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Abstract
Measuring, analyzing, and evaluating social, environmental, and economic impact is cru-
cial to aligning the sustainable development strategies of international organizations, gov-
ernments, and businesses. In this sense, society has been a determining factor exerting 
pressure for urgent solutions. The main objective of this paper is to provide an exhaustive 
analysis of the literature about the tools for measuring social impact and their evolution 
over the last 50 years. The search was conducted in the main academic databases (Sco-
pus and Web of Science), where 924 articles were found from 1969 to 2020 related to the 
topic. The results of the quantitative analysis show that 71% of the publications were in the 
last ten years and the most productive countries were the USA and the United Kingdom. 
The relational analysis identifies 4 large clusters that fragment the literature into different 
subfields. The most used keywords are linked to the term "Social" in measurement meth-
ods, new concepts, and participants. This article contributes to the literature by giving the 
researcher an insight into the current state of art, trends, categories within the field, and 
future lines of research.

Keywords  Impact measurement · Social impact assessment · Social indicator · Social 
return on investment · Systematic literature review

1  Introduction

Measuring and evaluating social aspects has been gaining importance over the years. There 
has been a growing interest in knowing the impact that an action, activity, or decision has 
on society and the environment. The work of Finsterbusch and Wolf (1981) comments that 
social impacts are dynamic processes or non-static conditions and therefore must be con-
stantly measured. Becker (2001) defined social impact as the process of identifying the 
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future consequences of current or proposed action, which are related to individuals, organi-
zations, and social macrosystems. Private organizations seek to ensure that their mission 
and the impact they generate are consistent (Ormiston et al., 2011), and the public sector 
knows that they are necessary to guide new policies (Reeves, 2016). These tools are bet-
ter known as Social impact assessment (SIA) and play a key role in this environment. A 
U.S. study presented by the Department of Health, Education, and Welfare (Cohen, 1969) 
showed the shortcomings and lack of methodology for measuring social issues. Later, 
development economists called for more accurate social indicators to measure the quality 
and well-being of their citizens’ lives (Hicks and Streeten, 1979), the gross national prod-
uct (GNP) was no longer enough as a measure of growth.

Every day, society demands clear answers from world leaders on social, environmental, 
and equality issues. This pressure is important and is reflected in the increase in sustain-
ability reports (Cubilla-Montilla et al., 2019). The need for more precise indicators adapted 
to the sector will be reflected in better, more accurate, and reliable results (Hutchins et al., 
2018). In 1976, with the growth of impact measurement issues, a U.S. study sought to 
classify them by social impact areas (social security, health, labor) (Fry, 2006). After 50 
years, other methods of measuring social impact have been introduced, proposed mainly 
by academics and in some cases by international organizations and governments. Pub-
lic institutions and organizations worldwide have begun to listen to society. It has been 
reflected in agreements and regulations for SIA as a basis for monitoring their impact. For 
example, the United States Environmental Protection Agency (2017) indicates that sustain-
able manufacturing is based on at least two of these three elements: economic, social, or 
environmental. Moreover, the European Commission (2014) proposes methods and defines 
the benefits of measuring social impact. In this sense, the Horizon 2020 program seeks to 
meet social challenges, health and welfare, sustainable energy, and other issues related to 
generating a positive social and environmental impact. Moreover, the 17 sustainable devel-
opment goals proposed by the ONU (2015) seek to address different resources involving all 
sectors to be part of it. Finally, impact measurement is crucial for achieving these goals and 
creating better methods, information processing, presentation of results, and analyze how 
they influence decision-making.

This paper is constructed as follows. In section two, we review the theory and previ-
ously published reviews on the subject. In section three, we describe the methodology used 
and the steps to reach the sample to be analyzed. In section four, we will make a descrip-
tive analysis of the collected material and an assessment of the databases used applying 
quantitative methods. Section five will analyze the relationship between keywords and their 
behavior over time using the Vosviewer tool (van Eck and Waltman, 2010). And finally, 
by identifying gaps and future lines of research, we hope to encourage other researchers to 
continue their research in the field of social sustainability.

