., 2025).  

Building on these definitions, Schlutter et al.(2024) characterise impact investing as 

an activity conducted by professional investors who intentionally deploy capital in 

pursuit of measurable social or environmental outcomes in conjunction with financial 

performance. The intentionality differentiates impact investing from adjacent 

practices within the broader sustainable finance landscape. Prior research situates 

impact investing alongside related approaches such as social finance, socially 

responsible investing incorporating Environmental, Social and Governance (ESG) 

criteria, philanthropic venture capital, state-based instruments including impact 

bonds, sustainable crowdfunding and microfinance (Schlutter et al., 2024).  

While these approaches share overlapping objectives, scholars consistently argue 

that impact investing is distinguished by its explicit dual-purpose orientation, which 

simultaneously targets financial returns and societal benefits rather than prioritising 

one at the expense of the other (Agrawal & Hockerts, 2021; Vandor et al., 2025; 

Schlutter et al., 2023).  

 

2.2.2. Context of Impact Investing in Literature  

In the impact investing literature, the concept is commonly positioned as an 

evolutionary deployment within sustainable investing, characterised by the shift 

toward the intentional identification and resolution of specific social or environmental 
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problems (Gutterman, 2024). Scholarly work frequently frames impact investing as 

occupying a space between traditional commercial investing, which prioritises profit 

maximisation, and philanthropy which seeks social or environmental outcomes 

without an expectation of financial return (Gutterman,2024). Existing studies 

examine impact investing across a wide range of sectors, including renewable green 

energy, conservation and microfinance, with the aim of addressing societal 

challenges in area such as healthcare, housing, and education (Gutterman, 2024). 

Unlike grant-based funding, impact investing typically structured around the 

expectation that capital will be repaid and that investors will earn  financial return 

(Gutterman, 2024).  Studies also highlight that this is a dual expectations introduces 

a layer of complexity into impact investing practices, as investors must reconcile 

impact objectives with return requirements while engaging with multiple institutional 

actors, including private equity firms, venture capital funds, and investee 

organisations (Jones & Murray, 2026; Casasnovas & Jones, 2022). As a result, 

impact investing is increasingly examined in the literature not only as financing 

mechanism,   but as complex decision-making process shaped by competing 

objectives and multiple stakeholder demand (Jones & Murray, 2026)  

 

2.2.3. Impact Investing strengths  

The impact investing literature identifies several key strengths of this investment 

approach. First, impact investing enables asset and capital owners to mobilise 

substantial financial resources toward addressing social and environmental 

challenges either directly or indirectly through professionally managed funds and 

assets under management (Gutterman, 2024). This capacity to channel private 

capital at a scale distinguishes impact investing from purely philanthropic 

mechanisms, which are often constrained by limited funding pools (Gutterman, 

2024). Secondly, impact investing incorporates structured measurements and 

reporting practices that aim to enhance accountability and transparency (Jones & 

Murray, 2025).  The use of impact metrics and performance indicators allows 

investors and fund managers to assess whether stated social or environmental 

objectives are being pursued alongside financial returns (Gutterman, 2024). Thirdly, 

scholars emphasise that impact investing is designed to support sustainable 

solutions for underserved communities by deploying capital in ways that seek to 
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generate both financial returns for investors and positive outcomes for beneficiaries  

(Gutterman, 2024) which creates dual value creation for both investors and investees 

(Gutterman, 2024).    

 

2.2.4. Key Limitations of Impact Investing  

A key limitation identified in the impact investing literature relates to the challenge of 

navigating multiple audiences and institutional actors with differing expectations, 

values, and evaluative criteria (Jones & Murray, 2026). Impact investors operate 

within complex institutional hierarchies that include capital providers, intermediaries, 

investee organisations, and beneficiary communities, each of which may hold distinct 

perceptions of legitimacy and success in impact investing (Jones & Murray, 2026). 

Scholars note that impact investors are required to balance the priorities of financial 

actors such as institutional investors and venture capital funds, with those non-

financial stakeholders, including local communities that seek access to formal capital 

markets (Jones & Murray, 2026). This requirement introduces legitimacy challenges, 

as impact initiatives must simultaneously satisfy market-based performance 

expectations and socially grounded notions of value creation (Jones & Murray, 

2026). The sourcing of capital , whether through venture capital, crowdfunding, or 

angel investment, further embeds market logic that shape investment criteria and 

decision-making processes (Jones & Murray, 2026; Thornton et al., 2012). The 

literature on institutional logistics suggests that these funder-driven logics are rooted 

in broader belief systems and ecosystems that guide individual and organisational 

behaviour (Jones & Murray, 2026; Oliver, 1991; Pratt & Foreman, 2000). As a result, 

impact investing often becomes a site of cultural and strategic tension, where fund 

seekers are required to develop hybrid strategies to mediate between investor 

expectations grounded in financial logic and community-based demands for social 

legitimacy of projects (Jones & Murray, 2026). Prior research indicates that such 

competing logics are frequently incompatible, creating persistent tensions that 

complicate decision-making and constrain the realisation of impact objectives (Jones 

& Murray, 2026; Besharov & Smith, 2014; Gumusay et al., 2020).  
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2.2.5. Why Impact Investing matters  

These tensions matter because they suggest that impact investing outcomes cannot 

be fully understood without examining how power operates across stakeholder 

relationships and decision-making processes (Pluskota et al., 2026). The literature 

indicates that relationship involving non-market actors, particularly local communities 

and beneficiaries, play a critical role in establishing legitimacy and achieving 

meaningful impact ( Yuan et al., 2025),  yet these actors often hold limited influence 

within formal investment structures (Jones & Murry, 2026). Scholars further note that 

investment decision-making processes tend to privilege the perspectives and 

priorities of capital providers, while the voices of beneficiaries remain 

underrepresented, despite being central to addressing global social and 

environmental challenges (Jones & Murray, 2026; Wickert et al, 2024) when 

beneficiary perspectives are marginalised, impact objectives risk being defined and 

evaluated according to investor-driven criteria rather than lived social realities, 

potentially undermining both the credibility and effectiveness of impact investing 

initiatives (Yuan et al., 2025).  

 

2.3. Theoretical Framework  

2.3.1. Introduction  

This sections outlines the theoretical framework used to examine decision-making in 

impact investing, with particular attention to stakeholder relationship and power 

dynamics. While existing impact investing literature has largely focused on 

instruments, measurement, and outcomes, it provides limited insight into how 

investment decisions are shaped through interactions among actors with differing 

interests, resources and levels of influence. To address this gap, this study draws on 

stakeholder theory as the primary analytical lens, complemented by insights from 

power dynamics.  

Stakeholder theory is employed to conceptualise impact investing as multi-actor 

system in which investors, investees, intermediaries and beneficiary communities 

influence investment decisions. The framework enables an examination of how 
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stakeholder interests are identified, prioritised and negotiated in the context of 

investments that pursue both financial returns or  environmental outcomes.  

 

Stakeholder Theory  

2.3.2. Definition of Stakeholder Theory  

Stakeholder theory provides a foundational framework for understanding 

organisations as embedded networks of relationship involving multiple actors with 

legitimate interests in organisational activities and outcomes (Valentinov et al., 

2025). Originating from Freeman’s Management: Stakeholder approach (1984), 

stakeholder challenged the traditional shareholder-centric view of the firm by arguing 

that organisational success depends on the ability to create and sustain value for a 

broad range of stakeholder, Including employees, customers, suppliers, communities 

and financiers. (Valentinov et al., 2025) further develops stakeholder theory by 

emphasising its normative dimension, positioning morals and values as central to 

organisational decision-making rather than as peripheral considerations. From this 

perspective, stakeholder theory holds that organisations have responsibilities that 

extend beyond shareholder wealth maximisation and that value creation occurs 

through ongoing relationships with stakeholder who affected by organisational 

actions (Valentinov et al.,2025; Friedman, 1970; Jensen, 2002). Laplume et al., 

(2008) note that this emphasis on social responsibility has enabled stakeholder 

theory to widely applied in management research concerned with social and  

environmental issues, along with co-creation  and collaboration with stakeholders for 

solutioning within impact investing (Valentinov et al., 2025; Schaltegger et al., 2019). 

In the context of impact investing, stakeholder theory is particularly relevant because 

investment decisions are explicitly oriented toward value for multiple stakeholders 

groups, including investors, investee organisations, and beneficiary communities 

(Valentinov et al., 2025).   

 

2.3.3. Context of Stakeholder Theory in Impact Investing  

In the stakeholder theory literature, the concept of stakeholder is widely used to 

explain why firms must account for interests beyond those of shareholders alone. 
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Building on the foundational insights of Strategic Management: A Stakeholder 

Approach, scholars apply stakeholder theory to examine how firms are embedded 

within broader economic, social, and nature environments (Valentinov et al., 2025). 

Within this body of work, stakeholder theory is commonly used to analyse how 

organisations identify, prioritise and balance the legitimate interests of multiple 

stakeholder groups, which is an alternative positioning to prioritising profit 

maximisation (Valentinov et al., 2025). The literature further recognises that 

organisational decision-making often involves trade-offs among competing 

stakeholder claims (Freeman et al., 2020; Valentinov et al., 2025). As a result, 

stakeholder theory has been applied to explore issues of transparency, 

accountability, and governance in the contexts where firms must justify how and why 

certain stakeholder interests are prioritised over others (Valentinov et al., 2025). 

However, studies also note that while stakeholder frameworks acknowledge the 

existence of trade-offs, they provide limited guidance on how these trade-offs are 

resolved in practices or how accountability is ensured across stakeholder 

relationship (Mitchell et al., 1997; Valentinov et al., 2025). 

 

2.3.4. Strengths of Stakeholder Theory in Impact Investing  

The stakeholder theory literature identifies several strengthens of the framework in 

explaining organisational responses to social and environmental challenges, 

Stakeholder theory emphasis that business must address the concerns of 

stakeholders who affect or are affected by organisational activities, Including issues 

related to environmental sustainability (Freemen et al., 2010; Horisch & Schaltegger 

, 2019; Valentinov et al., 2025). By broadening the scope of organisational 

responsibility beyond shareholders, the theory provides a structured way to 

incorporate environmental and social considerations into strategic decision-making. 

Empirical research further suggests that a strong focus on stakeholders relationships 

can facilitate more proactive and collaborative approaches to environmental 

initiatives. Studies show that organisations that engage constructively with key 

stakeholders are better positioned to anticipate environmental risks, mobilise support 

for sustainability initiatives, and align organisational strategies with broader societal 

expectations (Valentinov et al., 2026). As such, stakeholder theory is valued in the 



 15 

literature for its ability to link relationship management with improved environmental 

and social outcomes.  

 

2.3.5. Limitations of Stakeholder Theory  

Despite its broad applicability, the stakeholder theory literature also highlights 

several important limitations. Valentinov et al (2025) argue that stakeholders theory 

encounters difficulties in addressing the systemic features of capitalism that 

contribute to environmental degradation. While the framework emphasises the 

inclusion of multiple stakeholder interests, it does not guarantee the achievement of 

environmental sustainability, particularly in contexts where stakeholder interests 

conflict (Valentinov et al., 2025). The literature suggests that organisations frequently 

face tensions between environmental objectives and practical considerations such 

as cost constraints, affordability, supply chain pressures and customer demands 

(Valentinov et al., 2025). In such situations, stakeholder-oriented decision-making 

does not necessarily result in environmentally sustainable outcomes, as trade-offs 

are often resolved in favour of economic viability rather than long-term environmental 

impact (Valentinov et al., 2025). These dynamics expose ethical dilemmas faced by 

organisations attempting to balance competing stakeholder claims with market-

driven systems (Valentinov et al., 2025). Furthermore, empirical research indicates 

that the success of corporate pro-environmental initiatives depends heavily on 

stakeholder perceptions of fairness and reasonableness in organisational decision-

making processes (Schaltegger et al, 2019; Valentinov et al, 2025). Schaltegger et 

al., (2019) note that collaborative solutions and win-win outcomes are more likely to 

emerge when stakeholders perceive engagement processes as legitimate and 

equitable. However, stakeholder theory offers limited guidance on how such 

legitimacy and goodwill can be sustained when power asymmetries and conflicting 

interests persist, thereby constraining the theory’s explanatory power in complex 

sustainability contexts.  

 

2.3.6. Why Stakeholder Theory matters in Impact Investing   

This issue is particularly important for impact investing, which explicitly seeks to 

move beyond superficial corporate environmental efforts that risk resembling 
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greenwashing (Jauering & Valentinov, 2019; Valentinov et al., 2025). While impact 

investing is positioned as a mechanism for generating meaningful social and 

environmental outcomes, the literature documents numerous instances in which 

trade-offs among stakeholder interests hinder effective collaboration and dilute 

impact outcomes (Hahn et al.,2010; Valentinov et al., 2025). Stakeholder theory is 

therefore critical for impact investing because it foregrounds the reality that 

stakeholders often hold multiple and conflicting expectations, making it difficult for 

organisations and investors to satisfy all claims simultaneously without confronting 

difficult trade-offs (Valentinov et al., 2025). Examining these tensions through a 

stakeholder lens prompts deeper engagement with underlying economic conditions 

of capitalism (Valentinov et al., 2025) that structure investment behaviour rather than 

assuming that impact can be achieved without challenging prevailing market logics.   

