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Preface

in 2008, the david and lucile Packard foundation 
and the walton family foundation were both 
seeking to understand the impacts and efficacy of 
their support of the marine Stewardship Council 
(mSC)—which certifies wild-caught fisheries—
and related nongovernmental initiatives. both 
foundations had made substantial investments 
in the mSC in an effort to move seafood mar-
kets toward greater sustainability. although it 
was clear that mSC-certified seafood was gaining 
market share, the impact of that shift on marine 
ecosystems and fishing communities remained 
anecdotal. 

at the same time, mars, incorporated—one of 
the world’s largest food companies—was look-
ing for ways to encourage environmentally and 
socially sustainable production practices across 
its diverse, agriculture-based supply chain. in 
april 2009, the company also announced its com-
mitment to purchase 100 percent of its cocoa 
from sustainable sources by 2020. They believed 
that certification—a means of providing assur-
ance that the cocoa they purchased complies with 
agreed-upon sustainability criteria—would be a 
critical tool for helping to achieve that goal and 
ultimately to improve the lives of cocoa farmers. 

as representatives of these organizations, we 
began to talk with each other and realize that 
we shared the belief that certification can and 
does play an important role in transforming 
markets. we also agreed—given the proliferation 

of certification systems and ecolabels and the 
apparent lack of any existing systematic review of 
the on-the-ground impacts of these systems—
that important questions regarding standards 
and certification could benefit from collabora-
tive study. in particular, with the rising uptake of 
certification, we believed it essential to provide 
producers, supply-chain actors, and the environ-
mental community with a solid assessment of 
what is known and not known about this means 
of moving toward sustainable use.

we thus joined forces in late 2008 and early 2009 
around a common interest in an independent, 
robust assessment of the state of knowledge 
regarding voluntary standards and certification 
systems that promote product sustainability. 
our organizations provided grant support for 
reSolVe, a respected nonprofit mediation and 
facilitation organization, to serve as Secretariat 
for the assessment. we worked with reSolVe to 
recruit a balanced Steering Committee composed 
of representatives from business, civil society, 
and academia. The Steering Committee com-
missioned analyses of the literature by academic 
researchers, in addition to drawing on their own 
knowledge and deep experience with standards 
and certification. 

we asked the Steering Committee to design and 
direct the assessment. The findings, conclusions, 
and recommendations of the resulting study are 
those of the Committee. Committee members 
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served without pay, and they participated as 
individuals, rather than as representatives of 
their organizations. as we observed the discus-
sions and read drafts, it was clear to us that the 
assessment was indeed the work of persons with 
strong views and deep expertise, who listened 
to one another and reached vigorously debated, 
well-founded conclusions. we thank the members 
of the Steering Committee for their generosity of 
time and intellect. 

we believe this final assessment report is a 
significant contribution to a field that is already 
making tangible contributions and could bring 
about significant progress toward a sustainable 
economy. The report provides usable knowledge 
that can inform firms, governments, and civil soci-
ety in their continuing search for more sustainable 
practices. in particular, the report helps to answer 
questions such as the following:

▪ what factors do businesses, governments, 
nGos, foundations, and consumers take into 
account when using or deciding whether to 
use or support certification? 

▪ what is known about the environmental, 
social, and economic impacts of voluntary 
standards and certification systems?

▪ how do other forces—such as government  
regulation—interact with certification systems,  
and how do those interactions affect outcomes?

our intent in publishing this assessment report 
is for businesses, governments, foundations, and 
nGos to make use of its findings and recommen-
dations in their decision making and investments. 
we also hope the assessment spurs research that 
will further expand learning, leading to better use 
of certification and other tools to induce more 
sustainable production and consumption.

Signed,

Scott burns michael fernandez Kai n. lee
walton family foundation mars, incorporated david and lucile Packard foundation
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Introduction
Over the past ten years, the supply chains of multinational companies and retailers have 
become ever-more complex, with raw materials and other product inputs being sourced 
from producers in every corner of the globe. At the same time, concerns about climate 
change, natural resource scarcity, and labor practices have made sustainability and 
corporate responsibility the watchwords of the day for many firms. Voluntary standards 
and certification systems have emerged as a promising means for addressing sustainability 
and corporate responsibility in today’s complex global marketplace. 

Certification systems typically evaluate and 
audit—according to environmental and/or social 
sustainability standards—the processes or meth-
ods by which products are produced. The aim 
of these systems may be, for example, to help 
conserve scarce resources, preserve biodiversity, 
or provide a living wage for workers. when com-
bined with “ecolabels,” these systems can provide 
consumers (and business-to-business customers) 
with information by which to make more informed 
choices in the marketplace. 