2 � Literature Review

In the ’60s Social Indicators (SI) were positioned as tools to measure social impact and 
gain more prominence to economic indicators (Bauer, 1966). The SIA, first through the 
SI make their appearance (Olson, 1969). For a correct and precise interpretation of these 
actions, several studies arise initially linked to the social welfare of employees and society 
(Drewnowski, 1972). Besides, the focus and relationship with sustainability issues grow 
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(Psacharopoulos and Patrinos, 1994). Table 1 identifies some of the main tools of measur-
ing social impact and its main objective.

Over time, its application has been multiple and has gradually become relevant in eco-
nomic, commercial, and comparative aspects between nations (Thorelli, 1983), in national 
policy planning (Krendel, 1971; Press, 2008), the impact of tourism (Perdue et al., 1999) or 
to evaluate the management of companies concerning social issues (Gallego, 2006).

In the mid-1970s, research specialized and sought more precise information from those 
involved who were directly affected by their impact. These first questions arose about the 
SI since there was no confidence in the veracity of their results (Krieger, 1972). For this 
reason, a methodology was created to evaluate the quality of the indicators (Malizia, 1972). 
Over the years, studies were published to continue correcting and improving these meth-
odologies (Drewnowski, 1972), to better understand social welfare and thus help formulate 
policies that favor the social sector through laws and proper planning (Owens, 1976).

Previous studies have examined issues related to measuring social impact, the first com-
piling the theory generated in those years (Fox, 1986). They discussed how these tools 
are a basic necessity to help measure the development of society (Diener and Suh, 1997; 
Hicks and Streeten, 1979) and how they can contribute to reporting (Adams and Frost, 
2008). Other authors have studied the areas where these measurement tools can contribute, 
both in the Political, Economic, Society, and Ecological (Brouwer and Van Ek, 2004). Oth-
ers examine in-depth how specific organizations behave in the face of a social evaluation 
(Arvidson and Lyon, 2014). They also investigated the implementation of tools for measur-
ing social impact (Umair et al., 2015).

Besides, other authors focused their research on creating new methods and tools to 
measure social impact (Becker and Sanders, 2006). Finally, some research was conducted 
reviewing and evaluating previous developed tools (Malizia, 1972; Sieber, 1979), warning 
about their difficulty measuring them and the data quality used in evaluation (Strauss and 
Thomas, 1996).

As shown in Table  2, the most extensive review is Josa and Aguado, which ends in 
2019. We cover a more extended period from 1960 to 2020. We intend to reach a more 
global view with our review since most of these previous reviews have a more specific 
focus on a measurement tool. By doing so, we want to discover new growth sectors in 
social measurement, such as reporting tools.

3 � Methodology

To provide guidance and direction for future research on the topic of SIA, the study fol-
lowed the PRISMA methodology (Moher et al., 2009). PRISMA means Preferred Report-
ing Items for Systematic reviews and Meta-Analyses. It is a methodology that acts as a 
guard against arbitrary decision-making during review conduct. It serves as a guideline 
to improve the transparency, accuracy, completeness, and frequency of documented sys-
tematic review and meta-analysis protocols (Shamseer et al., 2015). This type of analysis 
allows qualitative and quantitative evaluation for research on a specific topic (Brewerton 
and Millward, 2001). Moreover, it is a clear and transparent process to achieve our objec-
tives, making them reproducible for other researchers (Kitchenham and Charters, 2007). 
This same methodology has recently been used in publications related to sustainability 
issues (Ferreira Gregorio et al., 2018; Merli et al., 2018; Niñerola et al., 2020) and social 
indicators (Kühnen and Hahn, 2018).
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The next section details the steps followed in this review. How the data sources, were 
chosen, the filtering (Table  3), the screening process, and how the final sample was 
reached (Fig. 1).

3.1 � 3.1 Data Sources and Search Strategy

The main sources of information to carry out the review were the Web of Science (WoS) 
and the Scopus database. They were chosen due to the extension and impact of their 
publications in different scientific fields (Falagas et al., 2008).

Following previous works (Merli et al., 2018), the article search engine was made up 
of the following keywords: “Impact Measurement” OR “Social Impact Assessment” OR 
“Social Indicators” OR “Social Return on Investment”.