 

2.4. Power Dynamics 

2.4.1. Definition power dynamics in Impact investing  

Power dynamics are commonly defined in the literature as the unequal relationships 

between individuals and groups in terms of influence, access to resources and 

decision-making authority, which generate ongoing tensions within collective 

processes (Delgado-Baena & Sianes, 2024). Power has been conceptualised as the 

ability of one actor to influence, control, or direct the behaviour and actions of others 

through mechanisms such as coercion, compensation or persuasion (Dowding, 

2006). From this perspective, power is not understood as static attribute possessed 

by a single actor, as a relational phenomenon that is continuously produced and 

reproduced through interactions, institutional arrangements, and decision-making 

processes (Schmidt & Neuburger, 2017).  

 

2.4.2. Context of literature in power dynamics in Impact Investing   

In recent literature of collaborative governance emphasise that power dynamics play 

a crucial role in shaping decision-making outcomes in context involving stakeholders 

(Delgado-Baena & Sianes, 2024; Schmidt & Neuburger, 2017).Delgado-Baena and 

Sianes (2024) argue that collaborative governance processes often presume that 
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deliberation among diverse stakeholders will lead to consensus and collective 

decision-making. However, collaborative and multi-stakeholder processes are 

frequently characterised by asymmetries of influence and authority, which shape 

whose voices are heard, whose interests are prioritised, and how decisions are 

ultimately made (Delgado-Baena & Sianes, 2024; Schmidt & Neuburger, 2017).  

 

2.4.3. Limitations of power dynamics in Impact Investing  

Empirical studies show the limitations of power dynamics as per the definition makes 

it seem that power is static which in collaborative governance demonstrate that such 

asymmetries persist even in settings explicitly designed to promote participation and 

consensus, as power is unevenly distributed across actors with differing resources, 

legitimacy, and institutional positions (Delgado-Baena & Sianes, 2024), which 

Choquez-Millan et al., (2024) argues that does cooperation enhance the ability for 

decision-making powers transferrable. As a result, power dynamics are embedded 

not only in formal governance structures but also in everyday practices, negotiations, 

and discursive processes through which authority and legitimacy are constructed and 

reproduced over time (Schmidt & Neuburger, 2017; Dowding, 2006).  

 

2.4.4. Why it matters for Impact Investing  

Building on established definitions of power as the ability of actors to influence or 

control decision-making processes (Dowding, 2006), this study argues that impact 

investing contexts are characterised by the presence of multiple actors who 

simultaneously influence how social and environmental impact is defined, prioritised, 

and evaluated (Jones & Murray, 2026; Oliver, 1991; Pratt & Foreman, 2000). While 

existing impact investing literature has largely focused on financial instruments, 

impact measurement, and performance outcomes, it has paid limited attention to how 

power dynamics among investors, intermediaries, investees, and beneficiary 

communities shape investment decisions (Casasnovas & Jones, 2022) 

This study contributes to the impact investing literature by examining how power 

dynamics influence decision-making processes and the determination of what 

constitutes “successful” impact. By integrating insights from stakeholder theory and 
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power dynamics, the research highlights how unequal influence among actors affects 

the selection of investment vehicles, the prioritisation of impact objectives, and the 

legitimacy of impact outcomes. In doing so, the study moves beyond technical and 

metric-driven approaches to impact investing and provides a relational perspective 

on how impact is negotiated and produced in practice. 

 

2.5. Decisions-Making   

2.5.1. Definition of decision-making 

Decision-making is commonly understood as the process through which actors 

collect and interpret information, formally or informally, in order to select actions that 

shape outcomes in both the short and long term (Bastani et al., 2024). Decisions 

may occur at different organisational levels, ranging from strategic choices made at 

board or senior leadership level to tactical or operational decisions made in day-to-

day contexts (Kang et al., 2026). Kang et al. (2026) further emphasise that decision-

making often aims at optimisation and requires collaboration among experts who 

contribute specialised knowledge to improve judgement under uncertainty. Taken 

together, these definitions position decision-making as an information-driven, multi-

level process through which actors choose among alternatives in ways that materially 

influence organisational and societal outcomes (Bastani et al., 2024; Kang et al., 

2026). 

 

2.5.2. Context of the Literature of decision-making in Impact Investing  

In the literature, decision-making has been extensively examined across a range of 

applied domains, including management studies, healthcare, corporate governance, 

and strategic decision-making at board level. More recently, decision-making 

research has expanded into the field of machine learning, reflecting growing interest 

in how human judgement can be augmented by algorithmic systems. Within this body 

of work, decision-making is commonly analysed as a learned process that develops 

over time, shaped by experience, feedback, and access to information (Bastani et 

al., 2024). Recent studies emphasise that individuals and organisations often face 

significant constraints in developing effective decision-making capabilities. Bastani 
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et al. (2024) argue that employees may require substantial time and experience to 

learn how to make high-quality decisions, motivating the use of algorithmic and 

human–AI collaborative systems to support decision processes. At the organisational 

level, the literature highlights a persistent gap between optimal policy prescriptions 

and actual firm behaviour, suggesting that decision outcomes are shaped by 

cognitive limitations, organisational routines, and contextual constraints rather than 

purely rational optimisation (Bastani et al., 2024). In investment contexts, decision-

making research further underscores the importance of limited knowledge and 

information asymmetry between actors. Yuan et al., (2026) note that both investors 

and investees are required to make decisions under conditions of incomplete 

information, where asymmetries in knowledge significantly influence negotiation 

dynamics, risk assessment, and investment outcomes.  

 

2.5.3. Key strengths of decision-making in Impact Investing  

A key strength of contemporary decision-making literature lies in its increasing focus 

on human-AI collaboration to enhance decision quality and efficiency. Recent studies 

demonstrate that algorithmic and data-driven decision-support systems enable 

decision-makers to process large volumes of information in a comprehensive and 

scalable manner (Yuan et al., 2025). These systems integrate multiple forms of data, 

including quantitative indicators, qualitative assessments, textual information, and 

visual analytics, thereby supporting more informed and systematic decision-making 

processes (Yuan et al., 2025), which allows informing, consulting and co-deciding 

(Yuan et al., 2025). Empirical research further suggests that such approaches can 

improve decision outcomes by identifying and alleviating bottlenecks within 

organisational decision-making processes. Bastani et al. (2024) show that 

augmenting human judgement with algorithmic support can reduce cognitive 

overload, improve consistency, and enhance the speed of decision-making under 

complex and uncertain conditions.  
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2.5.4. Limitations of decision-making in Impact Investing  

The decision-making literature also identifies important limitations, particularly in 

investment contexts characterised by uncertainty and information asymmetry. Yuan 

et al. (2026) note that investment decisions rely heavily on processes such as 

screening and due diligence; however, these mechanisms are constrained by the 

availability, quality, and completeness of information. As a result, critical information 

asymmetries between investors and investees persist, limiting the effectiveness of 

decision-making frameworks that assume access to reliable and comprehensive 

data (Yuan et al., 2026). Empirical studies further suggest that decision-making in 

venture capital and impact-oriented investments is especially complex and time-

intensive. Yuan et al. (2025) show that investors must evaluate opportunities under 

conditions where information may be inaccurate, selectively disclosed, or difficult to 

verify. 

 

2.5.5. Why decision-making matters in Impact Investing  

Understanding decision-making as a critical bottleneck is particularly important in the 

context of impact investing, where investment choices are expected to deliver both 

financial returns and meaningful social or environmental outcomes (Rizzello et al., 

2016; Schlutter et al.,2024). Unlike conventional investments which according to 

Gutterman (2024) is not just maximise profit, impact investing decisions rely heavily 

on the interpretation of incomplete information focus on addressing societal issues 

and making a decision using experts in their field to create a investment policy (de 

Gooyert et al., 2017);Kang et al., 2026).   

 

2.6.Power dynamics in decision-making 

Below Table 2.2: shows how power dynamics in decision making emerge from the 

literature review.    
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Source: Author’s Own Work  

2.7. Conclusion 

Taken together, the literature reviewed in this chapter reveals a critical gap in 

understanding how power-dynamics, stakeholder interactions shape impact 

investing and decision-making and the determination of what constitutes as a 

positive impact outcome. By integrating stakeholder theory with power dynamics, this 

study addresses this gap and provides a theoretical foundation for analysing 

decision-making processes in impact investing and the power dynamics that play an 

extensive role. 
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Chapter 3: Research Questions 

This section presents the research questions that guide the study and are derived 

directly from the gaps identified in the literature review. The preceding chapter 

demonstrated that while impact investing is increasingly recognised as a complex, 

multi-stakeholder decision-making process, existing research provides limited insight 

into how power dynamics shape investment decisions in practice. In particular, the 

literature highlights the presence of competing stakeholder interests and power 

asymmetries but does not sufficiently examine how these dynamics are interpreted, 

experienced, and negotiated by the actors involved. 

Accordingly, the research questions are designed to explore how stakeholders 

engage with power dynamics in impact investing decision-making and how these 

dynamics influence the balance between financial objectives and social or 

environmental outcomes. By focusing on stakeholder experiences and interactions, 

this study seeks to unpack the mechanisms through which power operates within 

impact investing contexts and to enhance understanding of how investment 

decisions for impact are shaped in practice. 

 

Literature used to address research questions   

The literature reviewed in this chapter demonstrates that impact investing is 

increasingly recognised as a complex decision-making process shaped by multiple 

stakeholders, competing objectives, and institutional constraints (Hehenberger, Mair, 

& Metz, 2019; Hertel, Bacq, & Lumpkin, 2022; Kaufmann et al., 2025) . While prior 

studies have examined impact investing in terms of financial instruments, impact 

measurement, and performance outcomes (Wijen &Flowers, 2023; Kaufmann et al., 

2025) which they have paid comparatively limited attention to the decision-making 

processes through which impact investments are shaped in practice (Valentinov et 

al., 2025). Stakeholder theory highlights that impact investing involves diverse actors 

with legitimate but often competing interests resulting in trade-offs (Valentinov et al., 

2025), yet existing frameworks provide limited insight into how these interests are 

prioritised and negotiated when trade-offs arise (Ernst & Koll, 2024). Similarly, the 

power dynamics literature shows that decision-making in multi-stakeholder contexts 

is rarely neutral, as unequal access to resources, authority, and legitimacy shapes 
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whose voices are amplified and whose interests prevail (Denis et al., 2010; Gesang 

& Süß, 2021; Kerr & Robinson, 2009; McCabe, 2014; Yammarino, 2013; Ernst & 

Koll, 2024). 

Despite growing recognition that power asymmetries influence collaboration, 

governance, and legitimacy, the impact investing literature has not sufficiently 

explored how stakeholders themselves interpret, experience, and negotiate power in 

investment decision-making processes (Aivalli et al., 2025). In particular, there 

remains a lack of empirical understanding of how power relations influence the 

balance between financial objectives and social or environmental outcomes, and 

how different actors engage with these tensions in “equitable partnership” (Glan-don 

et al. 2019, Okeyo et al. 2020b; Aivalli et al., 2025). Decision-making research further 

suggests that investment choices are often made under conditions of uncertainty and 

information asymmetry (Casasnovas & Jones, 2022). yet it remains unclear how 

these constraints interact with stakeholder power to shape impact outcomes. 

Together, these gaps point to the need for an in-depth investigation of power 

dynamics as experienced and negotiated by stakeholders involved in impact 

investing as according to Delgado-Baena and Sianes (2024) power dynamics 

fluctuate with arena. Addressing this gap requires moving beyond outcome-focused 

analyses to examine how power operates within decision-making processes and how 

it shapes the definition and achievement of impact. Accordingly, this study is guided 

by the following research questions. 

 

Main Research Question: 
How do power dynamics influence decision making when impact investing? 

To explore how participants understand and describe power relationships when 

collaborating or making investment decisions. According to Choquez-Millan et al., 

(2024) states there are structural inequities within relationships that exist, when 

attempting to bring in more different actors to collaborate.  

Our main questions will be answered by carefully answering the sub-questions 
that follow: 
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Sub-question 1: 

How do stakeholders perceive and experience power in the decision-making 

process? 

To uncover how participants personally experience being empowered or constrained 

during decision-making. According to Aivalli et al., (2025) power asymmetries 

influence collaboration, governance, and legitimacy, the impact investing literature 

has not sufficiently explored how stakeholders themselves interpret, experience, and 

negotiate power in investment decision-making processes 

Sub-question 2: 

How do investors, investees, and other actors negotiate influence during investment 

decisions? 

To examine negotiation dynamics, how stakeholders advocate for their positions and 

balance interests. According to Casasnovas and Jones, (2022) investment choices 

are often made under conditions of uncertainty and information asymmetry, yet it 

remains unclear how these constraints interact with stakeholder power to shape 

impact outcomes 

Sub-question 3:  

How do power relations affect the balance between financial goals and social or 

environmental outcomes? 

To reveal how power influences the trade-offs and value judgments made during 

investment decisions. The literature suggests that there is still an unclear 

understanding how financial return is balanced to achieve social or environmental 

outcomes within investment decisions on impact investing (Aivalli et al., 2025).  

