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A year deep into the pandemic, life is different for all of us. And while we all hope that  
it will soon be over, this year has changed us so profoundly that even as we will slowly 
come back to normal, it will surely be a very “new” normal. Through this second  
“FASE Impact Investing Barometer 2021 – Investing in times of global pandemic”,  
we wanted to understand how impact investors have reacted to and managed the  
effects of the pandemic, what kind of support measures proved more effective for  
their portfolio companies than others, and more importantly, what are some of the  
lessons learnt, new habits and practices that will define our working styles and  
investment strategies as we exit the pandemic. We also decided to make a special  
focus on Central and Eastern Europe, aware of the capital flight1 affecting the  
region due to COVID-19.

We are happy to note that while there are few investors who held off investments  
in the face of the unknown, more than two thirds increased or at least maintained  
the originally planned investment level, investing both in their portfolio and in new 
companies. Whereas COVID-19 led to some decreases in the financial performance  
of the portfolio companies (as could be expected), almost two thirds of the investors  
reported their impact was not affected and 22,5% even saw an increase in impact.  
Our current data mirrors the overall trend revealed by previous research: generally,  
impact investing and sustainability have become even more important in the  
wake of the crisis. In Germany, the Impact Investing market has grown continuously  
in the last 5 years up to 8.1 billion in 20192.  On the other hand, investors’ own  
fundraising from private or institutional investors was more challenging with  
significant delays that reduced the overall inflow of impact investments to financial  
intermediaries in the field. This could add new risks and uncertainty to future  
investments, if sufficient funds are not available for future investment.

How will this “new normal” look like for investors and for Social Enterprises in  
post-COVID-19 times? Perhaps a bit simplified, it seems virtual work presents  
way more advantages than expected, so it might be here to stay. And so is a more  
collaborative workflow, enhancing impact investors’ capability to share due diligence, 
co-invest and achieve more impact.

As for some lessons learned, extreme situations challenge us all, but only few manage  
to survive or even turn them to their advantage. We thought that figuring out the  
features of the survivor companies and best performers of this crisis could inform  
investors for the future and improve the quality of our portfolios and ultimately  
of our triple bottom line. So do read on if you’re keen to learn more.

In closing this analysis, we are hoping this will be our last “Impact Investing Barometer 
2021 – Investing inTimes of Global Pandemic” and next year we will look backwards  
at some steep recovery curves, more collaboration and more systemic change!

Thank you to all the 50 investors who took the time to enlighten us with their  
experiences and views, we hope you will enjoy this reading!

Peeking into the “new” normal

Laura and Magdalena
Investor Relations Managers at FASE

Laura Catana

Magdalena Keus

1   Phenix Capital Group. (2021). 2021 Impact Fund Universe Report. Available online here

2   Bundesinitiative Impact Investing. (2021). Impact Investing in Germany 2020 – A Dynamic Growth Market. Available online here  
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Key takeaways
2020 in a nutshell

42% of investors increased 
their investment levels

Increased

I kept the same investment level

Decreased

I held off my investments

Increased Increased

Decreased Decreased

Same level Same level

One third of investors reported a decrease 
compared to 2019

demonstrating their strong impact commitment.

n=48

Financial performance 
of portfolios

20%

32.5%

Less than half of investors were able to raise funds 
for their investment vehicled in 2020 as planned

postponed their rounds or simply did not 
manage to raise any funds

experienced  
COVID-19-related  
delays

raised capital as planned

Reduced capital inflow into 
impact investing vehicles

4 investors

7 investors

8 investors

is one of the most helpful tools offered to investees

Strategic support

Strategic  
support

Support with  
fundraising

Adjusted financial 
targets & extended 

maturity

voted by 58% of investors

One fifth of investors reported improved impact 
compared to 2019

Impact performance 
of portfolios

22.5%

15%

13%

42% 17%

29%
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Key takeaways
Opportunities unleashed by the pandemic which might be here to stay

of Survivors and Best Performing  
Impact Ventures

– teams of co-founders 
– different ages, including more mature  
   entrepreneurs 
– including male and female 
– working on or transforming their venture  
   into a more digital one

The secret

Lessons for the future

Virtual  
meetings

Non-financial  
support

Collaboration with  
other investors

Digital  
Ventures

85% 41% 36% 23%
of investors plan to keep them 

to enhance their efficiency
intend to maintain it  

for their investees
plan to continue to share  

due diligence
of investors intend to invest 

more in digital models
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Investors surveyed 
The majority invests primarily (i.e. over 50% of capital)  
in impact investments.

