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The External Rate of Return is an
inclusive and transparent platform
for measuring the overall social and
economic impact of business activities.
Mark Florman
British businessman, entrepreneur and a pioneer in
impact philanthropy and social justice
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KING’S COLLEGE LONDON

A Centre of Excellence
Our vision is to create the first comprehensive and radically transparent platform for measuring
the impact of business on society and the economy. This will be developed into a publicly available
platform for businesses, customers, suppliers and the local communities who all feed in and
contribute towards the ratings of business activities.
In order to achieve this ambition,
we propose to build a Centre of
Excellence at King’s College London.
King’s is ideally placed to house a
Centre of Excellence on the impact of
business. As an international centre
for academic excellence, King’s
long-standing mission of ‘service
to society’ has made it part of the
global conversation with policy and
lawmakers, cultural influencers, and
business and entrepreneurs. Our
researchers focus on real world
problems, working closely with
public and private sector leadership
to find solutions to global issues.
Indeed, social science research at
King’s already delivers a high level of
impact, making a difference to mental
health and well-being, security, the environment as well as
providing a better public understanding of the complexities
of our globalised world.
Evaluating the impact of business is complex, highly
challenging and will require a multidisciplinary team
of experts from a range of fields to explore which social,
economic, environmental, health and wider impacts
need to be measured, and how best to measure them.
King’s breadth and reputation for research excellence
therefore make it ideally positioned to develop a Centre
of Excellence on the impact of business; we will be able
to draw on its world-leading expertise across a wide range
of disciplines, including Politics, Economics, Psychology,
Sociology, Security Studies, Healthcare, Public Policy,
Informatics, Management and Business.
A number of departments will play a key role in the
Centre of Excellence. The Department for International
Development brings expertise on evaluation and the
impacts of business. It has developed a world-leading
reputation for its research on both the policies, politics
and economics of promoting and sustaining economic
growth, as well as evaluating the impact of development
assistance and aid in middle income countries. The Policy
Institute at King’s brings a long track record of delivering
public policy analysis to help solve complex societal

challenges and improve outcomes. It
has developed a reputation of working
with policymakers, practitioners and
others to solve these complex societal
challenges by exploring them from
multiple angles, taking into account
the wider context and constraints.
The newly formed Business School
has a thriving and highly regarded
research community addressing issues
of relevance to scholars, policy makers
and practitioners. They bring a nexus
of researchers working on issues
relating to global business strategy
for a sustainable world, as well as
in-depth expertise on corporate
governance and accountability.
Academics working in the Faculty
of Medicine and Life Sciences will
bring world-leading knowledge on public health, health
inequalities and the evalution of interventions designed to
improve health outomces. King’s staff in the Department
of Geography have a track record in investigating
environmental systems, and exploring the potential current
and future implications of climate disruption, land use
change and other anthropogenic interventions.
Taken together, we see King’s as the ideal place to locate a
Centre of Excellence in evaluating the impact of business.
On the one hand, King’s has a history of working beyond
academia to solve intractable global challenges; on the
other, it has the breadth of expertise and a world-leading
reputation in the Social Sciences and beyond to produce
the substantive thinking required to evaluate the impact of
business.
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Building the External Rate
of Return Platform
Revolutionising the assessment of business impact
External Rate of Return

• Methods are at times designed to measure outcomes preprescribed by the investor, often orientated to the purpose
of the new investing activity rather than measuring a
broader holistic return that would exist anyway (positive
or negative).

The External Rate of Return (ERR) is a platform
developed in 2013 and is featured in publications
around the world as an inclusive and
• There is a tendency to focus on social enterprises and
transparent platform for business to measure
business with a social intention when discussing and
the impact of their core activities, in terms of
measuring impact. We suggest that assessment methods
job creation, IP, skills development and a range
need to conceptualise and measure the impact of core
of other external impacts.
business activities, not only side or additional social
In February 2016, we proposed the ERR as an alternative
to the existing methodologies and a call for action was
launched in the LSE Enterprise Working Paper #1602:
“A critical evaluation of social impact assessment
methodologies and a call to measure economic and
social impact holistically through the External Rate of
Return platform”.