Conclusion 

This section outlined the research questions that guide the study and frame the 

investigation of the research problem. By addressing these questions, the study 

seeks to develop a systematic understanding of how power dynamics shape 

decision-making processes in impact investing. Collectively, the research questions 

provide a structured basis for examining stakeholder influence, negotiation, and 

trade-offs between financial and social or environmental objectives, thereby 

supporting a focused and coherent analysis of impact investing decisions. 
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Chapter 4: Proposed Research Design and Methodology 

4.1 Introduction 

 This chapter focuses on outlining the methodological approach that was used to 

investigate how investors make decisions in impact investing. The structure of the 

methodology is a research onion suggested by Saunders and Lewis (2018), being 

the philosophical, approach to the theory, Methodological choice, research strategy 

and time horizon. This chapter explains the data collection and analysis procedures 

and methodological choices that have been used to explore the decision-making for 

impact investing investors. First, the broad philosophical and methodological options 

were presented, followed by a discussion of specific approaches to data collection 

and analysis. Additionally, this chapter discussed measures that were taken to 

ensure the reliability and validity of the study as well as potential study limitations. In 

Addition, this chapter connected each methodological decision to the conceptual 

framework and research questions to support the purpose statement.  

  

4.2       Research design 

A research design provides a systematic framework for collecting, measuring, and 

analysing data in a logical and organised manner (Saunders & Lewis, 2018). It 

outlines the researcher’s philosophical assumptions, methodological choices, skills, 

and objectives, ensuring that the selected methods are appropriately aligned with the 

study’s research questions and objectives (Saunders & Lewis, 2018). The research 

design for this study guided the investigation of how power dynamics shape decision-

making processes in impact investing. 

  

4.2.1 Research Philosophy 

The research was be grounded in the interpretivism philosophy. The interpretivism 

research philosophy is appropriate where the researcher is trying to understand 

differences between humans in their role as social actors (Kouam Arthur William, 

2024) The interpretivist research philosophy is commonly used for qualitative studies 

and it emphasises the subjective nature of knowledge and various social realities 

(Junjie & Yingxin, 2022) This study explored how power dynamics impact investors’ 

decision-making on impact investing decisions. The focus of the study was on the 

roles that impact investors and decision makers play in shaping the understanding 
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of investment processes. By exploring these roles, the research aimed to achieve a 

deeper comprehension of how power dynamics influence decision-making and 

ultimately contributed to the study’s objectives. 

  

4.2.2 The Approach Selected 

This study adopted an Inductive research approach to explore how power dynamics 

shape decision-making in impact investing. According to Jebb et al., (2017) an 

inductive approach is theoretically sensitised, meaning that the researcher 

approaches data collection with a theoretical lens. In this study, stakeholder theory 

and power dynamics informed the collection and interpretation of data within the field 

of impact investing. Inductive research was suitable as it aligns with  the philosophical 

foundation of this study, which is interpretivism. This  philosophical assumption 

helped to understand people’s experiences and interpretations of social realities 

(Pervin & Mokhtar, 2022) which were developed inductively into theoretical insights. 

According to Saunders and Lewis (2018), there are three main research approaches 

namely, Inductive, deductive as well as abductive. According to (Barrett & Younas, 

2024), a deductive research approach is used when testing an existing theoretical 

framework or predefined hypotheses and is typically aligned with quantitative 

methods.an inductive approach was suitable for this study to gather qualitative data 

that allowed an in depth exploration of power dynamics in impact investing decisions 

allowing patterns, themes, and relationships to emerge, which guided the 

development of theoretical insights (Barrett & Younas, 2024). As Barrett and Younas 

(2024) further highlight that inductive research is exploratory by nature and is well-

suited for the studies aiming to understand complex, context-specific issues, such as 

the nuanced influence of power dynamics on impact investing decisions. 

  

4.2.3 Methodological Choice 

This study adopted a qualitative method as the method to collect data from 

participants. By employing a qualitative, interpretivist, and inductive methodology, 

this research was be able to capture in-depth insights from participants (Creswell & 

Crewel, 2018), enabling the researcher to develop a deeper understanding of the 

interplay between social context, investor behaviour, and decision-making outcomes 

in impact investing.  
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4.2.4 Strategy 

According to Saunders & Lewis (2018), a research strategy specifies the steps 

involved in conducting the research, to address the research objectives and answer 

the research questions. A phenomenological strategy was adopted for this study, 

which allowed the researcher to explore the complex phenomenon of how power 

dynamics influence the decision-making processes of impact investors. A 

phenomenological strategy is appropriate in exploratory research, where the 

researcher seeks to uncover participants’ perceptions and interpretations of a 

specific social phenomenon (Saunders & Lewis, 2018). In this study, the researcher 

explored the lived experiences of impact investors and decision-makers in navigating 

power dynamics during the decision-making process. By focusing on how individuals 

interpret these interactions, the research aimed to uncover deeper insights into how 

social and institutional power relationships shape investment behaviour in the impact 

investing sector. 

  

4.2.5 Time Horizon 

This study utilised a cross-sectional time horizon examined the perspectives of 

impact investors and decision-makers regarding the influence of power dynamics on 

investment decision-making processes at a specific point in time. A cross-sectional 

design provides a “snapshot” of participants’ current views and experiences 

(Saunders & Lewis, 2018), enabling the researcher to capture real-time perceptions 

without the extended timelines required for longitudinal studies. The cross-sectional 

time horizon is appropriate given the time constraints typically associated with 

academic research, making a longitudinal approach less feasible.  

  

4.3 Target Population 

According to Sauders and Lewis (2018), a population is a complete set of group  

not limited to people but includes organisations. In a qualitative study, the population 

encompasses a broader group relevant to the research question, while the target 

population is a specific subgroup possessing essential qualities or experiences 

(William, 2024). According to William, (2024), the consequences of a poorly defined 

population or target population can lead to the undermining of the validity, reliability, 

and ethical integrity of the research. The population for this study was impact 

investors and decision-makers who are actively involved in the allocation of capital 
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within the impact investing sector. The target population included individuals working 

in impact investment funds, development finance institutions, philanthropic 

foundations, venture capital firms with an impact focus, and corporate social 

investment organisations. 

 

4.4 Sampling Method and Size 

According to Saunders and Lewis (2018), sampling is a subgroup of the whole 

population. The participants were selected through a snowball purposive sampling 

technique (Nyimbili & Nyimbili, 2024) described the snowball purposive sampling 

technique as one where the researcher selects at least one or more participants that 

are relevant to the study and meets the criteria set for the target population (Nyimbili 

& Nyimbili, 2024). The participants were selected based on their first-hand 

experience and authority in shaping investment strategies and making funding 

decisions. As this study focuses on how power dynamics influence decision-making 

processes, it is important to engage individuals directly involved in evaluating 

investment opportunities, negotiating terms, and determining the balance between 

financial returns and social/environmental impact. The researcher recruited 

participants primarily through personal and professional networks as well as through 

referrals from other participants who meet the inclusion criteria of the study. The 

selected participants were requested to refer other participants of the same 

characteristics until the plans sample size is achieved (Nyimbili & Nyimbili, 2024). In 

adopting a purposive sampling technique, the researcher used their judgment to 

actively choose those who were best be able to help answer the research question 

(Saunders & Lewis, 2018). Purposive sampling techniques are particularly suited for 

studies exploring complex, context-specific phenomena (Saunders & Lewis, 2018), 

such as power dynamics in impact investing, where participants must meet clearly 

defined inclusion criteria. The inclusion criteria for this study was the following: direct 

involvement in decision-making processes related to impact investments, experience 

in balancing financial returns with social or environmental impact goals and/or 

employment within impact investment funds, development finance institutions, 

philanthropic organisations, or corporate social investment units. 

 

The final achieved sample size 16, in line with guidelines for purposive sampling as 

outlined by Saunders and Lewis (2018). Empirical evidence suggests that saturation 
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in interview-based qualitative research is typically reached between 9 and 17 

interviews (Hennink & Kaiser, 2022), indicating that a sample of 16 interviews is 

appropriate and suitable for this study. The selection of participants was based on 

factors including their years of experience in the industry, direct involvement in 

decision-making processes related to impact investments, experience in balancing 

financial returns with social or environmental impact goals and/or employment within 

impact investment funds, development finance institutions, philanthropic 

organisations, or corporate social investment units. Investors from a variety of 

financial industries in finance, charity, social business, and development finance 

organizations, will be included in the sample frame. Participants with varying 

institutional affiliations, investment mandates, and geographic regions within South 

Africa and outside South Africa were included to guarantee diversity in insights. This 

approach did enhance the depth and diversity of insights gathered and support the 

research objectives of understanding the nature of investor decision-making in the 

context of complex impact investing objectives.  

  

4.5 Unit of Analysis 

The unit of analysis defines the primary means being examined in a study and 

determines the level at which data are collected and interpreted. Unit of analysis 

constitutes as specific identifier of participants, it clarifies whether the research 

focuses on individuals, groups, organisations or processes which creates alignment 

in the research paper (Zilber & Meyer, 2022). Unit of analysis is described as the 

focal point of a study and helps the researcher understand the perspectives of the 

participants, their opinions and experiences, as well as the in-depth knowledge 

(Bazen et al., 2021) The unit of analysis for this study is the individual decision-maker 

within impact investing organisations. This includes fund managers, investment 

analysts, executives, and board members who are directly engaged in evaluating, 

approving, and making impact investment decisions. 

The argument for using individuals rather than the organisation is that it allows us to 

get a deeper understanding of the qualitative study with insights that contribute, 

rather than a more structured approach of the organisation. The focus on the 

individual as the unit of analysis is appropriate as the research seeks to understand 

how personal experiences, professional priorities, and perceptions of power 

dynamics shape decision-making processes. While organisational policies and 
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structures provide a broader framework, it is ultimately the actions, judgments, and 

negotiations of individual decision-makers that influence the balance between 

financial returns and social impact outcomes. 

  

4.6 Measurement Instrument 

The nature of the qualitative study and the measurement instruments included semi-

structured interview guide (Saunders & Lewis, 2018). The participants were the 

person answering the questions in the semi-structured interview. A semi-structured 

interview guide was designed to explore how power dynamics influence decision-

making in impact investing (see Appendix 1) . The researcher conducted a pilot study 

with two (2) participants from the target population. The purpose of the pilot study 

was to test the clarity and relevance of the interview questions, assess the interview 

duration, and identify any necessary adjustments to the interview guide prior to 

starting the full data collection process. The researcher used the insights from the 

pilot study to refine the research instruments to ensure reliability and alignment to 

the objectives of the study.  

  

4.7 Data Collection 

The data collection for the study was  conducted one-to-one semi-structured 

interviews. Semi-structured interviews are a data collection tool utilised in qualitative 

research (Mashuri et al., n.d.) In the first two interviews were pilot interviews, the 

researcher realised that preference of participants location matters, the interviewer 

learnt to encourage storytelling, reminding interviewees that the study has 

anonymity. Interviews were considered as an interaction between the researcher as 

the interviewer and the participant as the interviewee, were conducted face to face, 

or via telephone, focus group, or email (Mashuri et al., n.d.).  

Semi-structured interviews are appropriate as they provide the researcher with the 

flexibility to ask probing questions on participants’ experiences, perspectives, and 

interpretations while maintaining a consistent focus on the research objectives 

(Creswell & Creswell, 2018). See below Table 4.1, number of participants and 

industries interviewed: 
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Table 4.1: Industry and Positions of Sample  
  

 
 Source: Author’s Own work  

 

In a semi-structured interview, the researcher asked open-ended questions in the 

hopes of gathering data about a particular topic, generating data to enable theory 

development, encouraging participants to tell stories from their perspectives, gain 

insights into individual experiences or life worlds (Mashuri et al., n.d.). The 

interviewer also observed that some of the participants would not elaborate on 

certain questions as interviewee deemed them too sensitive or currently going 

through a process of internal conflict with topic or their organisation. One of the 

advantages of doing semi-structured interviews, according to Creswell & Creswell 

(2018), are useful when participants cannot be directly observed, participants 

provided historical information, giving the researcher control over the line of 

questioning.  

 

During the semi-structured interviews, the researcher asked the participant a set of 

open-ended and probing questions from the interview guide (Creswell & Creswell, 

2018). In a semi-structured interview, the interviewee would request that certain 

questions be repeated or elaborate on the questions which the interviewer obliged 

the interviewee. The interviews was conducted at a location convenient for the 

participant, whether online or in person. The researcher obtained consent from the 
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participant to audio record the semi-structured interviews when explaining the reason 

for the interview and the topic.  The interviews were  recorded on teams, and other 

software applications and transcribed after each interview. Should a language other 

than English be used during the interviews, responses were  translated into English 

and then transcribed. All the transcripts were transcribed by the researcher to ensure 

familiarity with the data and maintain confidentiality throughout the process.  

The researcher stored all the interview audio recordings digitally, without any 

identifying information. The recordings stored on a password-protected device and 

backed up on Google cloud storage. The data is stored securely for a minimum 

period of ten years. 

Data was collected from the participants in the sample until the point where data 

saturation is reached. Data saturation is the point where no new information or 

themes can be derived from the interviews (Creswell & Creswell, 2018).  

  

4.8 Data Analysis Approach 

According to Creswell & Creswell (2018), the researcher should follow his seven step 

approach to analysing the data collected. This is a approach involves building from 

the bottom to the top but is more interactive with the data (Saunders & Lewis, 2018). 