Standards and systems for certifying ecological 
and social sustainability have been in existence for 
decades and have been developed for a wide array 
of goods and services. They can provide firms 
with the information and incentives they need 
to change their product offerings. forest prod-
ucts, for example, may be grown and produced 
in accordance with the standards of the forest 
Stewardship Council (fSC) or the Programme 
for the endorsement of forest Certification 
(PefC). agricultural products may be produced 
according to one of the many organic standards 
schemes, or in line with the standards of the 
rainforest alliance’s Sustainable agriculture pro-
gram, uTZ Certified, or the fairtrade labelling 
organizations (flo), among others. Similarly, 
seafood harvests may be managed according to 
the marine Stewardship Council (mSC) certifica-
tion system, the friend of the Sea program, or 

other schemes. Standards schemes have been 
created for everything from biofuels to buildings, 
and some standards—such as those of Social 
accountability international (Sai)—cover a broad 
range of products in multiple industries. 

The standards mentioned here are among the 
best known, but many others exist. indeed, such 
schemes have proliferated in recent decades. The 
world resources institute and world business 
Council for Sustainable development track the 
development of standards and certification 
systems for wood and paper products, and in 
July 2011 they reported nearly 50 approaches to 
the sustainable procurement of forest products, 
including forestry and procurement standards, 
certification programs, ecolabels, and green pro-
curement programs.1 more broadly, the ecolabel 
index included 425 labels in 246 countries and 25 
industrial sectors, as of the end of 2011.2

many standards and certification systems are 
organized and overseen by multi-stakeholder 
groups involving nongovernmental organizations 
(nGos) and industry. others may be driven solely 
by industry, nGos, or government agencies. 
Standards and certification systems often utilize 

1 www.wbcsd.org/pages/edocument/edocumentdetails.asp
x?id=183&nosearchcontextkey=true

2 www.ecolabelindex.com
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third-party verification and monitoring to ensure 
that standards are met.

businesspeople, nGo representatives, and phil-
anthropic foundations have viewed standards and 
certification systems as a promising means for 
promoting sustainability practices in supply chains 
and even transforming markets altogether, espe-
cially across international boundaries. among the 
strengths of these systems is that they can move 
when the science is not settled or clear, and/or 
when government action is inadequate or absent. 

for these and other reasons, companies, nGos, 
governments, and foundations have invested 
hundreds of millions of dollars in the past two 
decades to support the creation and implementa-
tion of standards and certification systems. for 
foundations, these investments have been par-
ticularly large and sustained over a long period 
of time, compared to most philanthropic efforts.

despite these investments, concrete, consoli-
dated information about whether certification is 
achieving its stated goals has been somewhat 
scant. Thus an array of observers—including 
large companies who are questioning whether or 
not to take part in these systems, as well as the 
philanthropic foundations funding the systems—
have sought more information on the actual 
environmental and social impacts and potential 
of these systems, i.e., how well they are working 
and how they could work better. 

The State-of-Knowledge assessment of Standards 
and Certification was organized to analyze the 
current state of knowledge regarding certification 
systems. The assessment was a two-and-a-half 
year, multi-stakeholder, deliberative process led by 
a 12-member Steering Committee, which sought 
to answer the following questions:

1.  what is known about the environmental, social, 
and economic impacts of certification and 
labeling? 

2. what is known about whether standards and 
certification systems are effective tools for 
promoting sustainability, and if so, under what 
conditions?

The assessment also sought to assist interested 
stakeholders in making informed and strategic 
decisions about the use and value of certifica-
tion systems. Stakeholders, in this case, refers to 
businesses considering taking part in certifica-
tion schemes, institutions considering funding 
such schemes, and nGos seeking to determine 
whether to launch, or continue supporting, such 
schemes. Steering Committee members sought 
to make recommendations for these stakeholders 
that were grounded in published, peer-reviewed 
scholarly research on certification schemes; they 
also drew on other published reports and their 
own extensive experience with such systems.

Steering Committee members were interested 
in exploring whether, when, and how certifica-
tion systems have, or might, ameliorate resource 
stewardship challenges. members neither view 
certification as a “silver bullet” nor mean to encour-
age the uptake of such systems for their own 
sake. rather, they are committed to promoting 
sustainability, broadly, and sought to determine 
how well standards and certification systems have 
been contributing to that end, both independently 
and in combination with other tools. in addition, 
they sought evidence of the performance of stan-
dards and certification systems as compared to 
other viable alternatives—not against hypotheti-
cal “perfect” alternatives. Committee members 
see certification as one tool of many, and one 
that should be used in an incremental, step-wise 
fashion along with other forms of public, private, 
regulatory, and voluntary systems to achieve the 
best results. 