The initial search was done on title, abstract, author keywords, and keyword plus 
in WoS. And in title, abstract, and keywords concerning Scopus. The first results in 
Scopus were 6,980 documents and, in WoS 4,063 documents (last search 20/06/2021). 
Later, four filters were set: period, language, document type, and research domain. Only 
academic peer review papers were considered until 2020, written in English and Span-
ish. Moreover, they should be included in one of the following research areas: Busi-
ness, Management and Accounting, and Economics, Econometrics and Finance, in Sco-
pus. In WoS, the areas were: Economics, Management, Business, and Business Finance 
(Table 3).

In addition, the PRISMA workflow (Moher et al., 2009) is presented in Fig. 1 show-
ing the searching process agglutinating both databases.

3.2 � 3.2 Databases’ Comprehensiveness for SIA

The final result of each database reflects that Scopus has 600 unique records in their 817 
documents. On the other hand, WoS, on its 324 papers, only accounts for 107 unique 
records. 217 duplicated documents were found comparing both databases. So, the final 
sample for analyzing was 924 records (Fig. 2).

With the information obtained, both databases are analyzed quantitatively and not by 
the quality or impact of the documents to see the similarity of the two chosen databases. 
Three analyses were done: (1) the Meyer Index of Uniqueness (Meyer et al., 1983), (2) 
Traditional Overlap, and (3) Overlap.

3.2.1 � Meyer’s Index

The result obtained through the Meyer Index, according to Pulgarín and Escalona (2007) 
will serve us to evaluate the coverage of a database on a given topic. In Meyer’s index, the 
result is valued over 1, and each database is given a weight of 0.5 for the duplication that may 
exist (Meyer et al., 1983; Sánchez et al., 2017). The results of this indicator will show us how 
unique and singular the documents are.

(1)Meyer Index =
ΣArticles ∗ weight

Total Articles
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(2)Scopus Meyer Index =
600 + (217 ∗ 0, 5)

924
= 0, 77

Table 3   Document search and filtering process

Search and filtering steps Results scopus Results WoS

Search by keywords “Impact Measurement” OR “Social Impact 
Assessment” OR “Social Indicators” OR “Social Return on 
Investment”

6980 4063

1st filter, 2022 excluded 6811 3996
2nd filter, publications written in English or Spanish 6441 3789
3rd filter, only "Article", "review", "book", "book chapter" 5686 3125
4th filter, Research domain in Scopus: Economics, Econometrics 

and - Business, Management, and Accounting) and in WoS: 
economics, management, business, business finance)

827 327

Withdrawn papers due to lack of information − 10 − 3
Number of papers to be analyzed 817 324

Id
en

tif
ic

at
io

n
Sc

re
en

in
g

In
cl

ud
ed

El
ig

ib
ili

ty

Records screened
(n= 937)

Full text articles assessed for 
eligibility
(n= 924)

Studies included
(n=924)

Records removed that were not 
full texts
(n=13)

Records after duplicates removed
(n= 10826)

Records excluded by year, 
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In formula 2, relative to Scopus, the results indicate that this database has a uniqueness of 
77%. On the other hand, in WoS, only 23% of its documents will be only found there (Formula 
3).

3.2.2 � Traditional Overlap

On the other hand, the Traditional Overlap indicates that the higher the percentage, the grter 
the similarity between the documents published in both databases (Pulgarín and Escalona, 
2007). This measure is interesting because it justifies using two databases together by getting a 
complete picture of the field of study.

The result of formula 5 indicates that 23.48% of the total articles identified for this study 
are in both databases, which does not show excessive overlap and reaffirms the decision to use 
both Scopus and WoS to conduct the review.

3.2.3 � Overlap

Finally, to show the percentage of participation or coverage that one database has over the 
other, formula 6 proposed by Bearman and Kunberger (1977) was applied.

(3)WoS Meyer Index =
107 + (217 ∗ 0, 5)

924
= 0, 23

(4)%Tradicional overlap = 100 ∗

(
|Scopus ∩WoS|
|Scopus ∪WoS|

)

(5)%Tradicional overlap = 100 ∗

(
217

924

)
= 23, 48%

(6)%Overlap = 100 ∗

(
|Scopus ∩WoS|

|Scopus|

)

Fig. 2   Material collection 
process
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The results indicate that Scopus covers a broad extension of the document source, 
including 66.98% of WoS publications (Formula 8). This value represents only 26,56% in 
WoS (Formula 7).

4 � Descriptive Analysis

The following sections will develop our analysis to visualize who, where, and when has 
written about the topic of study.