A thematic analysis was used to analyse the data collected in this study. This 

approach is appropriate within a phenomenological methodology, which seeks to 

understand participants’ lived experiences and identify the meanings and essential 

themes within those experiences (Neubauer et al., 2019). Clarke and  Braun, (2017) 

note that thematic analysis is not bound to a specific theoretical framework and is 

sufficiently flexible to be applied across different research paradigms, including 

phenomenology. The thematic analysis method was developed by Braun and  

Clarke, (2006) and includes the following steps: Step one  of the process transcribing 

the interview raw material, which is sorting and arranging data. Step two, reflect on 

the general meaning, general ideas, tone of ideas, Impression of overall depth, 

credibility, and use of information. Step three, coding all the data into themes with 

categories, in the coding was used to develop codes regarding emerging information, 

collected from the participant, use predefined codes, and then fit the data using a 

combination of emerging and predetermined data. Step four, coding used to describe 

a small number of themes or categories giving five or seven themes. Step five, the 

researcher then defined and labelled the themes. Step six, themes were represented 
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in the qualitative narrative, conveying the finding of key themes, the final step of the 

data was interpreting the qualitative finding of the results.    

 

4.8.1 Data Saturation 

The data was analysed by tracking the percentage of new codes generated across 

the sixteen interviews. Figure 4.2. below illustrates the percentage number of new 

codes generated during the early stage interviews. As the researcher progressed 

with the data analysis process the number of new codes generated decreased. At 

Interview number  11, very few additional codes emerged from the data analyses, 

with only two new codes identified in Interviews 12 and 13, and no further codes 

appearing in the remaining interviews. This pattern indicates that thematic saturation 

had largely been reached by the later stages of data collection process. The 

subsequent interviews reinforced existing themes rather than introducing 

substantially new concepts. 

 
Figure 4.2: Point of Saturation  

 
Source: Author’s own work\ 
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4.9 Quality Controls 

 
Validity and reliability are important components of the research process (Ahmed, 

2024). In qualitative research, validity refers to the extent to which findings accurately 

represent participants’ perspectives and experiences (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). In 

this study, validity was strengthened through the use of semi-structured interviews 

that enabled participants to describe their lived experiences in their own words. 

Interviews continued until thematic saturation was reached, ensuring that no new 

themes emerged. Themes were developed through a systematic thematic analysis 

process and were supported by verbatim quotations from participants to demonstrate 

that interpretations were grounded in the data. 

Reliability in qualitative research refers to the consistency and transparency of the 

research process (Ahmed, 2024). In this study, reliability was enhanced by using a 

consistent semi-structured interview guide across all participants. The same thematic 

analysis procedure was applied to each transcript, and a consistent coding 

framework was systematically used throughout the analysis. This ensured coherence 

and procedural consistency in data collection and analysis 

 

Triangulation strengthens the comprehensiveness and accuracy of qualitative 

research by incorporating multiple data sources or perspectives (Moon, 2019) this 

study, data source triangulation was achieved by interviewing participants from 

diverse institutional contexts and professional backgrounds within impact investing, 

focusing on decision makers of the institutions. Participants represented different 

organisational settings and decision-making roles, allowing the study to capture 

varied lived experiences and perspectives on power dynamics in investment 

decision-making. This diversity of viewpoints enhanced the depth and credibility of 

the findings. 

  

Confirmability refers to the extent to which findings are shaped by participants’ 

accounts rather than researcher bias (Üniversitesi & Arslan, n.d.). In this study, 

confirmability was ensured by grounding all themes directly in the interview data and 

supporting them with verbatim quotations. The researcher followed a structured 

thematic analysis process and maintained awareness of personal bias during 
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interpretation to ensure that conclusions were derived from the data rather than 

preconceived views. While qualitative research acknowledges that researcher bias 

cannot be eliminated (Arslan, 2025), efforts were made to ensure that conclusions 

were derived from the data rather than preconceived views. 

  

Dependability refers to the coherence and consistency of meanings derived from the 

data and the stability of the research process (Arslan, 2025). In this study, 

dependability was strengthened through maintaining a clear audit trail of the research 

process, including documentation of interview procedures, coding decisions, and 

theme development. A consistent semi-structured interview guide was used across 

all participants, and the same thematic analysis procedure was systematically 

applied to each transcript. These steps ensured procedural consistency and 

transparency in the generation and interpretation of findings. 

  

4.10 Study Limitations 

This study adopts a qualitative, in-depth research design. While this approach 

enables rich exploration of power dynamics in impact investing decision-making, the 

findings are specific and not general.  

  

Geographical Scope  
The study identifies small South African investors and one other region, who may not 

respect the full scope of other countries.  

  

Decision-Makers and institutional culture bias  
Participants may have presented their decision-making processes in ways that align 

with organisational norms or institutional culture. Given that impact investing carries 

strong normative and ethical expectations, respondents may have emphasised 

collaboration and social purpose while downplaying financial dominance or 

hierarchical control. This introduces potential social desirability bias, which may 

influence how power dynamics are described.  
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Sensitivity of disclosure  
Interviewees might hold controversial or sensitive information that could help 

research papers, and interviewees may have withheld controversial details regarding 

negotiation processes, internal conflicts, or strategic dominance. Interviewees might 

be under time constraints and professional pressures may have influenced the depth 

of responses 

  

Researcher Bias 
Researcher bias may be influenced by their own decisions not to write things or leave 

details out.  

  

Cross Sectional design  
The study captures perceptions of power dynamics at a single point in time. However, 

power relationships in impact investing may shift across stages of the investment 

lifecycle, including fundraising, due diligence, governance, and exit. A longitudinal 

design would provide deeper insight into how power evolves over time and influences 

impact outcomes. Therefore, the findings reflect a snapshot rather than a dynamic 

trajectory of decision-making processes. 
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Chapter 5: Results  

 

5.1 Introduction  

  

This chapter consolidates the key findings from the sixteen (16) interviews conducted 

by the researcher, and is arranged according to the research question and sub-

questions posed in Chapter 3. The data was collected through semi-structured 

interviews conducted in person as well as via online platforms, including Microsoft 

Teams and Google Meet. The use of the different platforms supported the 

researchers access to geographically dispersed participants operation across 

different investment, philanthropic and sustainability contexts. 

  

5.2 Sample overview 

  

Table 5.1. below represents a description of all sixteen (16) of the participants’ 

interviewed, together with their designation, level of decision making authority, type 

of fund or organisation represented, region of operation and years of experience in 

impact investing. The participants were purposively selected to ensure 

representation across different stakeholder positions within the impact investing 

ecosystem. 

  

The sample reflects a cross-section of individuals who engage in capital allocation 

decisions where financial and social objectives intersect. The diversity of the 

participants was critical in capturing multiple perspectives on how power is 

perceived, negotiated and exercised within impact investing decision-making 

processes. 
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Table 5.1: Descriptions of Sample  

 

 



 39 
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5.3 Presentation of results 

  

The results presented are according to the main research question  and sub- 

questions presented in Chapter 3 and the interview guide per Appendix 1.    A 

thematic analysis was used to identify and analyse the findings from the data  

gathered through the semi-structured interviews. The thematic analysis conducted 

by the researcher generated seven (7) themes that gave insight to how power 

dynamics shape decision-making processes within impact investing contexts. The 

researcher iterated a few times between the transcripts, audio recordings of all the 

interviews as well as handwritten notes taken during the data collection process. The 

researcher began to discover themes emerging from the data. These themes are 

displayed under each research question in the below section. 

  

Thematic analysis diagram: 
 
The diagram below illustrates the analytical progression of the thematic analysis 

approach (Braun and Clarke, 2017). The first-order codes were generated through 

an iterative coding process. The first order codes were generated using the 

participants’ language of response, derived from the transcripts and audio 

recordings. The researcher then categorised the first-order codes into second-order 

codes based on recurring patterns derived across the sixteen interviews. Finally, 

seven aggregate themes were retained, which capture the broader instruments 

through which power dynamics shape decision-making in impact investing. The 

seven themes were selected because they appeared consistently appeared across 

multiple participants interviews and provided a clear explanation of how power 

operates within impact investing decision-making. These themes allowed the 

researcher to capture the complexity of the phenomenon while maintaining analytical 

clarity.  
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Diagram 1: Thematic analysis 

 



 42 

Source: Author’s own work 
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5.3.1 Results for the main research question 

Main Research Question: How do power dynamics influence decision making 
when impact investing? 
 
The main research aimed to understand how power operates within impact investing  

decision-making processes and how it shapes which investment opportunities are 

approved, rejected or deferred.  Impact investing is often framed as a collaborative 

and purpose driven financial practice. This question is critical to unpacking the 

layered nature of power within impact investing ecosystems. The findings reveal that 

power does not operate solely through formal authority or financial control, but 

through a combination of structural, institutional, epistemic, relational, and systemic 

mechanisms. Capital ownership, governance structures, technical expertise, 

regulatory frameworks, and negotiation strategies collectively influence how 

decisions are shaped and how trade-offs between impact and financial return are 

resolved. 

 

Theme 1: Capital sets the outer boundaries of decision-making  

 

The most dominant structural form of power identified in the data was capital control. 

Participants consistently described capital ownership as the foundational 

determinant of influence within impact investing ecosystems. Capital does not merely 

fund investments; it defines the parameters within which decisions can happen. 

 

Capital controlled decision boundaries 
 
Participants emphasised that the holders of capital determine acceptable risk-return 

thresholds and set the conditions under which social objectives may be pursued. 

Financial viability was repeatedly described as the first-order constraint within 

decision-making. 
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One participant explained:   

 

Participant 2 “Investors want to see tangible social returns. But at the same 

time, if you only deliver social returns and don't give investors their money 

back, you won't get money again. You aren't going to get a second fund if you 

invest 100 and return 80…” 

 

This statement reflects the structural hierarchy embedded within impact investing. 

While impact is valued, financial return remains the threshold condition for 

sustainability of capital flows. Power therefore operates through economic 

dependency and access to future capital will be dependent on whether or not 

financial performance expectations are being met. 

 

Another participant linked power to capital concentration:  

 

Participant 3 “ You have to think about power in the sense of where the capital 

currently sits. Who are the owners of this capital? Who sits with the largest 

amount of capital? The power dynamics are, by nature, dictated by the people 

who have the money.” 

 

This statement positions capital not only as a resource, but also as a structural 

authority. The boundaries of decisions will therefore be shaped by those who control 

the allocation of capital.  

 

In more direct terms, participant 4 stated:  

 

Participant 4 “buy-in is not as important if you've got the money and the power 

and you tell people to do it your way.” 

This statement shows s that consensus is secondary. Capital ownership reduces 

reliance on negotiation and amplifies unilateral decision power. 
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Mandates and conditionality embedded in practice 

Beyond capital control, power was embedded in the structuring of financial 

instruments and contractual conditions. Participants described how funders 

operationalise influence through covenants, mandates and investment criteria. 

 

Participant 1 “ Power means influence to drag whatever agenda that you need 

to be driven. So if you are, for instance, giving a company subordinated debt, 

you can include in the terms to say that they can only invest in the SME space. 

So power is essentially exerting influence to get the outcome that you've 

intended on in terms of impact.”  

The participant explains how financial instruments embed conditions that direct how 

investees behave. This reflects how structural power is embedded in how contracts 

are designed and financial instruments become vehicles of behavioural control, 

directing the activities of investees in alignment with the priorities set by the investor.  

Similarly, Participant 16 expressed the following:  

Participant 16 “ our funders have certain requirements that they have and we 

need to abide by those requirements. So that definitely impacts the internal 

power dynamics of our decision-making. We have to be aware of what our 

funders are looking for when we are onboarding a client. If we're onboarding 

a client that doesn't fit into their requirements, then we won't be able to get 

the funding for that client. So that's something that we always have to keep in 

mind.” 

This statement demonstrates how funder mandates cascade into internal decision 

processes. Organisational autonomy is constrained by capital providers. Internal 

committees may deliberate, but the scope of deliberation is structurally bounded by 

the requirements of the funder. 

Capital does not only influence final approval decisions; it pre-configures the decision 

space itself. 
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Local Global standards misalignment 

A few more participants described tensions between global capital expectations and 

local socio-economic realities. International ESG standards and global investor 

mandates sometimes limit investments that are locally viable. This misalignment 

reflects an asymmetrical transnational power. Capital originating from global financial 

centres carries embedded frameworks that may override the decision-making power 

of local decision-makers. 

As a result of this, power operates not only through who controls capital, but  also 

through where the capital comes from as well as the standards that travel with that 

capital.  

One participant stated:  

Participant 1 “My personal view is that the challenge on the continent is that 

the funders are European. They have created benchmarks for what impact 

looks like without necessarily consulting or appreciating the African market. 

We need more work between funders and the environments they seek to 

help.” 

This participant identifies European funders as  benchmark creators and 

demonstrates how global capital providers define what constitutes ‘impact’, thereby 

shaping the investment decision-making criteria landscape.  

Another participant stated:  

Participant 6 “where there's a local founder, building a solution that is trying 

to address a similar issue, that approaches from a solution perspective might 

be at times that the local founder is not able to articulate the impact narrative 

or the theory of change, because it doesn't come naturally to them. But in their 

mind, business model, building a business in general, in Africa, so that should 

be a given, that there is impact…” 
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Theme 2: Governance structures gatekeep participation and outcomes 

While capital establishes the outer perimeters of decision-making authority, 

governance structures determines how decisions are filtered, legitimised and 

formalised within organisations. Participants described governance structures not 

only as an administrative mechanism, but also as institutionalised systems that 

structure whose input translates into actionable authority. Governance emerged as 

a second-order form of structural power, operating through hierarchy, procedural 

gatekeeping and formalised oversight mechanisms. 