Half of the respondents invest below market rates, split 
equally between those aiming for capital preservation and 
those looking for returns closer to the market. 

Of the remaining half expecting market rate returns  
and above, 40% are business angels. 

A couple of investors don’t expect the return of capital, 
unless exceptionally while few others adjust their expec-
tations case by case, depending mostly on the impact 
profile of the venture. 

As this composition is more impact-focused than the  
typical split of the major global surveys (e.g. GIIIN  
findings3 reflect an investor pool of which 67% expects 
market rate returns), the results of the barometer are  
also probably influenced. 

Most investors (62%) invest across Europe, with almost a third investing in Africa.

n=50

Investors’
voice

DACH Region

Nordics

BENELUX Region

Great Britain and Ireland

France

Southern Europe

Central Eastern Europe 
and Baltic countries

Rest of the world

The survey
The survey was launched on March 2nd and was closed on March 28. 50 impact investors replied,  
covering all types from social venture funds to business angels and foundations, 26 of whom  
are based in DACH. The list with all questions included in the survey is available here.
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26 8

3   Hand, Dean, Dithrich, Hannah, Sunderji, Sophia and Nova, Noshin. (2020). 
GIIN 2020 Annual Impact Investor Survey. Full report available here.

number of investors participated in the survey

n=50

Breakdown of investments by geography

https://fase.app.box.com/s/9ha2bl1qq0us41fgm0wlt7a0iw44u7bd
https://thegiin.org/research/publication/impinv-survey-2020#charts
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Investment levels
Last year, half of the investors we surveyed expected a decrease in the overall amount of impact  
investments across all sectors in 2020. Nevertheless, only 15% of them declared at the time  
to decrease or freeze their investments due to the crisis. 

This year’s data (anonymous survey, partially different respondents) proves that the majority of  
investors increased (42%) or kept the same investment level (29%) in 2020 as originally planned 
before the crisis. Yet, a significant 30% of them decreased or held off investments in 2020. 

The wide majority of active investors (~85%) invested in both new and portfolio enterprises. 
Among those who invested in new ventures in 2020, half are planning to increase their allocations 
towards certain Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) or start investing in other SDGs as  
well going forward.

Portfolio performance in 2020
Overall, the majority of our respondents’ impact portfolios were not or were affected positively  
by COVID-19 last year. Only one third of investors note a weaker financial performance in 2020  
compared to the previous year and only 15% observe a reduction of the impact generated by their 
investees. Moreover 22,5% note an increase in the impact of their portfolio, confirming the strong 
mission focus of these ventures even in times of crisis.  

It remains to be seen if this development can be sustained in the long-run or if the COVID-19  
effect will only materialize with some time lag. 

Pandemic-specific support measures for portfolio

More than half of the investors surveyed point out that the strategic support they offered proved to 
be the most helpful tool. Other effective measures were connected to the investee’s financial needs, 
be it in the form of support with fundraising, adjusting financial targets, extending the maturity of 
the investments or deferring/reducing the interest payments. Some investors also emphasized the 
need for additional capital injections. In conjunction with the results of their portfolios, one might 
conclude that impact investors responded actively to the needs of their portfolios or seem to be  
better equipped to bring their investees through hard times.

Portfolio performance relative 
to impact

Portfolio performance relative 
to financial performance

Fundraising
Out of 40 impact investors, 19 had planned 
to raise new external capital in 2020 and 15 
concluded the fundraising round, 7 of whom 
with delays due to COVID-19. Four investors 
either postponed or simply did not manage 
to raise any funds in 2020, and other two 
invest only their own capital.

n=40

n=48

n=40

n=40

n=40
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What has  
the crisis 
taught  
us?

Crisis resilience boosters
Often, the crisis acts as a natural selection mechanism. The question is: what are the exact traits that give  
an advantage to some impact ventures we invest in, making them more likely to survive and thrive despite  
the bleak conditions? Having this knowledge can help us all to to find the resilient, yet highly-adaptable pearls,  
design better support programs for social entrepreneurs in general and perfect the impact of our investments. 

