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What Is Impact Investing? 

Impact investing is the practice of directing capital towards businesses, funds, or projects 

with the deliberate intention of generating measurable social or environmental benefit - 

alongside a financial return. It is an investment philosophy that asks a second question: 

beyond profit, what does this money actually do? 

The Global Impact Investing Network (GIIN) has tracked this space for over a decade. Their 

2024 market sizing report found that more than 3,900 organisations now manage $1.571 

trillion in impact investing assets globally, at a 21% compound annual growth rate since 

2019.¹ Critically, 94% of those investors reported their financial performance met or 

exceeded expectations.¹ The old trade-off myth - that doing good requires sacrificing returns - 

is empirically crumbling. 

 

Why India, and Why Now? 

India is more than  a candidate for impact investing. It is, arguably, its most urgent theatre. 

With 1.4 billion people, a multidimensional poverty index that has halved since 2016 but is 

far from eliminated, and one of the most pronounced gaps between public need and public 

financing anywhere in the world, India presents a structural case for private capital to step 

into spaces where government budgets fall short. 

India's GDP is projected to grow at 7% in FY2026–27.² Yet this macro prosperity sits 

alongside stark sectoral underinvestment. The IMF's 2025 Article IV Consultation report on 

India identifies strengthening education, skilling, public health, and social safety nets as 



 

critical reform priorities.² These are precisely the sectors where impact capital can operate 

with credibility and scale. 

Beyond the moral imperative, structural tailwinds are powerful. India has overtaken China as 

the world's most populous nation, with a young, internet-connected workforce. Rapid digital 

infrastructure - from UPI to Aadhaar - has lowered the cost of reaching underserved 

populations. And India's Social Stock Exchange (SSE), launched under SEBI's oversight in 

2022, has created a formal regulated marketplace for social enterprises to raise capital.³ 

 

The Data on India's Impact Economy 

The India Impact Investors Council (IIC) reported that in 2024 alone, $4.96 billion in equity 

funding was deployed across 438 impact-driven enterprises spanning agriculture, climate 

technology, education, financial inclusion, and healthcare.⁴ This shows it is not a niche 

anymore. It is a maturing asset class. 

Market research projects India's impact investing market to reach $8.9 billion by 2030, 

growing at a 25% CAGR - making it the fastest-growing such market in the world.⁵ 

Meanwhile, the ESG-themed mutual fund space has grown from roughly ₹2,747 crore in 

AUM in early 2020 to approximately ₹10,800 crore by 2024–25, with a projected 23.3% 

CAGR through 2030.⁶ 

A landmark study by the Brookings Institution found that average impact investment returns 

in India beat market returns, even in traditionally low-return social sectors like health and 

education.⁷ Impact investors are simultaneously playing the role of capital providers and 

strategic mentors - a hybrid operating model unlike conventional private equity. 

 

Key Sectors: Where the Capital Is Flowing 

Capital is concentrating across six primary sectors. In agriculture and food, agri-tech linking 

smallholder farmers to markets and climate-resilient inputs has attracted sustained interest. 

Healthcare has seen low-cost diagnostics, telemedicine, and community health platforms 

bridge the rural-urban divide. Education investments target India's 265 million school-going 



 

children, particularly in underserved states, through EdTech and grassroots learning models. 

Clean energy investments align with India's stated target of 500 GW renewable capacity by 

2030. Financial inclusion fintech models serve India's 190 million-plus unbanked citizens 

through microfinance and digital payments. Affordable housing is an emerging IIC priority, 

with blended finance instruments increasingly channelled into low-income housing 

solutions.⁴ 

 

The Policy and Regulatory Landscape 

Government and regulatory action is one of impact investing's most important enablers in 

India. 

SEBI's Social Stock Exchange, launched in 2022, allows non-profit and for-profit social 

enterprises to list and raise capital in a transparent, regulated environment. By 2024, SEBI 

had reduced the minimum retail investment threshold to just ₹1,000.³ The SSE introduced the 

Zero Coupon Zero Principal (ZCZP) instrument, enabling organisations to mobilise 

purpose-tied funding without traditional financial returns - in 2024, Swades Foundation used 

this mechanism to raise ₹10 crore for livelihood programmes.³ 

From April 2024, SEBI's Business Responsibility and Sustainability Reporting (BRSR) Core 

mandate requires India's top 250 listed entities to provide ESG disclosures across their value 

chains.⁸ This standardisation is making impact data more comparable for investors. In 

parallel, government-backed Atal Incubation Centres under the Atal Innovation Mission are 

specifically designed to support impact-driven startups across energy, health, education, and 

agriculture.⁹ 

 

What Can Ordinary Indians Do? 

Impact investing is no longer the preserve of family offices and high-net-worth individuals. 

The infrastructure for retail participation is rapidly expanding. Here is a practical starting 

ladder. 



 

ESG Mutual Funds (₹500 SIP onwards) are the most accessible entry point. SEBI 

mandates that ESG funds invest at least 80% of assets in line with their stated strategy. 

Schemes from SBI, Mirae, Axis, and Kotak are available on most platforms and are best 

treated as a 10–20% satellite allocation within a broader equity portfolio.⁶ 

The Social Stock Exchange (₹1,000 minimum), listed on BSE and NSE, allows individuals 

to invest in or donate to registered social enterprises. For non-profits, ZCZP instruments 

function essentially as transparent donation receipts - the most direct way to fund measurable 

social impact.³ 

Green and social bonds issued by the Indian government and corporates are available 

through bond platforms and SEBI-registered intermediaries, offering fixed returns tied to 

environmental projects. 

Microfinance and crowdfunding platforms such as Milaap and ImpactGuru allow small 

amounts to be directed to social enterprises and livelihood projects. These are not always 

regulated as investments - due diligence on platform credibility is essential. 

Conscious consumerism functions as a parallel action: choosing products from social 

enterprise-backed brands, supporting self-help group products, and directing CSR budgets 

towards IIC-registered entities all strengthen the broader ecosystem.⁴ 

 

India’s Road Ahead 

Brookings research notes that 57% of Indian social enterprises still identify access to capital 

as their primary barrier to growth.⁷ Debt financing - essential for working capital - represents 

only 25% of total impact investments, leaving enterprises structurally underfunded.⁴ 

Measurement standards remain fragmented; investors and enterprises often define "impact" 

differently, making comparison difficult. 

But the direction is unmistakable. SEBI's regulatory architecture, the SSE's democratisation 

of access, a values-driven generation of investors, and India's sheer developmental scale all 

converge toward one conclusion: impact investing in India is  a structural shift in how capital 

understands its own consequences. 



 

The question for any investor - institutional or individual - is no longer only "what return will 

I get?" but increasingly, "what am I building with this money?" 
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