 

Institutionalised hierarchy 
Decision-making in impact investing was consistently described as hierarchical. 

Although participants expressed that collaboration and consultation were present, 

final authority typically rested with investment committees, boards or senior 

executives. 

 

One participant explained: 

 
Participant 1 “The decision process is hierarchical. It's up to you how you 

close the gaps in hierarchy….” 

 

This statement highlights that hierarchy is an accepted characteristic of investment 

processes. Even though participation is highly encouraged, the authority and 

decision-making power is vertically structured.  

 

Another participant noted:  

 
Participant 4 “trust is fundamental because it means you can come to 

decisions quicker and distribute decision-making. If I trust you, I can let go of 

the reins. In a centralized system, trust is less necessary for the powerful actor 

because I have the power to make the decision anyway.”  

 

This statement suggests that trust operates differently depending on where the is 

concentrated. In centralised systems, relational trust is optional because authority is 
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secured institutionally. Where hierarchy is concentrated, influence is structurally 

isolated from  the relational dependency. 

 

Procedural gatekeeping & voting rules 
 

Governance power is also operated through formalised processes that filter and 

structure decision flows. Participants described risk committees, ESG reviews, 

trustee boards and annual allocation cycles as institutional gates through which 

investments must pass. 

 

One participant gave an example:  

 

Participant 16 “Every single client that's onboarded is looked through an ESG 

lens, which is presented to our risk committee that we have.” 

 

Through this statement, we see that procedural review operates as an institutional 

boundary. Commercially viable investments will still need committee validation to 

proceed.  

 

Similarly, another participant stated:  

 

Participant 7 “we invest some money that we hold within the foundations for 

crimes, which is the endowment. So then these  are managed via the society. 

There, we consult with trustees of each trust, where we speak about current 

investments that we do when we looking annually.” 

 

Procedural gatekeeping distributes power across formal roles. The distribution is 

structured, not equal, and is administered through voting rights, committee 

compositions and agenda control.  

 

Procedural fairness and transparency 
Participants described consultation processes that appeared inclusive, yet influence 

remained asymmetrically distributed as a form of gatekeeping through governance 

structures.  
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One participant explained:  

 
Participant 8 “we then consult with potential organizations that we have found 

that we would like them to consider as trustees and find them funding, we will 

suggest an amount of teams with trustees that we recommend for the year to 

support them to do annual grants, and then trustees will agree or give us 

suggestions otherwise, if they feel we are being too generous.” 

 
Though this example the participant demonstrates that while consultation happens 

within the decision-making processes, the final authority lives with the trustees.  Even 

though there is transparency through the processes, this does not eliminate the 

existence of hierarchy. Governance therefore formalises participation while 

simultaneously defining the limits of that participation.  

 

Another participant challenged the premise of fairness by saying:  

 

Participant 2 “But you do find sometimes that the decision to invest or not to 

invest can be agreed upon individually because ‘the boss is the boss’. 

Sometimes you’ll say ‘no’, but the boss will say ‘yes’.” 

 

The participant demonstrates that formal participation in decision-making processes 

does not necessarily translate into equal decision authority.  

 

Theme 3: Epistemic power determines which voices carry legitimacy 

Beyond the capital and governance themes identified in the earlier section, expertise 

also emerged as a distinct form of power. Participants described technical 

knowledge, analytical capability and sector experience as mechanisms through 

which influence is exercised. Epistemic power operates by shaping what is 

considered credible, investable and strategically sound. 

Legitimised expertise and experience 
One participant recognised that expertise can override positional hierarchy in 

shaping decisions:  
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Participant 7 “Expertise is also super influential. If you are the expert, people 

are inclined to listen to you even if you don't have all the money.” 

 

This statement by the participant demonstrates that expertise plays a role as a form 

of influence. Individuals will be inclined to listen to the participant where they are 

deemed an expert in the field.   

 

Another participant also expressed efforts to source external expertise to strengthen 

the quality of their decisions:  

 

Participant 7 “ we spend a lot of time with stuff that we don't really have the 

expertise to contract expertise in and then to bounce it off a number of 

partners and players and networks in discussion. And I think that approach 

has really paid off, because we've often shared our secret sauce in order to 

collaborate better for higher impact.” 

 

This statement proves that expertise enhances the credibility of impact investing 

decision-making processes. Expertise and experience also strengthen the 

persuasive authority of the decision-maker. 

 
Epistemic power via metrics and frameworks 

Impact investing decisions are reliant on analytical frameworks, ESG metrics and 

comparative market data. Participants described these as tools that aide in  

structuring decision rationality. Metrics shape how risk is defined, how impact is 

evaluated as well as  how trade-offs are justified by the decision-makers.  

Participants referred to comparative evidence across markets and structured 

evaluation criteria when defending their investment choices. Therefore, epistemic 

frameworks do not only serve as a measurement tool, but also as a function as 

legitimising arguments and decisions succeed.  
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A participant made the following example in support of this:  

 
Participant 6 “there was one deal, different organizations  where we were 

looking to make a strategic investment in a certain vertical which was quite 

new, which was essentially the carbon credit space, and there were many 

risks to its many assumptions on what this company was trying to build in that 

the technology could be adopted or, I guess, improved by the electrification 

bodies that you had to take multiple risk factors and the entry point from a 

data structure evaluation perspective, just they do not make sense of publicity 

in terms of tangible interactions. Just being seen as a thought leader is 

important, and that's through different media joints that can be through panels, 

through podcasts. One thing that I'm trying to do is do more deep dives in 

certain sectors. Do deep explorations in articles that might be in the backseat 

for people or sectors that people think you're going to lose money. So we're 

happy to take a bet, and based evidence from different markets and different 

business models. Roundtable discussions is another forum where you can 

bring other participants in the ecosystem as well. Specific matter. So for 

example, in East Africa, there's been quite a big push agencies and certain 

investors around politics. That's been something that's coming out in the past 

few years. I wasn't seeing that the ecosystem.” 

 
 
Reputation has credibility currency 
 

The reputation of the decision-maker also emerged as informal legitimacy capital.  

 

One participant stated:  

 

Participant 9 “That dynamic definitely exists in that we wouldn't fund someone 

who probably started yesterday. If we did, the honest truth is that it would 

have to be someone that's trusted within the organization, or knows 

somebody who knows somebody that's trusted, because our reputation is at 

stake. That may compromise who we choose and who we don't. Sometimes 
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it is relationship-based. How I have taken on a school or an organization is 

based on who's introduced me to that organization”  

 

This statement demonstrated that the track record of the investee influences the 

likelihood of getting an approval. Relational networks based on trust also mediate 

access to capital and influences the investment decisions.  

 

5.3.2 Results for research sub-question 1 

Sub-question 1: How do stakeholders perceive and experience power in the 

decision-making process? 

 

Theme 7: Inclusion, access, and voice shape perceived fairness 

Participation inequalities (Access, voice, Proximity) 
 
Participants described disparities in access to information, proximity to decision 

forums and lived contextual knowledge. 

 

One participant noted:  

 
 

Participant 4 ““Access to information is also very important. People can only 

apply their minds effectively to things they grasp.” 

 

Another participant emphasised the importance of lived experience: 

 

Participant 6 “This is a key process that putting money into funds... we think 

a more balanced view would be people in the investment committees that 

have actually lived on the continent have experienced some of the challenges. 

I think that will inform better strategies. From mathematic perspective, I will 

also perspective, I will also help them in filtering some of the funds.” 
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The findings suggest that actors geographically or institutionally closer to capital and 

decision-making bodies perceive that to have greater influence in participation. 

Those further removed described more limited participation. These disparities 

affected perceptions of fairness and legitimacy within investment processes. 

 

One participant stated that participation cannot include all parties:  

Participant 13 “You can't have everybody on an investment committee.” 

This quote challenges the theme by showing that practical constraint limit inclusion 

within decision making processes.  

 

5.3.3 Results for research sub-question 2 

Sub-question 2: How do investors, investees, and other actors negotiate influence 

during investment decisions? 

Theme 4: Relational negotiation shapes how influence is exercised 
 

The forth theme to emerge from the data analyses states that power dynamics are 

also negotiated through relational dynamics and are not static.  

 

One participant stated:  

 

Participant 4 “If you have a good relationship, you can be more candid and 

talk as a person independent of the organisation.” 

 

This statement demonstrates that strong relationships offer power to negotiate in 

investment decisions. The participant emphasised the role of interpersonal trust in 

facilitating open communication in negotiations 
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Participant 4 went on further to say:  

 

“if you have a good relationship, you can be more candid and talk as a person 

independent of the organisation” 

 
 
Relationship management and negotiated compromise 
 
One participant stated:  

 

Participant 7  “…we renegotiate on a daily basis with issue after issue after 

surprise after surprise that we've never seen before, heard before.” 

 

This statement reflects the fluidity of influence, and that decision-making evolves 

through continuous negotiation and relationship management amongst 

stakeholders. Strong relationships enable candid dialogue and compromise within 

decision-making processes.  

Another participant affirmed this view by stating:  

 

Participant 3 “Relationships, networks, familiarity, and trust are huge 

qualitative dynamics in this game.” 

 

This statement reinforces that investment decisions are influenced by relational 

networks. Negotiation outcomes may sometimes depend on existing social 

connections rather than purely formal criteria.  

 

5.3.4 Results for research sub-question 3       

Sub-question 3: How do power relations affect the balance between financial goals 

and social or environmental outcomes? 

Theme 5: Impact vs return is power-weighted, not neutral 
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Participants described the balancing of financial and social objectives as a central 

tension within impact investing. The findings suggest that these trade-offs are 

structured by institutional priorities rather than negotiated on neutral terms. 

 

Conditional impact logic | Return-Impact Trade-offs 
 
Financial sustainability was repeatedly described as a threshold condition for 

investment approval by decision-makers. 

 

As one participant explained:  

 

Participant 2 “ The first decision is: "Must make money". If you can’t make 

money, you can't satisfy the lenders. But in infrastructure, there is almost 

always a social impact; building a road, a power plant, or a data centre.” 

 

This statement indicates thar impact objectives are pursued with financial 

constraints. Ultimately, decision-makers want to make money first and foremost.  

 

 

Another participant said: 

 

Participant 1 “…as an example, there was a deal that I looked at, let me say, 

over the period that I've been working. So the country that we were looking to 

invest in was Uganda, and they had introduced the anti-LGBTQ+ Law. And 

as a result, even though the commercial fundamentals of the deal made 

sense, we didn't do the deal because of the anti-LGBTQ war and the ESG 

risk associated with that. So then, from an internal governance structure, 

there was a decision that was made not to proceed, even though it was a 

commercial argument around the transaction makes sense.”  

 

This statement by participant 1 illustrates how financial viability is not always 

sufficient for investment decisions within impact investing. Impact related 

considerations can override financial logic when they conflict with governance 

standards of the fund. 
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Participant 2 further stated:  

 

Participant 2 “…Sometimes social factors kill a transaction. For example, if a 

commissioner has specific BEE (Black Economic Empowerment) 

requirements that aren't met, you might have to walk away.” 

 

This quote demonstrates how social governance requirements can override 

commercial viability in investment decisions. Failure to meet BEE criteria can result 

in an investment deal been unsuccessful. Impact-related conditions are embedded 

within the investment decision frameworks and can act as decisive thresholds within 

the decision making process.  

 

 
Measurement and Reporting as governance | control 
 
Participants describes reporting obligations to funders as  

 

Participant 16 “…We also do a lot of reporting to funders. For the clients we 

onboard, we try and get a sense of the ESG that runs in that company as well, 

which is something that we report on. So, I would say the majority of the 

transactions that they look at on a day-to-day basis is with a view of an ESG 

lens on it. “ 

 

This participant highlighted how reporting obligations shape day-to-day decision-

making. The participant indicated that ESG are not just evaluative tools, but are also 

embedded in the assessment processes. 

 

Theme 6: Regulation and transnational norms create structural asymmetry 
The sixth theme that emerged from the data analysis speaks to how  external 

regulatory frameworks and market norms influence internal decision-making 

processes within impact investing. 

 

Regulation and transactional norms | System Power 
 
One participant gave the following example:  
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Participant 2 “ For example, if a commissioner has specific BEE (Black 

Economic Empowerment) requirements that aren't met, you might have to 

walk away.” 

 

The participant describes regulatory requirements as  non-negotiable constraints that 

override internal preferences when making impact investment decisions.  

 

Another participant reaffirmed the need for governance structures when they said:  

 

Participant 11 “I think the policy and regulatory environment will always have 

a big effect to either enable or constrain impact investment. Vested interests 

are obviously something that can derail the process. I think it just puts more 

emphasis on needing strong governance structures.” 

 

The participant viewed regulatory structures as necessary systems for maintaining 

procedural integrity, although the participant acknowledges that it reinforces 

institutional hierarchy.  

 

5.4 Conclusion 

 

This chapter presented the empirical findings derived  from the thematic analysis of 

the interview data. The results were organised and presented around the main 

research questions as well as the sub-questions that followed. The themes that 

emerged from the analysis were presented according to their relevance under each 

research question, which sought to understand the participants’ experiences of 

impact investing decision-making. 