We asked investors to reflect on their portfolios and select which characteristics they believe have enhanced the 
success of their investees in managing the crisis. 40 investors gave us some truly interesting food for thought!

Does age play a role in resilience? 50% of our interviewees say “yes”
Most investors find that a team of entrepreneurs of different or mixed age (11/40), or more mature entrepreneurs 
(7/40) were better equipped to tackle the crisis. Nevertheless, 20 think that the age of the entrepreneurs either 
makes no difference (12) or can’t say for sure (8). Interested to investigate this topic further? Here some food for 
thought.

Gender? If you can choose, mix it up!
Contrary to the current storyline on the disproportionate impact the pandemic has had on female-led companies4, 
40% of our investors believe that the gender of the leaders does not make a difference on the resilience of the  
enterprise and 35% declare that mixed-leader teams have had an advantage in managing the crisis. If keen to  
dig deeper into this topic, check out this Harvard Business Review article. 

Co-founder teams = dream teams
On this point, opinions converge - 65% of the investors agree that impact ventures led by a team of co-founders 
rather than a single founder dealt with the crisis more effectively.

Digital is the new normal
While investors might differ on how much of the business model should be digital, it is clear that having at least  
a partially digital business model has helped impact ventures tackle the pandemic. Whether the venture was  
already digital or not before COVID-19, the virus has for sure accelerated digitalization. The pandemic recovery  
will be digital. Read more on this here.

4   See ten’s “Resilience and Recovery” report and articles such as this one. 

n=40

Has the digitalization of the business model of your investees enhanced 
their success in managing the crisis?

https://insight.kellogg.northwestern.edu/article/younger-older-tech-entrepreneurs
https://insight.kellogg.northwestern.edu/article/younger-older-tech-entrepreneurs
https://hbr-org.cdn.ampproject.org/c/s/hbr.org/amp/2020/12/research-women-are-better-leaders-during-a-crisis
https://www.mckinsey.com/business-functions/mckinsey-digital/our-insights/the-covid-19-recovery-will-be-digital-a-plan-for-the-first-90-days#
https://ifc-org.medium.com/4-key-trends-on-how-covid-has-impacted-women-in-business-a036bcc66a4a
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In an attempt to find workable solutions for their 
day-to-day professional lives during the pandemic, 
investors have discovered habits and practices  
that they intend to integrate in their work  
going forward.  

In spite of all the negative press for remote work,  
33 out of 39 respondents have found that it  
enhanced their efficiency in 2020, with the result  
that they intend to have more virtual meetings  
in the future instead of meeting in person.

To the entrepreneurs’ advantage, 41% of investors 
also plan to maintain specific non-financial  
support for their portfolios as a base offering,  
while 23% strive to invest more in digital impact 
ventures that received a boost from the crisis.

Last but not least, 36% of the respondents  
would like to continue collaborating with other 
investors on sharing due diligence documentation  
to accelerate the transaction process.

Pivot business model? Enter new sectors? Yes, please!
Similarly, a wide majority (65%) of the investors who responded to this question agree that ventures that pivoted 
part of their model rather than only continue business as (un)usual, were more successful. As for the sector,  
opinions are split: 37,5% found that those ventures that remained focused on their original sector have weathered 
the pandemic bestf, while 40% think that those who in addition entered new sectors, did best. The remaining  
either do not know or believe it makes no difference.

Cut costs or stabilize revenues?
Investors have mixed views on this point: half of the investors argue that stabilizing revenues was the winning  
strategy in their portfolios, while 37,5% emphasize that cost cutting made the trick.

Collaboration is key?
Over 37% of investors note that enterprises who shared resources with other players in the field were more  
successful, while 35% believe that those who focused on the execution of their own businesses had better  
chances to manage the crisis.

Early stage ventures
40% of the investors argue that early-stage impact ventures were in a privileged position to tackle the pandemic 
and its effects. A quarter of the respondents believe the stage of the venture made no difference, while 22,5%  
argue that growth stage ventures were better able to deal with the crisis. One could think that early-stage  
companies might be more agile and flexible to act and react than more mature companies. However, the results  
do not provide for a 100% clear interpretation since there could be a bias stemming from the composition,  
characteristics and investment preferences of the respondents. 

  Has the venture stage enhanced their success in managing the crisis?