4.1 � Evolution of the Publications

The first record found is from 1969. From that point on, its growth has gradually increased 
in the first 40 years. During the last decade, the research topic takes more importance in 
the academic world, almost 71% of the total publications occur during this period. Besides, 
the year 2019 marks a peak of more than 93 publications which means 10%. Figure 3 illus-
trates the trend that the social impact metrics literature has had throughout its 50 years.

4.2 � 4.2 Main Authors

The study identifies more than 2040 authors who have published documents on SIA. How-
ever, 1919 authors only have published a single document which not making this field their 
main field of expertise.

As can be seen in Table  4, only 4 authors have published 5 or more documents. In 
terms of productivity, the main author is George Serafiem, with seven publications directly 
related to the topics analyzed. His work is related to the measurement, management, and 
communication of corporate sustainability performance, environmental, social, and gov-
ernance. The seconds, Sanjeev Gupta and Frank Vanclay, each with six publications. Most 
of Gupta’s studies analyze public spending related to education, health, and poverty, areas 
where social indicators try to measure impact. Frank Vanclay has maintained his research 
on measuring the effect that the creation and implementation of large projects have on soci-
ety, e.g. mining.

On the other hand, Table 5 shows the most cited authors noting that they are not the 
most prolific, except for Serafeim. Serafiem G., Ioannou I., and Cheng B. are the co-authors 
of the most cited paper in our sample (Cheng et al., 2014). It is about the importance of 
demonstrating that improving stakeholder engagement and transparency of CSR outcomes 
are essential for reducing capital constraints and improving finance access.

Baker F. and Intagliata J. work, aimed at improving the quality of life of chronic 
patients, has more than 276 citations. On it, they evaluate the effectiveness of the Commu-
nity Support System (CSS) program by showing society’s concern and the government in 
making decisions regarding social issues.

(7)%Overlap Scopus = 100 ∗

(
217

600 + 217

)
= 26, 56%

(8)% Overlap WoS = 100 ∗

(
217

107 + 217

)
= 66, 98
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4.3 � 4.3 Geographical Distribution

The diversity found in the authors’ affiliation is shown in Fig. 4. 80 countries have contrib-
uted to this topic in these 50 years.

The United States, being the pioneer in the subject, has maintained its interest and its 
publications reach 237 documents, representing more than 25% of the sample. Obviously, 
they are placed at the top of the list. The UK and Australia follow them with 106 and 84 
documents, respectively.

By geographical area, Brazil is the leading South American country with 26 documents. 
On the Asian side, China with 17, India with 42, and Russia with 17 are the countries that 
have contributed most to the study of SIA. Focusing on Europe, it could be said that the 
countries of the old continent have had more interest in these topics. They have published 
almost half of the articles.

Finally, it should be noted that the group of emerging economies that make up the so-
called BRICs have shown great interest in researching social impact metrics, with a total of 
113 publications.

4.4 � 4.4 Main Sources

Three journals have made the majority of publications. They have as their primary research 
topics sustainability, environment, and society issues. They seek to promote solutions to 
current problems through their publications.

The Journal Cleaner Production occupies the first position with 5.63% of the published 
articles. The Evaluation and Program Planning journal is second with 2.9% of the papers, 
and the World Development with 2.16% is third. These journals represent 11% of the total 
of 924 published documents.

As a great variety of authors were found in the previous section, the study also identifies 
470 sources that have published at least one article related to the topic.

On the other hand, looking at the number of citations, which can be an indicator of the 
quality of the publications, the first one continues to be The Journal of Cleaner Production 
with 960, followed by Evaluation and Program Planning and World Development with 784 

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

90

100

19
69

19
71

19
73

19
76

19
78

19
80

19
82

19
84

19
86

19
88

19
90

19
92

19
94

19
96

19
98

20
00

20
02

20
04

20
06

20
08

20
10

20
12

20
14

20
16

20
18

20
20

Fig. 3   Distribution of the literature over time



Social Impact Assessment: A Systematic Review of Literature﻿	

1 3

and 690 citations respectively (Table 6). These three journals have become the main and 
most important source of information about SIA for researchers. In addition, information 
on the current situation, ranking, quartile, and impact factor is included. The International 
Journal of Social Economics is new in the Category of Economics in the JCR. Therefore 
some information is not available.