 

The findings demonstrate that power in impact investing is embedded within 

institutional structures, relational interactions and knowledge systems that all shape 

how impact investment decisions are negotiated. The following Chapter 6 will now 

review and address these findings in relation to the theoretical framework and 

existing literature presented in Chapter 2. 
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Chapter 6: Discussion of Results  

6.1. Introduction 

 

This chapter integrates the empirical findings presented in Chapter 5 in relation to 

the theoretical framework and literature review discussed in Chapter 2 as well as the 

research questions developed in Chapter 3. The objective of this chapter is to 

interpret how the themes identified through thematic analysis deepen understanding 

of the central research question of how do power dynamics influence decision-

making when impact investing.  

The primary data  will be systematically be connected to the theoretical framework 

to ensure that the findings are examined within the broader context that underpins 

this study. Furthermore, this chapter will facilitate a comprehensive discussion that 

strengthens both the academic contribution and practical relevance of the topic under 

study.  

The participants for this study included business leaders, fund managers, executives, 

analysts, trustees and senior decision-makers operating across impact investment 

funds, development finance institutions, philanthropic foundations, venture capital 

firms with an impact focus, and corporate social investment organisations within 

South Africa and selected international contexts. The participants provided diverse 

perspectives on the topic, at times challenging what has been presented through 

literature, and at other times corroborating the reviewed literature. These insights 

were important in shedding light on how power is interpreted, experienced and 

negotiated within impact investing decision-making processes. 

The research problem identified in Chapter 1 centred on the limited empirical 

understanding of how power asymmetries influence investment decision-making 

processes in impact investing, particularly in balancing financial returns with social 

and environmental objectives. Chapter 2 demonstrated that while impact investing is 

increasingly positioned as a multi-stakeholder, purpose-driven financial practice 

(Schlütter et al., 2024; Valentinov et al., 2025), there is a gap in existing literature on 

how power is experienced and negotiated among the different actors involved in 

capital allocation (Aivalli et al., 2025).The findings presented in Chapter 5 revealed 

that power in impact investing does not present itself through a single mechanism, 
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but also  through a layered structures consisting of structural power, institutional 

power epistemic power relational power and systemic power.  

Stakeholder theory frames impact investing as a multi-actor system orientated 

towards value co-creation (Valentinov et al., 2026).  However,  the findings suggest 

that value creation is not negotiated on equal footing, but  instead through decision-

making processes which are structured by asymmetries that favour certain actors 

over others.  

This chapter intends to contribute towards strengthening the understanding of how 

power is exercised within impact investing decisions, these insights will contribute 

towards the existing body of knowledge and practical relevance of the structural and 

relational forces that shape impact outcomes. 

 

6.2. Discussion of results for the Main Research Question  

Main Research Question: How do stakeholders interpret and negotiate power 

dynamics in shaping decision-making with Impact Investing   

 

The main researcher question sought to gain a deeper understating of how different 

stakeholders within impact investing interpret and negotiate power dynamics.  The 

findings  presented reveal that power dynamics in impact investing are multi-layered 

and embedded within the structures of decision-making processes. Insights from the 

data analysis revealed that power operates through capital ownership, governance 

design, epistemic legitimacy, relational negotiation and regulatory constraint.  

This section carefully analyses these insights, drawing comparisons to the existing 

literature and theoretical frameworks discussed in Chapter 2. 

Delgado-Baena and Sianes’ (2024) defined power as unequal relationships shaped 

by access to resources and authority. The findings presented in this study 

demonstrate that these inequalities are not expressed through overt coercion, but 

through institutionalised systems.  
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6.2.1 Capital as structural authority 

Jones and Murray, (2026)  argued that impact investing operates within broader 

financial market logics. Shlutter et al., (2024) suggested that financial criteria often 

dominate decision process regardless of the stated impact objectives.  The findings 

presented strongly confirm this. A vast majority of the participants described financial 

sustainability as the foundational requirement for investment approval. The 

objectives of an impact investment were pursued within the thresholds of returns 

defined in fund mandates. This corroborates Schlütter et al., (2024) argument that 

financial considerations remain central in impact investing decisions. While social 

and environmental impact objectives were emphasised by the participants, capital 

sustainability determined long-term viability of an investment.  

 

The findings extends on the existing literature in two ways. Firstly, the findings 

revealed that capital was not only influential at the final approval stage, but it also 

defined the boundaries of negotiation amongst decision-makers. The participants 

expressed how mandates, fund structures and risk-return expectations pre-configure 

what will be considered investable. This demonstrates that power operates upstream 

in the decision-making processes, not only at final approval stages.  Secondly, the 

findings extends existing literature by describing how capital influences internal 

organisational dynamics. Participants noted that internal decision-making autonomy 

was constrained by upstream funder mandates. This supports institutional logics 

theory (Jones & Murray, 2026), which suggests that organisational behaviour is 

shaped by central belief systems embedded in funding structures. 

The stakeholder theory emphasises balancing multiple interests of different groups 

(Freeman, 1984; Valentinov et al., 2025), however the stakeholder theory does not 

adequately account for how resource control pre-determines the range of acceptable 

trade-offs. This presents a limitation in the existing literature as the findings exposes 

that  stakeholders operate within a financially bounded systems. 
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6.2.2 Governance as institutionalised power 

The literature review highlights that stakeholder theory provides limited guidance on 

how trade-offs are resolved in practice (Valentinov et al., 2025). The empirical 

findings presented in Chapter 5  clarify this gap. The findings evidenced how 

governance structures, such as  investment committees, ESG  review panels and 

trustee boards functioned as formalised gatekeeping structures. The findings also 

revealed that while consultation was present during the decision-making processes, 

the authority was clearly structured. 

Delgado-Baena and Sianes (2024) stated that multi-stakeholder processes often 

appear participatory, but are structured by institutional asymmetries. This statement 

aligns with Schmidt and Neuburger (2017), who emphasise that power is reproduced 

through institutional practices. Some of the participants acknowledged that while 

consultations exist in decision-making processes, the final authority remains 

vertically organised.  Governance systems were often cited by participants as an 

important component of fiduciary responsibility. In processes when the criteria is 

clear, the reasoning behind the decisions are recorded, and procedures are 

consistently followed, the decision-making power was seen as legitimate. This 

finding implies that perceptions of inequality are mediated by procedural fairness, 

which confuses the literature's critical depiction of power asymmetry. 

 

6.2.3 Epistemic power and legitimacy 

Research on decision-making emphasises the significance of information asymmetry 

(Yuan et al., 2026). The findings in the study corroborates the literature. Technical 

expertise in financial modelling and ESG metrics was frequently cited by participants 

as important for decision-maker legitimacy. These expertise affected how impact was 

interpreted and how risk was framed. Furthermore, this supports Dowding's (2006) 

idea that persuasive authority constitutes power. The results showed a tension 

between lived contextual knowledge and analytical expertise. Some participants 

pointed out that, in comparison to international ESG frameworks, local African 

expertise was occasionally neglected. This research adds to the body of literature by 

defining the epistemic hierarchy of impact investment decision-making processes. 

Power resides not only in capital but in the ability to define what constitutes credible 
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knowledge. This study contributes to impact investing literature by reframing 

measurement and expertise as mechanisms of authority, and not just limited to 

evaluative tools. 

 

 

 

6.2.4 Transnational standards of global capital 

Beyond capital ownership and internal governance structures, the findings reveal a 

further layer of power that operates at a transnational level. Participants consistently 

referred to the influence of global funders, international ESG benchmarks and 

externally developed impact standards in shaping local investment decisions. This 

dimension of power extends beyond organisational hierarchy and reflects the 

broader institutional environment within which impact investing is embedded. 

 

The literature reviewed in Chapter 2 highlighted that impact investing operates within 

institutional logics shaped by dominant belief systems and funding ecosystems 

(Thornton et al., 2012; Jones & Murray, 2026). Casasnovas and Jones (2022) raised 

concerns that impact investing is often designed in a top-down manner, with powerful 

stakeholders defining both the allocation of capital and the criteria for impact 

measurement. The empirical findings strongly confirm this critique. 

A few participants described instances where European funders established ESG 

benchmarks that were subsequently applied within African investment contexts. 

These standards were often adopted as non-negotiable frameworks that local 

decision-makers were required to operate within. While the frameworks were 

presented as universal best practice, the participants suggested that they did not 

always fully reflect local socio-economic realities. The findings therefore align with 

Schmidt and Neuburger’s (2017) argument that power is reproduced through 

institutional and discursive processes, particularly when dominant actors define 

legitimate norms.  

 

6.3. Discussion of Results for Sub-Question 1 

Sub- question 1: How do stakeholders perceive and experience power in decision-

making process? 
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Sub-question 1 shifts the focus from the structural operation of power, discussed in 

Section 6.2, to the lived experience and interpretation of power by actors involved in 

impact investing. The main research question examined how power shapes decision 

outcomes, this section explores how stakeholders perceive their influence and 

limitations within impact investment processes. As discussed in Chapter 2, the 

literature acknowledges that power asymmetries influence collaboration and 

governance (Aivalli et al., 2025; Delgado-Baena & Sianes, 2024). The literature 

provides limited empirical insight into how these dynamics are experienced by 

decision-makers in practice. By analysing participants’ lived experiences, this section 

deepens understanding of how authority, access, legitimacy and participation are 

interpreted within the impact investing ecosystem, thereby directly addressing the 

interpretivist orientation established in Chapter 4. 

 

6.3.1 Power as access and proximity 

 
The findings indicate that stakeholders primarily experience power dynamics through 

access  to information, to decision-making forums, and to agenda-setting processes. 

Section 6.2 demonstrated that power operates structurally through capital and 

governance structures. The findings reveal how these structural arrangements are 

subjectively interpreted by individuals involved in impact investment decision-making 

processes. Some of the participants expressed that power is not an abstract 

theoretical term, but it is experienced through proximity to decision-making authority 

and inclusion in key negotiations and processes.  

 

The findings also revealed that participants who were involved in of senior 

governance structures or investment committees reported feeling more powerful and 

in control. The participants were directly involved in screening conversations, 

received early access to possible transactions, and had the chance to influence the 

evaluation criteria during the decision-making process. On the other hand, 

individuals who were further removed from the formal decision-making authority such 

as operational personnel and occasionally some investors, reported having less 

influence. The personnel and investors’ involvement was frequently more advisory 

than decisive. This result supports the statement made by Aivalli et al. (2025), that 

stipulates that power imbalances affect collaboration and governance procedures. 
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The literature highlights how influence is not evenly dispersed among decision-

makers (Aivalli et al. 2025), even within organisations that present themselves as 

impact-driven and collaborative, the findings provides empirical support to this 

argument. Additionally, the findings aligns with Aivalli et al. (2025), who argued that 

power asymmetries influence how stakeholders interpret their role and legitimacy 

within decision-making processes. 

 

 

6.3.2 Legitimacy, Fairness and Perceived Authority 

The findings further reveal that perceptions of legitimacy and fairness significantly 

shape how authority is interpreted within impact investing decision-making 

processes. Stakeholders do not evaluate power solely in terms of who ultimately 

makes decisions, but in terms of whether decision processes were perceived as 

reasonable, transparent and justifiable. The literature reviewed in Chapter 2 

recognises that power asymmetries are inherent within multi-stakeholder 

governance contexts (Delgado-Baena & Sianes, 2024; Schmidt & Neuburger, 2017). 

The literature implies that asymmetry undermines collaboration or legitimacy 

(Delgado-Baena & Sianes, 2024). The findings from this study challenges the  

assumptions from the literature. Although participants acknowledged that 

hierarchical structures of  authority exist, particularly within investment committees 

and trustee structures, such hierarchies were not automatically perceived as 

illegitimate or unfair. 

Participants repeatedly emphasised the importance of clearly defined investment 

criteria, structured evaluation frameworks and documented rationale for decision-

making as forms of procedural fairness and legitimacy. Even when the participants 

did not have the final say in investment decisions, they were more likely to view 

authority as legitimate as it was based on clear mandates and consistently enforced 

standards. This finding aligns with (Valentinov et al., 2026) who argued that when 

actors believe decision-making processes are fair and logical, stakeholder 

participation is more likely to produce positive results. The study extends this 

argument by demonstrating that perceived fairness does not require equality of 

influence. Instead, it requires transparency and predictability in how authority is 
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exercised. Therefore, fairness was interpreted by the participants as procedural 

rather than being viewed according to its distribution. 

According to the stakeholder theory, businesses should manage relationships in a 

way that balances the interests of stakeholders (Freeman, 1984; Valentinov et al., 

2025). The literature on stakeholder theory offers limited guidance  on how 

stakeholders should interpret authority in cases of that the power is asymmetrical. 

The findings imply that when stakeholders believe the process is based on logical 

principles and in line with fiduciary duties, the asymmetrical power dynamic may 

tolerated. In contrast to the literature, the study revealed that when participants 

perceived that external mandates were imposed without context, especially in 

regards to transactional ESG standards, the legitimacy of those mandates were 

challenged by the decision-makers. This finding validates the criticism made by 

Casasnovas and Jones (2022) that impact investing is frequently created top-down 

by influential stakeholders. The findings, however adds a nuance by distinguishing 

between structural asymmetry that is institutionally accepted and asymmetry that is 

perceived as externally imposed and inadequately contextualised. 