Going forward: Opportunities & Risks to mitigate

n=39

n=40

What are some opportunities for you as an investor that COVID-19 unleashed and 
which of these do you intend to take advantage of in the future? (multiple options)
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As a result of COVID-19, more than half of the investors declared their intent to invest more  or start  
investing in SDGs in which they had not invested before the pandemic. Very much aligned to the historic 
commitments 2015-2020 reported by Phenix Capital Group5 and BII’s research6, the top SDGs that  
respondents increasingly plan to commit to in the coming years are: 

 

A bigger focus on decent work and economic growth compared to the past might be one of the effects 
of the crisis – the need for more direct support for those in the labor markets who were hit the hardest. 

SDG 14 – life below water – and SDG 15 – life on land – were the least “popular”, in line with the historic 
commitments 2015-2020. 

COVID-19-related risks, liquidity and execution risks are the top 
three potential challenges investors expect for 2021. Wise impact  
entrepreneurs (in particular those still looking for financing) should 
therefore make a point in addressing these concerns and develop  
clear mitigation strategies to convince investors going forward.  
Thus, the pandemic seems to have clearly raised the bar in terms  
of management skills of future investees.

Revisited investment strategies

COVID-19- 
related risks

Other challenges mentioned in the survey:  
Business model, External risks.

liquidity risks

execution risks

5   Phenix Capital Group. (2021). 2021 Impact Fund Universe Report.

6   Bundesinitiative Impact Investing. (2021).  
Impact Investing in Germany 2020 – A Dynamic Growth Market.  
Available online here.

n=34

https://bundesinitiative-impact-investing.de/marktstudie-2020/
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Zooming in on 
Central and Eastern Europe (CEE)

Analyzing 2020 data on Impact Investing more broadly (i.e. including also publicly listed funds), Phenix Report7 
shows clear signs of capital flight from emerging markets towards Western Europe and North America.  
Central and Eastern Europe (CEE) is also negatively impacted, with a moderate decrease in funds targeting  
the region in 2020. 

So how has the Impact Investing community been hit by COVID-19? Let’s zoom in! 

From the investor community participating in FASE’s survey, 8 out of 50 investors surveyed are based in the  
CEE region. All of them are investing primarily in the CEE region, with half of them additionally investing in  
other European countries. None of them invests outside of Europe.

Investors in the CEE region

Four investors (all institutional) have a portfolio exclusively of impact investments. CEE investors have similar  
financial return expectations as compared to their counterparts from other countries, with half of them  
expecting market rate returns or above. 

7   Phenix Capital Group. (2021). 2021 Impact Fund Universe Report.

Regarding the development of the Impact Investing ecosystem in the region, CEE respondents are  
rather split, with over half of them perceiving a steady growth, while the remainder perceives the field  
to have stagnated in 2020. These split views might also be influenced by a fairly large share of more  
“traditional”, mostly off-line social enterprises in the region. These enterprises have suffered a lot from  
the crisis, due to their business models and sector focus. However, new tech solutions have made great  
leaps during the pandemic, seeing significant growth.

The majority of investors share that the overall pipeline of potential investees from the region  
is not directly affected by the crisis, and few of them even report an increase. Nevertheless, investors  
agree that a weak business model, as well as the lack of scalability and social impact are the toughest  
challenges for investors when engaging in companies in the region.

Challenges of investing in CEE-based pipeline companies

n=8
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Investment levels
Compared to the average of all respondents, more CEE investors held off their impact investments in 2020.  
While we figured out that the majority of all investors surveyed increased or kept the same level of investments 
(71%) as initially planned for 2020, the figure is perfectly balanced for CEE investors - 50% of them decreased  
or held off investments in 2020. Those who kept the same investment level or increased it, invested mostly in  
both new and portfolio enterprises.

If we compare the region with other European regions, data shows that especially investors from  
the Benelux countries (6 responses) pushed social enterprises with fresh capital, none of them  
decreasing or holding off investments and most of them actually increasing their investments.

Despite the small number of participants from the CEE region, the investment levels do not seem to be correlated 
neither with the type of investor nor with the proportion of their impact investments. We could assume  
that the already strained pipeline has been further hit by COVID-19, making it even harder for investors to find  
viable investment options. Another assumption could be that CEE players have less resources to fall back onto 
and/or share a more pessimistic outlook during the pandemic, resulting in more stagnant strategies during 
COVID-19 or scaling back until the pandemic eases off. 