5 � Relational Analysis

Vosviewer software is a tool that allows us to build and visualize bibliometric maps (van 
Eck & Waltman, 2010). It has become the most widely used and fastest-spreading tool in 
the scientific world (Pan et al., 2018). This section will identify the most used keywords, 
their level of relationship, the proximity between them, and trends over time. Finally, new 
participants in the SIA environment and their growth in recent years were discovered, 
resulting in the creation of other categories.

Table 4   Authors with at least 3 publications in our database

Author Documents Citations Afiliation Country

Serafeim G. 7 1321 Harvard University United States
Gupta S. 6 198 Internacional Monetary Fund United States
Vanclay F. 6 52 University of Groningen Netherlands
Maas K. 5 77 Erasmus Universiteit Rotterdam Netherlands
Hall M. 4 63 Monash University Australia
Horn R.V. 4 9 University of New South Wales Australia
Mook L. 4 55 Arizona State University Downtown 

Phoenix Campus
United States

Tiongson E. 4 192 Georgetown University United States

Table 5   Most-cited authors in the database and country of affiliation

Author Documents Citations Affiliation Country

Serafeim G. 7 1321 Harvard University United States
Ioannou I. 2 1202 London Business School United Kingdom
Cheng B. 1 784 Harvard University United States
Baker F. 1 276 New York Medical College United States
Intagliata J. 1 276 University at Buffalo United States
Carter J. 1 242 University of the Sunshine Coast Australia
Dyer P. 1 242 University of the Sunshine Coast Australia
Gursoy D. 1 242 Washington State University Pullman United States
Sharma B. 1 242 University of the Sunshine Coast Australia
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5.1 � 5.1 Keywords Analysis

Authors use keywords to identify their work. These keywords give us an idea of the con-
tent, topic, or methodology of the article. The study identifies 1,593 different keywords. In 
Table 7, the ten most used were detailed. As expected, SI and SIA appeared at the top of 
the list. Among the main measurement tools, only Social Return on Investment is highly 
used as a keyword.

A threshold of 10 occurrences and a minimum of 10 connections were established in 
the study to visualize more clearly the relationships between these main keywords. These 
values led to the identification of 51 keywords.

The node size shows the number of repetitions (occurrences) of each keyword (Fig. 5). 
On the other hand, the lines represent the number of times the keywords appear together. 
Moreover, the thickness of this line represents the intensity of this relationship, thicker 
lines more times appearing together.

One of the biggest nodes is "social indicators", which occupied first place in Table 7. It 
should be emphasized that the word "sustainability" appears very close to "Social Indica-
tors", but that is also related to all the most repeated keywords. Moreover, “sustainability” 
is next to "corporate social responsibility" which contains terms related to the company 
and its activities. Another important remark is that "social return on investment" (SROI) 
appears together in the same cluster that "impact measurement" and they are the ones that 
have more distance to the "social indicators" keyword.

The software groups the items by color. Each color is a cluster, and each keyword can 
only belong to one. Keywords in the same cluster indicate that they are strongly related to 
each other. The clusters found are compiled in Table 8.

Cluster #1 in red has 16 elements, being the largest group. They can relate to economic, 
development, and social policy issues, highlighting sustainability issues and methods to 

Fig. 4   Geographical origin of literature according to the affiliation of the authors (number of articles)
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measure them. Cluster #2, in green with 13 items, with more generic keywords and related 
to social and economic indicators that sought to know aspects of the welfare of society.

On the other hand, cluster #3 in blue highlights the terms of measurement and social 
evaluation, several nodes have a considerable thickness and are very close, both compa-
nies, investments, ventures, and entrepreneurs, involved with social terms. Finally, cluster 
#4 in yellow is located in the middle due to the close relationship with all the clusters. Its 
primary node "social impact assessment" interacts with various sectors such as business, 
social, and projects that have a great environmental impact. This node is located in this 
position, showing us that the interest in knowing the social impact has been the subject of 
research by various sectors, government, environment, and companies.

On the other hand, to see the evolution of these keywords over time is an interesting sec-
ond analysis of our sample. Through the VOSviewer, it is possible to see if the keywords 
appearing in older papers or, on the contrary, their use is more recent with a color scale. 
Figure 6 shows this information.