 

6.3.3 Analytical expertise 

The literature reviewed in Chapter 2 highlights the importance of expertise in 

decision-making environments which characterised by uncertainty and information 

asymmetry (Bastani et al., 2024; Yuan et al., 2026). Some of the participants 

expressed how investment decisions often involve incomplete data, evolving 

regulatory environments and complex impact measurement frameworks. This finding 

stresses the importance of individuals or actors who can interpret financial 

projections, ESG metrics and risk indicators as those actors will be better positioned 

to frame the narrative around investment opportunities.  

A few participants noted that those individuals who are regarded as “technical 

experts” within investment committees often played a critical role in shaping 

discussions, particularly when assessing risk-return trade-offs or interpreting impact 

measurement frameworks. The participants stated that these interpretations 

frequently influenced how opportunities were evaluated in impact investment 

processes and whether certain risks were considered acceptable or not. This finding 
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aligns with Dowding’s (2006) argument that power can operate through persuasion 

and interpretive authority therefore expertise becomes a source of epistemic power. 

 

6.4. Discussion of Results for Sub-question 2 

Sub- question 2: How do investors, Investees and other actors negotiate during 

investment decisions?  

 

This section shifts the focus toward the relational mechanisms through which 

influence is negotiated in practice. The literature reviewed in Chapter 2 suggests that 

impact investing operates within multi-actor systems characterised by competing 

objectives and information asymmetries (Casasnovas & Jones, 2022; Yuan et al., 

2026). There is limited empirical insights regarding how these asymmetries are 

actively navigated and negotiated during investment decisions (Aivalli et al., 2025). 

This section addresses that gap by analysing how actors exercise, challenge and 

reassess influence within structurally bounded contexts. The findings revealed that 

negotiation in impact investing is both relational and restricted. While actors engage 

in negotiation, advocacy and compromise, these negotiations occur within 

predefined financial and governance boundaries.  

 

6.4.1 Relational negotiation 

The findings reveal  that trust played a major role in mediating influence during 

investment negotiations. Most of the participants in the study frequently described 

negotiation as an ongoing process shaped by candid discussions, professional 

rapport and shared understanding of impact and investment objectives. The findings 

showed that having trust between actors enabled them to express unorthodox views, 

challenge assumptions and refine deal structures during decision-making processes. 

These findings aligns with Choques-Millan et al. (2024), who argued that power 

dynamics fluctuate depending on relational dynamics in collaborative settings. 

Delgado-Baena and Sianes (2024)  also suggested that power was reinforced 

through formal structures as well as through everyday interactions. The findings add 

to the existing body of knowledge by showing that structural asymmetry was not 

eliminated by trust. While relational capital allowed participants to negotiate terms, 

such as adjusting timelines, revising ESG targets, or refining risk allocations, it did 

not replace fundamental financial thresholds or fund mandates that were already in 
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place. This finding suggests that relational power functions as a moderating force 

evidencing that trust can influence how decisions are implemented but rarely whether 

financial viability remains a prerequisite. 

Stakeholder theory argued that dialogue facilitates a balanced value creation for all 

actors (Valentinov et al., 2025). While the findings confirm that the dialogue takes 

place between actors, they extend the existing literature by showing that the dialogue 

unfolds within asymmetrical boundaries. Therefore, negotiation in impact investing is 

not a level playing field. It is a structured conversation shaped  by  capital 

dependency and relational influence. 

 

 
 

  

 

6.5. Discussion of Results for Sub-questions 3 

Sub-questions 3: How do power relations affect the balance between financial goals 

and social or environment?  

 

The final analytical step of the discussion examens how the layered power dynamics 

ultimately affect impact investing through the balance between financial objectives 

and social or environmental outcomes. Sub-Question 3 moves from process to 

outcome, interrogating how authority, legitimacy and negotiation intersect in 

determining what is ultimately funded.  

The findings reveal that the balance between financial and impact objectives is 

structured by institutional priorities, embedded mandates and frameworks. Impact 

investing is positioned as a dual-objective model (Agrawal & Hockerts, 2021; 

Schlütter et al., 2024), the findings suggests that these objectives do not have equal 

footing in decision-making processes. The balance between financial return and 

impact ambition is mediated by layered forms of power dynamics; which will be 

discussed in detail in this section.  

6.5.1 Financial primacy 

The literature reviewed in Chapter 2 acknowledged the tension between financial 

return and impact objectives (Rizzello et al., 2016; Schlütter et al., 2024). Schlütter 
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et al. (2024) argued that financial considerations often dominate decision processes, 

even when impact criteria are formally embedded.  The findings from this study 

strongly confirm these statements from the literature. Most of the participants 

described financial sustainability as a prerequisite for investment approval. 

Investment deals that failed to meet minimum return expectations were typically 

excluded from further consideration, regardless of their potential social impact value. 

This indicates that financial viability functions as a gatekeeping threshold. The 

participants rarely framed impact investment decisions as choosing return over 

impact. Financial sustainability was described by participants as critical for fund 

continuity. Therefore, financial primacy is accepted rather than challenged by 

decision-makers.  

The stakeholder theory exposes a key limitation as the theory assumes that the profit 

and impact trade-offs can be balanced through managerial discretion (Valentinov et 

al., 2025), The findings suggest that the managerial discretion is bounded by capital 

structures. Thus, the study confirms the literature’s identification of financial 

dominance by illustrating how financial logic is embedded as a structural condition of 

how possible a deal would be, within impact investing decisions. 

 

6.5.2 Measurement and Reporting 

Most of the participants described ESG reporting requirements as embedded in daily 

screening and portfolio management processes. The participants described how 

impact metrics influenced which sectors were prioritised, which risks were deemed 

acceptable and how performance was interpreted. This suggests that measurement 

functions as a structuring mechanism of power. The stakeholder theory emphasises 

moral responsibility toward stakeholders (Valentinov et al., 2026), measurement 

systems operationalise that responsibility through standardised frameworks. The 

findings suggest that such frameworks can both enhance accountability and 

constrain contextual flexibility. the balance between financial and social objectives is 

mediated not only by capital and governance but also by the technical infrastructure 

of measurement. 
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6.5.3 Regulation as a non-negotiable constraint 

A few participants described instances where ESG considerations or social 

governance standards overrode commercially viable investment options. The 

participants mentioned how investments were declined due to human rights 

concerns or governance risks. This finding is in conflict with Schlütter et al.’s (2024) 

statement  of financial dominance. The results showed that while financial viability 

establishes a foundation for  eligibility, governance frameworks can act as 

exclusionary filters that supersede commercial logic. 

 

6.6 Conclusion 

This purpose of chapter 6 was to  critically examine the findings in relation to the 

research problem, theoretical framework and research questions outlined in earlier 

chapters. The discussion was structured around the main research question and 

sub-questions. This chapter has demonstrated how power dynamics operate across 

multiple dimensions of impact investing decision-making. 

The analysis revealed that power in impact investing is layered and institutionalised. 

Furthermore, the analysis revealed that capital ownership establishes the structural 

boundaries within which decisions take place in investment decision processes. 

Governance mechanisms formalise authority and define the parameters of 

participation. Epistemic legitimacy shapes whose knowledge carries weight during 

the negotiations of investment decisions. The existence of relational dynamics 

mediate negotiation within bounded constraints. Collectively, all the dimensions 

discussed shape how trade-offs between financial returns and social or 

environmental objectives are interpreted and resolved in impact investment 

processes.  

The findings confirm a significant portion of existing literature reviewed in Chapter 2, 

particularly regarding the dominance of financial reasoning (Schlütter et al., 2024), 

the influence of institutional frameworks (Thornton et al., 2012), and the presence of 

stakeholder asymmetries (Delgado-Baena & Sianes, 2024). The study also extends 

this body of work by demonstrating different forms  of power overlap in practice and 

how decision-makers experience and manage authority in structured yet relational 

contexts. 
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The findings suggest that impact investing should not be viewed solely as a technical 

exercise of balancing dual objectives, but also as a governance structure in which 

authority, legitimacy and negotiation are continuously embedded within institutional 

and geopolitical structures. The balance between return and impact is not a pure 

optimisation problem but a structured outcome shaped by layered power dynamics. 

After interpreting the findings through the theoretical lenses established in Chapter 

2, the research paper proceeds to Chapter 7. The following chapter synthesises the 

findings from this study, articulates the overarching results, discusses theoretical and 

practical contributions, and makes recommendations for future research and 

practice. 
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Chapter 7: Conclusions and recommendations  

 

7.1 Introduction  

This chapter explains the study's exploration of how power dynamics influence 

decision-making in impact investing.  

This investigated whether decision-making in impact investing, which reflects 

balanced stakeholder engagement, is shaped by underlying power asymmetries 

(Delgado-Baena & Sianes, 2024). Impact investing is typically characterised as a 

financial approach that seeks both economic returns and measurable social or 

environmental outcomes (Rizzello et al., 2016; Schlütter et al., 2024). Although 

existing literature acknowledges multiple stakeholders and competing objectives, 

limited attention has been given to the practical distribution of influence and the 

negotiation of trade-offs between financial and impact objectives (Duchin et al., 

2025), whether social or environmental (Schlütter et al., 2024). Drawing on 

stakeholder theory (Freeman, 1984; Valentinov et al., 2025) and scholarship on 

power dynamics (Delgado-Baena & Sianes, 2024), this study examined the lived 

experiences of decision-makers within impact investing ecosystems, which included 

participants and actors (Valentinov et al., 2025) from diverse institutions. 

The Methodology defines how the research was conducted, according to the 

research onion framework of Saunders and Lewis (2018). Chapter 4 described a 

qualitative, interpretivist, and inductive research design involving 16 semi-structured 

interviews, which reached saturation according to Hennink and Kaiser (2022). The 

point of saturation was conducted with individuals directly involved in capital 

allocation decisions. The thematic analysis revealed key themes (Neubauer et al., 

2019) that power in impact investing operates through layered mechanisms, 

including capital ownership, governance structures, epistemic authority, relational 

negotiation, and regulatory frameworks. Rather than functioning as a neutral arena 

of collaborative balancing (Aivalli et al., 2025), decision-making emerged as a 

structured process in which influence is unevenly distributed, and trade-offs are often 

shaped by capital-defined boundaries (Casasnovas & Jones, 2022). This chapter, 

therefore, moves beyond descriptive presentation of findings to integrate them with 

the broader theoretical conversation. It begins by revisiting the study's focus and 
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context, followed by a restatement of the research questions and a concise 

methodological overview.  

 

7.2. Power dynamics in decision-making of impact investing and why it matters 

This study investigated how power dynamics influence decision-making in impact 

investing. The research problem arose from the observation that, while impact 

investing is positioned as an approach that pursues both financial returns and 

measurable social or environmental outcomes (Rizzello et al., 2016; Schlütter et al., 

2024), existing scholarship has primarily focused on instruments, measurement 

frameworks, and performance outcomes. Considerably less attention has been 

devoted to the actual processes of investment decision-making and the distribution 

of influence among stakeholders. 

This gap highlights the need for greater academic understanding of the relational and 

structural dynamics underlying capital allocation in impact investing. According to 

Gutterman (2024), impact investing is unconventional. While stakeholder theory 

emphasises balancing multiple stakeholder interests (Freeman, 1984; Valentinov et 

al., 2025), it provides limited insight into how trade-offs are managed when power is 

unevenly distributed. In practice, investors and investees operate within complex 

institutional environments shaped by mandates, governance structures, and 

regulatory requirements that determine whose priorities dominate (Jones & Murray, 

2026). Accordingly, this study explored how variations in influence, authority, and 

resource control among stakeholders affect investment decisions and the negotiation 

of financial and impact objectives (Yuan et al., 2025). Understanding these dynamics 

is essential for evaluating whether impact investing can achieve meaningful and 

equitable outcomes. 

 

7.3 Research Context and Its Significance 

The study involved sixteen decision-makers (See Table 5.1) engaged in impact 

investment allocation, including fund managers, analysts, trustees, and executives 

from impact funds, development finance institutions, and philanthropic organisations. 

The target population set out in chapter 4 consisted of professionals authorised to 

evaluate and approve investments balancing financial and social objectives 

(Gutterman, 2024). Participants were selected through purposive snowball sampling, 
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as suggested in Chapter 4, which was based on their active involvement in decision-

making processes. By focusing on individual decision-makers rather than 

organisations, the research enabled an in-depth examination of how power is 

experienced and exercised within the broader impact investing community (Jones & 

Murray, 2026) and is shaped by capital mandates, governance structures, and 

regulatory frameworks, as indicated by the participants. 

 

7.4 What Do We Know About Impact Investing and What We Did Not Know 

The existing literature positions impact investing as a distinct and evolving field within 

sustainable finance, characterised by the intentional pursuit of both financial returns 

and measurable social or environmental outcomes (Agrawal & Hockerts, 2021; 

Schlütter et al., 2024). Scholars have examined its definitions, financial instruments, 

measurement frameworks, and performance outcomes, often highlighting its hybrid 

nature as situated between traditional profit-maximising investment and philanthropy 

(Zambelli and Pascale, 2025). This body of work recognises that impact investing 

operates within complex institutional environments shaped by market logics, 

accountability standards, and sustainability mandates (Jones & Murray, 2026; Oliver, 

1991; Pratt & Foreman, 2000). Stakeholder theory provides an important theoretical 

foundation for understanding this complexity. Building on Freeman’s (1984) 

argument that organisations must consider the interests of all stakeholders who 

affect or are affected by their activities, subsequent scholarship has emphasised 

value co-creation, legitimacy, and the need to balance competing stakeholder claims 

(Valentinov et al., 2025). Within impact investing, this perspective suggests that 

investors, investees, beneficiaries, intermediaries, and regulators all hold legitimate 

interests in shaping outcomes (Aivalli et al., 2025). However, while stakeholder 

theory acknowledges trade-offs among competing claims, it offers limited guidance 

on how such trade-offs are resolved when power and resources are unevenly 

distributed (Valentinov et al., 2025). 