Impact assessment methods
The notion of understanding the economic,
social and environmental impact of business
activities has become so mainstream that
government at the highest level – including G8
leaders – advocate the creation of programmes
and institutions to give greater attention to
driving social impact.
There are more than 150 impact assessment methods for
measuring the social impact of business. The strengths of
these methods are their ability to measure social impact
through their usability, and ability to demonstrate and
measure impacts as well as sometimes change behaviour,
leading to positive social outcomes. However, these
methods display several crucial weaknesses:
• Focus too much on Environmental, Social and
Governance (ESG) measures and socially-orientated
enterprise, underplaying the role of positive business
activity (including new investment and the social value of
products and services) and related financial, employment
and other gains as part of an overall impact measure. Said
simply, they silo ESG rather than holistically capture the
core impact of business.

endeavours.
We believe that the conceptualisation of the
External Rate of Return is the best way forward.
The ERR will serve as a conceptual underpinning
of the social impact assessment discourse. Once
we have rigorously developed the conceptualisation, our
academic team – spanning leading experts
from various disciplines and methodological approaches
– will operationalise the ERR platform. It will enable
companies and their many stakeholders to engage in
discussions and assessments about the impact of business
activities around the world. The ERR is intended for all
companies, through which businesses and investors will
be able to converge on using a singular, holistic platform
for discussion that does not judge, silo or limit economic
impact.
The ERR will be a dynamic repository of company
information. To enable its fundamentally open nature and
promotion of a space where transparency drivers greater
accountability by businesses, a number of measures
are used to engender an ERR report and ongoing
conversation. Companies will directly engage with the
public by proactively sharing their news, processes
and data for each of the aspects of the platform. ERR
platform participants are able to comment on the scoring
and provide an alternative score. Users’ rationale for
an alternative score would be transparently displayed
alongside the score designated by the company. This
side-by-side comparison of scores would allow the
company, and curated suppliers, customers and other
stakeholders to engage in an ongoing conversation about
the impact of the company in an informed, area-specific
manner.
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The crowdsourcing of impact scoring would add to the
viral nature of the assessment method; rather than yet
another assessment method that suggests a ranking, the
ERR would be the platform for companies and external
stakeholders to share information about the impact
of their core activities (not only those designated as
environmentally or socially impactful). Above all, the
ERR will enable an ongoing movement across the global
community about the myriad ways business activities
affect people and places.

Next Step
The ERR team are establishing a Centre of
Excellence at King’s College London. The Centre
of Excellence will harness King’s world leading
academic excellence across academic arenas
including the Business School, Department
of International Development, Policy Institute,
Faculty of Medicine and Life Sciences and the
Department of Geography.
We are seeking founding signatories and partners with
a shared vision and dedication to more holistically
capturing the essence of core business activities to provide
essential input and feedback as our interdisciplinary team
of researchers conceptualise and build the External Rate
of Return platform. Founding partners will help us lead
the movement by being one of the first companies to
share their information on the platform and by providing
essential financial support. Together we strive to forge
a new way forward for business; one in which core
activities are considered for their impact on society today,
and for future generations.
By joining the King’s community you will have the
opportunity to connect with our alumni, academics,
clinicians and senior leadership including Sir Christopher
Geidt, among many others. For the largest of gifts, we
would also be very happy to explore naming opportunities
should this be of interest. More broadly, we would
recognise your support across a number of King’s channels,
such as in our alumni magazine, In Touch, which is
distributed to more than 140,000 alumni around the world.
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External Rate of Return
The 5 areas covered by the ERR, shown as ripples, as
business activities have numerous impacts inside the
company, on the suppliers and customers, and on broader
society and the environment.

Research Funding Proposal | King’s College London

Mark Florman
Visiting Professor, The Policy Institute at King’s, King’s College London

Dr Robyn Klingler-Vidra
Lecturer, King’s College London and Senior Programme Advisor, LSE Enterprise

Marc Lepere
British Businessman & Entrepreneur

Professor Jennifer Rubin
Director, The Policy Institute at King’s, King’s College London

Dr Benedict Wilkinson
Senior Research Fellow, The Policy Institute at King’s, King’s College London

King’s College London
kcl.ac.uk
kcl.ac.uk/sspp/policy-institute

Contacts
mark@florman.co.uk
robyn_klingler.vidra@kcl.ac.uk
marclepere@msn.com
jennifer.k.rubin@kcl.ac.uk
benedict.wilkinson@kcl.ac.uk
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