Investment level in regional breakdown

The majority of CEE investors (5/8) experienced delays in their initially planned fundraising for 2020  
or couldn’t manage to do any fundraising in the course of the year and only one investor managed  
to raise capital as planned. 

Portfolio performance in 2020
Analyzing the performance of the portfolio in terms of impact and financial returns and comparing  
CEE responses with the overall results, we observe the investees of CEE investors were more affected  
by the pandemic, either positively or negatively. There are less investors who report the same level  
of performance in 2020 compared to 2019.

On the one hand this could be explained by a weaker support ecosystem in the region, less able to assist 
impact ventures. On the other hand, the higher number of better performances could also prove the 
creative potential of the region and the agility of its entrepreneurs. We can also assume, as described 
above, that the diversity of the sector explains the two pools. 

Portfolio performance relative 
to impact

Portfolio performance relative 
to financial performance
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Pandemic-specific support measures for portfolio
7 of the 8 CEE investors share that the adjustment of financial targets have been proven to be helpful  
support measures for their investees.  

Additionally, half of the CEE investors confirm that strategic and non-financial support were crucial for their  
portfolio companies in 2020. Few others mention the benefits of other measures such as deferred or reduced  
interest payments or the adjustment of impact targets. 

Investment level in regional breakdown

Crisis resilience boosters
We also asked investors regarding specific characteristics of successful enterprises. Results are  
rather similar to the average investors perception. 

Mixed leader-teams are more successful
Similar to the whole investor community surveyed, investors in the CEE region have seen that  
co-founder teams (6/8) of mixed genders (5/8) and of different ages (3/8) have been more successful  
in managing the crisis .

Move towards digitalization and enter new sectors
More than half of the investors see fully or at least partially digital business as more resilient in  
crisis (5/8). The same number of CEE respondents note that those investees who pivoted a part  
of the business model and entered a new different sector in addition to maintaining their original  
sector focus, fared better.  

Stabilizing costs
Similarly to the overall average of respondents, a wide majority of the CEE investors fully agree  
that enterprises focused on stabilizing their revenues have been more resilient in this crisis (6/8).

Focus on execution of own business
Compared to the overall average among our respondents (which was essentially split half-half),  
CEE investors find that it has been more useful for their investees to focus on the execution of their  
business rather than sharing resources with others in the field (5/8).

n=8
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Going forward: Opportunities & risks to mitigate
The most important challenges and risks for the enterprises are still the risks of the pandemic itself and its  
uncertainty (5/8). Nevertheless, the business model (3/8) and financial risks like the execution (2/8) and liquidity  
(2/8) are seen as important influencing factors for the further development of the enterprises (2/8 each). 

For almost all investors remote work will become a “new way” of working (7/8). As confirmed also by one of GIIN’s 
latest publications8, COVID-19 has shown that it is not always necessary to meet in person, even though it’s  
important to build trust and good relationships. Also, half of the investors plan to continue to offer the specific 
non-financial support mechanisms developed during these difficult times to support portfolio companies.  
It seems that these support mechanisms have become an important pillar of the collaboration of investors  
and their portfolio companies and that it increases the chances to challenge the pandemic successfully. 

Revisited investment strategies

A strategic shift and an increased investment in digital impact ventures that got a boost from the crisis is an option 
for only 3 out of the 8 CEE investors. Regarding the overall sector, the strategies of the investors are similar to the 
overall results. The only difference is that more investors are planning to focus specifically on SDG1 – no poverty.

8   Rachel Bass, GIIN. (2020). The impact investing market in the Covid-19 context. Available here.

https://thegiin.org/research/publication/the-impact-investing-market-in-the-covid-19-context-an-overview


15FASE Impact Investing Barometer 2021

During these difficult times, many Social Enterprises have shown  
their resilience. The pandemic mirrored the importance of solutions  
offered by early-stage, agile enterprises for the development of the  
society as well as the need for flexible and adaptable financial models  
and support mechanisms.9 
Social Enterprises are pioneers in transforming the society and  
the crisis acted as a catalyser in this process by pushing specific  
trends forward as well as surfacing the needs of these enterprises  
to fulfill their impact mission. Undoubtedly, impact investors  
of all kinds play an increasing role in supporting the enterprises  
in these challenging times.  

9   SEND. (2021). SEND Monitor 2020, p.26.
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