The literature on power dynamics further highlights that multi-stakeholder settings 

are rarely neutral arenas. Power is embedded in access to resources, institutional 

authority, expertise, and legitimacy (Delgado-Baena & Sianes, 2024; Schmidt & 

Neuburger, 2017). Studies in collaborative governance demonstrate that 

participation does not automatically translate into equal influence, as hierarchies and 

structural asymmetries often persist beneath inclusive processes (Casasnovas & 
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Jones, 2022). Yet, despite this recognition, the impact investing literature has largely 

concentrated on technical aspects such as impact metrics, ESG frameworks, and 

financial performance, with comparatively limited empirical attention to how power 

operates within decision-making processes, which, according to Casasnovas and 

Jones (2022), limits stakeholder empowerment and limits collaboration in the 

process. 

Accordingly, a key gap emerges at the intersection of stakeholder theory, power 

dynamics, and impact investing practice (Casasnovas & Jones, 2022). While 

scholars recognise competing objectives and structural asymmetries, there is 

insufficient empirical understanding of how decision-makers themselves interpret, 

experience, and negotiate power when balancing financial and social objectives 

(Kang et al., 2026). In particular, how capital ownership, governance structures, 

epistemic authority, and regulatory frameworks shape investment outcomes remains 

underexplored (Bastani et al., 2024; Kang et al., 2026). 

This study addresses this gap by shifting from outcome-focused analyses to an 

examination of the relational and structural mechanisms underlying impact 

investment decisions (Bastani et al., 2024). Grounding the analysis in the lived 

experiences (Neubauer et al., 2019) of decision-makers, the research situates 

impact investing within broader debates on stakeholder hierarchy, institutional logics, 

and power asymmetry (Thornton et al., 2012). In doing so, it extends existing 

scholarship and offers a more nuanced understanding of how impact is defined and 

prioritised in practice. 

 
 

7.5 Research Questions Revisited 

7.5.1 Main Research Question 

Power dynamics shape decision-making in impact investing by defining the 

boundaries within which choices are made. Capital ownership, governance authority, 

expertise, and regulatory requirements collectively determine which investments are 

deemed viable, whose perspectives are prioritised, and how impact is defined 

(Choquez-Millan et al., 2024). As a result, decision-making operates within layered 

authority systems rather than through neutral collaboration. 
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7.5.2 Sub-Question 1: Stakeholder Perceptions and Experiences of Power 

Stakeholders perceived power as closely linked to control over capital, formal 

authority, and access to decision-making forums. Individuals positioned closer to 

funding sources and investment committees reported greater influence, whereas 

others described constraints resulting from mandates, institutional hierarchies, and 

information asymmetry within organisational structures (Aivalli et al., 2025). 

 

7.5.3 Sub-Question 2: Negotiation of Influence During Decisions 

Influence was negotiated through relational engagement, trust, and technical 

persuasion. However, such negotiation occurred within predefined structural limits 

established by funder mandates, governance procedures, and financial thresholds. 

Although dialogue and compromise were present, ultimate authority remained 

concentrated among those controlling capital and formal approval mechanisms 

(Casasnovas & Jones, 2022). 

 

7.5.4 Sub-Question 3: Impact of Power on Financial vs Social Trade-Offs 

Trade-offs between financial returns and social or environmental objectives were 

structured rather than neutral. Financial sustainability frequently served as a 

threshold condition, while impact criteria could override decisions under particular 

governance or regulatory standards. The prioritisation of objectives reflected 

institutional mandates and capital-defined risk parameters (Glan-don et al. 2019, 

Okeyo et al. 2020b; Aivalli et al., 2025). 

 

7.6 Key Findings 

7.6.1 Capital as Structural Boundary Power 

The findings show that capital functions as the primary structural boundary in impact 

investing decision-making. Those who control financial resources define acceptable 

risk-return thresholds, mandate conditions, and sectoral priorities. Financial 

sustainability consistently operated as a prerequisite for investment approval, 

shaping the parameters within which social or environmental objectives could be 

pursued. Even where impact was central to the mandate, access to future funding 

depended on meeting financial performance expectations. Capital, therefore, did not 

simply influence individual decisions; it preconfigured the decision space itself, 
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determining which opportunities were considered viable before negotiation or 

deliberation began. 

 

7.6.2 Governance as Institutional Gatekeeping 

Governance structures functioned as institutional mechanisms that formalise and 

filter decision authority. Investment committees, trustee boards, risk panels, and 

ESG reviews structured participation while simultaneously delineating the limits of 

influence. Although consultation and collaboration were frequently described as part 

of the process, final approval typically resided with actors in hierarchical positions. 

Governance procedures distributed power through voting rights, committee 

composition, and agenda control, thereby reinforcing institutional authority. These 

structures shaped the evaluation and legitimisation of investment proposals, 

ensuring alignment with organisational mandates and accountability requirements. 

Participation, therefore, occurred within structured authority rather than equal 

decision-making power. 

 

7.6.3 Epistemic and Reputational Power 

Expertise, analytical frameworks, and reputation constituted additional forms of 

influence within decision-making processes. Technical knowledge, sector 

experience, and proficiency with impact metrics enhanced credibility and determined 

whose perspectives were considered persuasive. ESG models, financial projections, 

and impact measurement tools structured the interpretation of risk and value. 

Reputation further mediated access to capital, as trusted networks and established 

track records influenced investment outcomes. Epistemic power thus operated by 

defining what constituted credible evidence and a legitimate opportunity. In this 

manner, knowledge and legitimacy complemented capital and governance in 

shaping which decisions were justified and approved. 

 

7.6.4 Relational Negotiation Within Structural Limits 

Decision-making was not exclusively top-down; participants described ongoing 

negotiation, trust-building, and compromise. Strong relationships facilitated candid 

dialogue and adaptive problem-solving during due diligence and portfolio 

management. However, relational influence operated within predefined structural 



 77 

limits. Mandates, financial thresholds, and governance constraints established non-

negotiable boundaries for acceptable outcomes. While actors could negotiate within 

these parameters, they could not readily alter the fundamental authority structures. 

This indicates that power in impact investing is dynamic yet bounded: relational 

processes are significant, but they do not eliminate underlying hierarchies rooted in 

capital ownership and institutional design. 

 

7.6.5 Regulation and Transnational System Power 

External regulatory frameworks and transnational standards represented an 

additional layer of structural influence. Requirements such as ESG benchmarks, 

BEE criteria, and international reporting standards served as non-negotiable 

constraints on internal decision-making. Global capital frequently carried embedded 

definitions of impact and compliance standards that influenced local investment 

strategies. These systemic forces extended power beyond organisational actors into 

broader institutional environments. Consequently, decision-makers navigated both 

internal hierarchies and regulatory and transnational expectations that defined 

acceptable practice. Power in impact investing is therefore distributed across 

interconnected systems rather than confined to individual organisations. 

 

7.6.6 Integrative Conclusion 

Taken together, the findings demonstrate that layered, interacting forms of power 

structure impact investment decision-making. Capital establishes the outer 

boundaries, governance formalises authority, expertise legitimises decisions, 

relationships enable negotiation, and regulation constrains outcomes. Trade-offs 

between financial and social objectives occur within these structured conditions 

rather than in neutral spaces of collaboration. Impact investing, therefore, operates 

as a hybrid system in which influence is unevenly distributed across actors and 

institutions. Recognising these layered dynamics provides a more realistic 

understanding of how impact is defined. 
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7.7 Contribution to Scholarly Debate 

7.7.1 Contribution to Stakeholder Theory 

This study extends stakeholder theory by demonstrating that stakeholder systems 

within impact investing are internally hierarchical rather than egalitarian. Although 

multiple stakeholders are formally recognised, influence remains unevenly 

distributed. The findings indicate that balancing stakeholder interests occurs within 

capital-weighted authority structures, challenging assumptions of equal participation. 

 

7.7.2 Contribution to Impact Investing Literature 

This study contributes to impact investing scholarship by redirecting attention from 

instruments and metrics to the structures of decision authority. The study showed 

that impact investing is approached through the same market logic, with funders 

holding control over investment decisions. This study provides empirical insight into 

how power shapes capital allocation and trade-offs between financial and social or 

environmental impact.  

 

7.7.3 Contribution to Power Dynamics Scholarship 

This research advances power dynamics literature by identifying five interacting 

forms of power within hybrid financial systems: structural, institutional, epistemic, 

relational, and systemic. It demonstrates how these layers operate simultaneously to 

shape investment outcomes, providing a framework for raising awareness of 

authority in complex governance contexts, especially when focusing on impact 

investing objectives. Power dynamics are embedded in the decision-making process 

of investment design. When a powerful actor demonstrates a collaborative culture, 

investment might be seen as legitimate. 

 

7.8 Practical and Managerial Implications 

7.8.1 Implications for Investors 

Investors should acknowledge that capital ownership inherently shapes decision 

boundaries and may unintentionally marginalise alternative perspectives. Increasing 

transparency regarding the prioritisation of financial and impact trade-offs can 
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enhance legitimacy. Diversifying investment committees, incorporating local 

expertise, and critically evaluating mandate design may help reduce structural 

asymmetries and improve alignment between stated impact objectives and actual 

decision practices. 

 

7.8.2 Implications for Investees 

Investees should enhance their ability to articulate credible impact narratives 

supported by robust data and sector expertise. Building reputational capital and 

trusted networks can improve access to funding and negotiation leverage. 

Understanding investor mandates and governance requirements is essential for 

navigating structural constraints and aligning impact objectives with financially viable, 

institutionally acceptable frameworks. 

 

7.8.3 Implications for Policymakers and Regulators 

Policymakers and regulators should assess how ESG standards, reporting 

frameworks, and compliance requirements influence decision authority within impact 

investing ecosystems. Aligning global benchmarks with local contexts can reduce 

transnational asymmetries. Strengthening accountability mechanisms and promoting 

inclusive governance practices may foster more equitable participation and enhance 

the credibility of impact investing outcomes. 

 

7.9. Limitations of the Study 

This study adopts a qualitative, in-depth research design. While this approach 

enables rich exploration of power dynamics in impact investing decision-making, the 

findings are specific and not general.  

 

Geographical Scope  
The study identifies small South African investors and one other region, which may 

not respect the full scope of other countries.  

 

Decision-Makers and institutional culture bias  
Participants may have presented their decision-making processes in ways that align 

with organisational norms or institutional culture. Given that impact investing carries 



 80 

strong normative and ethical expectations, respondents may have emphasised 

collaboration and social purpose while downplaying financial dominance or 

hierarchical control. This introduces potential social desirability bias, which may 

influence how power dynamics are described. 

 

Sensitivity of disclosure  
Interviewees might hold controversial or sensitive information that could help 

research papers, and interviewees may have withheld controversial details regarding 

negotiation processes, internal conflicts, or strategic dominance. Interviewees might 

be under time constraints, and professional pressures may have influenced the depth 

of responses. 

 

Researcher Bias 

Researcher bias may be influenced by their own decisions not to write certain things 

or to leave out details.  

 

Cross-sectional design  
The study captures perceptions of power dynamics at a single point in time. However, 

power relationships in impact investing may shift across stages of the investment 

lifecycle, including fundraising, due diligence, governance, and exit. A longitudinal 

design would provide deeper insight into how power evolves and influences 

outcomes. Therefore, the findings reflect a snapshot rather than a dynamic trajectory 

of decision-making processes. 

 

7.10 Recommendations for Future & Research Concluding Reflection 

This study examined how power dynamics shape decision-making in impact 

investing, a field that aspires to reconcile financial returns with meaningful social and 

environmental impact. The findings demonstrate that impact investing does not 

operate as a neutral arena of collaborative stakeholder balancing. Rather, decision-

making is structured by layered forms of power, including capital ownership, 

governance hierarchy, epistemic authority, relational negotiation, and regulatory 

constraints. These mechanisms shape which priorities define impact, how risk is 

interpreted, and which investments ultimately proceed. 
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According to Aivalli et al., (2025) suggests the following findings resonate strongly 

with power dynamics in decision-making of impact investing. Institutional Theory 

(Peters, 2022), which emphasises how formal rules, norms, and organisational 

cultures structure collaboration and constrain agency. Investment committees, ESG 

standards, and reporting mandates are not neutral tools; they institutionalise 

particular logics that privilege certain definitions of impact. Resource Dependency 

Theory (Pfeffer & Salancik, 2015) helps explain why capital providers retain structural 

authority. Organisations dependent on external funding adapt their decision-making 

to satisfy those who control critical resources, reinforcing financial thresholds even 

within impact-oriented mandates. Collaborative Governance Theory (Ansell & Gash, 

2008) are visible in the relational negotiation and trust-building processes described 

by participants. However, the study shows that collaboration unfolds within structural 

constraints rather than eliminating hierarchy.  
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