The term "social indicator" mainly was employed in the early decades because it is in 
dark blue. "Social Indicators" was one of the first keyword used since the 60s and has been 
gaining interest until the 90s. It had great prominence, especially in publications related to 
politics and the welfare of society. Related keywords were appearing such as "quality life", 
"poverty" and "public issues" during the first period.

Following the chronological axis from 2011, in green appear themes related to the envi-
ronment, new terms to measure the impact, such as "social impact assessment". The private 
sector is included in this topic by the researchers since their activities are the ones that 
generate more impact, and they seek to evaluate it through their studies of corporate social 
responsibility. Another major field of research is sustainability in terms of development, 
reporting, and evaluation.

Currently, as shown in yellow the keywords associated with "social" dominate the 
graphic. They seek to evaluate businesses and all the agents involved, the investment, its 
source, or how it is used. On the other hand, also recognize the entrepreneur and social 
innovations and the social value that this can generate. So, in the end, two terms stand out, 
which in turn are the tools that seek to measure the current impact in various sectors, both 
public and private and with particular emphasis on the social. The first is "social life cycle 
assessment," whose main objective is to provide information on the life cycle activity of 
your product that can have a social effect on people (Dreyer et al., 2006). The second is 
"social return on investment," which seeks to understand how the value of an investment 
can generate a social benefit (Nicholls et al., 2012).

5.2 � 5.2 Categorization by Researched Topics

The study identified the main categories that could cover the most relevant and important 
trends in the publications and know the behavior of each topic in these 50 years. Sixteen 
categories were established (Table 9) and, through an analysis of the content of the publi-
cations, each paper was assigned to one category.

According to the results (Table  10), the first three categories agglutinate 31% of the 
publications. They are the most important and related to creating new methodologies and 
their application in social issues. It is worth noting that the first six categories represent 
more than 57%. On the other hand, the last five categories do not represent even 20% of the 
total, but most of them have been published in the last two decades, so a potential growth 
may be expected.
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5.3 � 5.3 Trends in Publication

The histogram shown in Fig.  7 (see appendix for more detail) shows the evolution of 
the main categories in the last decade. This analysis includes the first four categories in 
Table 10 as the most important because of the number of publications. However, SROI’s 
category was added because 92% of its publications appear in the last eight years, being 
larger than those published by the 3rd and 4th categories in the same period.

Fig. 5   Keyword network visualization.

Table 7   Main keywords Top 10 keyword Occurrences Total 
link 
strength

Social indicators 87 397
Social impact assessment 55 244
Impact measurement 53 226
Social impact 42 177
Social return on investment 41 155
Sustainability 39 198
Sustainable development 33 152
Corporate social responsibility 31 122
Social enterprise 30 105
Social entrepreneurship 26 103
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5.3.1 � New Measurement Methods

The first paper contributing to this category was published in 1972. The interest and 
importance of finding new measurement methods are reflected in the number of pub-
lications. It indicates that organizations find tools helpful for better strategic planning 
(Alireza et al., 2017). Other studies have considered sustainability, environmental, eco-
nomic, and social indicators for product redesign (Lacasa et al., 2016). During the first 
years, it was already considered a complement to better measure the quality of life. In 
this sense, social and human indicators were taken into account (Hicks and Streeten, 
1979). The study of Wachs and Kumagai (1973) regarding accessibility indicators helps 
to elaborate more coherent policies.

5.3.2 � Social Issues

The impact created in society has also brought the attention of researchers, with a total 
of 87 publications. Almost 58% of them were in the last ten years, reaching the maxi-
mum in 2017. Papers in this category are focused on knowing how more specific groups 
are affected by different situations: racial, labor discrimination (Fryer, 2011), regional 
or world poverty (Aturupane et  al., 1994; Hall & Patrinos, 2006), as well as studies 
oriented to human and social welfare, mental health (Graham and Nikolova, 2015) and 
how an economic crisis can seriously affect it (Mohseni-Cheraghlou, 2016). It is vital to 
measure the impact of those situations for a guarantee that the most vulnerable groups 
were not the most affected.

Fig. 6   Keyword trend visualization
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5.3.3 � Theoretical

Publications aimed at defining, creating concepts, describing, classifying, or applying 
and interpreting them are included in this category (Becker, 2001). It had its most sig-
nificant contribution in the first 27 years. Until 1999, it was the category that more pub-
lic had 46% of its production in the last seven years. In 1973 a study highlighted the 
importance of social policies and programs and their complexity (Moser, 1973). Fed-
derke and Klitgaard (1998) show a relationship with economic growth. They said that 
the private sector could also benefit from applying a measurement method and present-
ing its impact (Doane, 2005). Therefore, it was important to provide a theoretical frame-
work for companies (Costa and Pesci, 2016).

Table 9   Definition of categories

Category Definition

New measurement methods Proposal, creation, and definition of new methods, indicators, systems 
for measuring impact applied in various sectors.

Social issue The main objective is to measure the impact of various issues on 
society

Theoretical/conceptual framework Work for the definition of concepts, creation of frameworks and 
theories, and other topics that provide and justify the measurement 
of impact

High impact creation sectors Evaluation of projects or programs before or after their execution to 
measure the impact of their activity

Comparison of results Articles focused on comparing results from countries, regions, cities 
on a topic or objective

Design or policy analysis Analysis and evaluation of policy proposals, recommendations for 
favorable policy formulation in various sectors

Criticism of a measurement method Analysis and evaluation of methodologies, indicators, and tools to 
identify failures or problems to propose improvements and correc-
tions

Measuring impact over a while Research works where results obtained in a period are analyzed and 
their behavior is evaluated

Companies and entrepreneurs Application of measurement methods to the activity of the business 
sector.

SROI Application of the methodology "Social Return on Investment" in 
different sectors, definitions, criticisms, and proposals for improve-
ment.

Case study Case studies of the concepts applied in various sectors, political, 
business, environmental, where the impact is analyzed, evaluated 
and measured.

Tourism, culture, and sport Articles focused on measuring the impact creation of these sectors
Financing and investment Analysis, the definition of concepts, mechanisms, and financing tools 

for social and beneficial purposes
Reports of the measurement Description, analysis, definition, and guidance on presentation, 

reporting, and tools to support impact metrics
Non-profit organisations They include definitions, concepts, evaluations of non-profit compa-

nies or their programs
Literature review Literature review articles.
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5.3.4 � High Impact sector

There were not many papers in this category in the first years. In fact, until 1999 only 
10% of the paper in this category were published. On the other hand, in the last ten 
years, this score grows to 72%. 2018 was the year with the highest number of papers 
focused on this subtopic, 11 articles. Australia, in particular, has focused several stud-
ies on marine protected areas (McNeill et  al., 2018; Voyer et  al., 2014), considered a 
high impact sector. Papers regarding the fisheries sector have also been a research area 
included in this category (Bradshaw et al., 2001; Brooks, 2010). The mining sector and 
its influence on social and economic development ((Lagos and Blanco Edgar, 2010) 

Table 10   Categories of 
publications

Category Publications %

New measurement methods 116 1255
Theoretical/conceptual framework 91 985
Social issue 87 942
High impact creation sectors 83 898
Comparison of results 81 877
Design or policy analysis 72 779
Criticism of a measurement method 63 682
Measuring impact over a period of time 56 606
Companies and entrepreneurs 60 649
(SROI) 52 563
Case study 49 53
Tourism, culture, and sport 35 379
Financing and investment 34 368
Reports of the measurement 17 184
Non-profit organisations 13 141
Literature review 15 162
Total 924 10000
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Fig. 7   Evolution of main categories.
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or the oil sector (Jacob et al., 2013) are other examples of industries where the social 
impact has incidence.

5.3.5 � SROI

SROI’s category has become important in the last seven years of the study. These years 
include 82% of the articles. 2015 was the most productive year with 12 publications. If 
only the last 20 years of the study were taken into account, SROI’s category would be 
one of the first five primary categories, given the high volume of participation. From the 
beginning, some authors comment that social impact assessment can generate financial 
and social benefits to the company (Lingane and Olsen, 2004). Despite its popularity 
and acceptance in several sectors as a measurement tool, there are barriers and obstacles 
in the interpretation and lack of training (Millar and Hall, 2013). Other aspects such as 
financial accounting can provide valuable information that, together with social tools, 
can generate future change in public policy (Nicholls, 2017).

6 � Discussion

Measuring social impact has been mostly related to issues of politics, welfare, quality of 
life, and tourism in the first 20 years. There was a need for studies that, through social 
indicators, sought to measure the influence of business practices in society (Baker and 
Intagliata, 1982; Hicks and Streeten, 1979).

In 2000, 8-millennium goals were launched, and several resources were allocated 
for their achievement. Environmental issues, social development, and the private sec-
tor take centre stage in the publications (Gupta et al., 2002). Management and policies 
were further evaluated (Brouwer and Van Ek, 2004). Besides, more initiatives have been 
added, such as the Sustainable Development Goals, which now aim to achieve 17 goals 
by 2030 (ONU, 2015). These objectives increase research, publications, and their vari-
ety. The last five years have been a reflection of this effort to improve sustainable prac-
tices. At least 7 of the SDG goals are related to the research topic since they claim tools 
to measure and evaluate them (Schönherr et al., 2017).

The international organizations propose that everyone must necessarily participate in 
achieving the goals. They design several manuals and guides, all to stimulate collabora-
tion and information flow. Therefore, methodologies and models have been developed 
to help in this regard (Mota et al., 2015). The debate is oriented towards exposing the 
advantages of measuring social impact (Gibbon and Dey, 2011) and formulating a criti-
cism or recommendation to improve the methodology.

Previous studies have already shown that companies with better social performance 
and better stakeholder engagement are essential for reducing capital constraints (Cheng 
et  al., 2014). As well as the use of relevant indicators and appropriate language can 
improve reporting and increase stakeholder interest (Moore et al., 2003). The category 
of companies and enterprises highlights the importance of company objectives and strat-
egies being aligned with social impact measurement (Ormiston et  al., 2011). Among 
the categories, it was also possible to detect that some studied established relationships 
between countries, or in turn regions or cities by their social indicators (Hashimoto 
et al., 2009), either to measure growth or decline between two or more places.
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The work of Rawhouser et  al. (2019) also remarked a recent academic interest in 
focusing on small companies and entrepreneurs. Despite the review of Kühnen and 
Hahn (2018), our results indicate that the three leading journals were related to sus-
tainability, environmental, and societal issues. The same happened in the identification 
of the study subtopics in the field observed through the cluster analysis. Although the 
search keywords used were exclusively oriented towards social impact, the other dimen-
sions of sustainability appeared (the triple bottom line). It may suggest that many arti-
cles do not address social sustainability isolated or authors use very generic keywords to 
increase their scope.

Finally, another factor to be highlighted is the tremendous growth of the literature 
reviews over the last two years. 60% of the documents of this category were published 
since 2018. The increase shows the importance of analyze previous literature for identi-
fying new fields of research or gaps to cover.

7 � Conclusion, Limitations, and Future Research Lines

People often work independently, but today’s reality depends on being efficient not only 
at the individual or business level but on a broader scale. Useful tools when measuring 
social impact in academia and practice may help to improve the whole environment. In 
this sense, SIA has become a key tool for many governments and public organizations that 
must obtain precise results for decision-making and create policies that can benefit their 
population. They are crucial for maintaining and evaluating whether the progress or meas-
ures taken are optimal or should be reformulated.

Some of these measurement tools have become a part of operating or even creating 
new projects and businesses as new funding sources increasingly require a positive social 
impact. Many non-profit organizations are choosing to provide loans that help develop the 
social environment. Little by little, public and private sector, even banks are giving more 
value on the social impact, although there is still a long way to work on. The pressure 
from society is reflected in global objectives and commitments that nations are willing to 
achieve in the short term.

Our objective was to show an overview of the content published in the last 50 years on 
metrics for measuring social impact. The study shows that these metrics produce a bulk 
of literature not exclusively focused on social practices or implications. The authors chose 
very generic keywords, which difficult to identify the important documents in the field. 
This represents a limitation of conducting a study based on keywords searched. Moreover, 
the categorization has been conducted, giving priority to the main objectives of the article. 
Some papers could be included in other categories, but the most relevant was chosen by 
reading the introduction and conclusions.

It should be highlighted that despite "Financing and Investment" and "Reports and tools 
for measurement" categories do not represent a significant number of our sample papers, 
they are growing in the last few years. There is an active participation of academics and 
practitioners in projects considering the objectives included in those categories. Therefore, 
it is expected that they will continue capturing the attention of researchers as it is essential 
to disseminate results that include social metrics and to attract financing.
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