Origins of the Assessment
in 2008, with support from the david and lucile 
Packard foundation, the national research 
Council’s roundtable on Sustainability organized 
an expert consultation on the role of certifica-
tion in promoting more sustainable production 
and consumption. The science director for mars, 
incorporated—one of the largest chocolate 
makers in the world—co-chaired the discussion. 
(mars had committed to sourcing 100 percent 
of its cocoa from sustainable sources by 2020 
and was seeking a certification system that could 
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work at the scale required.) as a follow-up, mars 
and the Packard foundation—together with the 
walton family foundation—joined forces to 
support the organization of a multi-stakeholder 
collaborative analysis of the state of knowledge 
regarding standards and certifications systems. 
This analysis eventually came to be known as 
the State-of-Knowledge assessment of Standards 
and Certification. The three organizations pro-
vided grant support for reSolVe, a nonprofit 
mediation and facilitation organization, to serve 
as Secretariat for the assessment. 

in September 2009, reSolVe and the assessment 
organizers convened 34 experts, representing a 
broad array of interests and sectors, to provide 
feedback and ideas on the assessment process 
and approach. Subsequently, the organizers 
invited a small but diverse group of individuals 
to form the assessment’s Steering Committee. 
The first Steering Committee call took place in 
december 2009, at which time the Committee 
itself took responsibility for the process and work-
plan and proceeded to invite several additional 
parties to join. 

Participation 
The composition of the Steering Committee 
is diverse, with representatives from corpora-
tions, environmental organizations, certifying 
organizations, and academia. (See appendix n.) 
The Committee sought to include government 
representation as well, but the agency officials 
approached said they preferred to stay informed 
of the proceedings but not involved. 

Process
The Steering Committee met in full plenary ses-
sion five times: in march and october 2010, and 
in march, July, and november 2011. They also 
met numerous times in conference calls and 
working groups. (See appendix m for a complete 
assessment timeline.) 

working groups organized early in the process 
commissioned literature reviews to explore what 
is known about certification in three specific 

industry sectors: agriculture, wild-caught fish-
eries, and forestry. another group explored 
cross-cutting issues, such as drivers for uptake 
and a typology of private governance systems. 
later, a sector review on aquaculture was also 
commissioned. ad hoc groups addressed issues 
relating to business drivers for pursuing certifica-
tion and pathways for the evolution of certification 
systems. as the process drew toward a conclu-
sion, working groups were formed around each 
of the chapters of this report. 

The literature reviews, as well as other research 
and analysis commissioned from external consul-
tants, significantly helped to inform the Steering 
Committee’s discussions and conclusions. in par-
ticular, the papers in the appendices—including 
the sector reviews in appendices d, e, f, and G 
and other research contained in appendices b, 
C, h, i, J, K, and l— were either developed by, 
or with the assistance of, consultants who were 
external to the Steering Committee and are listed 
as authors. 

Throughout the process, Steering Committee 
members worked to build agreement on the 
project’s vision, scope, process, and work plan; 
discussed in depth the relevant substantive 
issues; drafted and reviewed report sections; 
and ultimately forged consensus around key 
insights and recommendations and the contents 
of the six main chapters of this final report. The 
appendices, while commissioned by the Steering 
Committee, are independent products written 
by other authors. These materials should thus 
not be construed as necessarily representing the 
Steering Committee’s views, even when the author 
is a Steering Committee member, a funder, or the 
Secretariat. Committee members were guided by 
an agreed-upon terms of reference that outlined 
the roles and responsibilities of members. (See 
appendix n.) 

by design, the assessment was undertaken by 
individuals who were actively involved in certi-
fication systems and who, during the course of 
the deliberations, were thinking and speaking 
from their own experience as well as analyzing 
published academic and nonacademic literature. 
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The diversity of perspectives and opinions at the 
table enabled rich, in-depth discussions and well-
considered, thoroughly vetted conclusions. 

The Committee also sought to gather input 
from parties external to the process whose 
experience with certification would contribute 
to the assessment. in September 2010, mem-
bers held an outreach meeting in london with 
more than 40 stakeholders from businesses, 
nGos, certifying organizations, and universities. 
an october 2010 meeting in washington, dC, 
engaged business and nGo leaders in a discus-
sion about how these sectors decide whether to 
participate in certification systems. in addition, 
the Committee published a brief project descrip-
tion in the european Tropical forest research 
network’s annual journal; maintained a wiki 
webpage containing background information 
about the assessment; and held informal phone 
discussions (about potential opportunities for 
collaboration) with representatives of government 
agencies, nGos, companies, and foundations.

finally, Steering Committee members chose to have 
the assessment report peer reviewed by experts  
external to the process. first, each of the major 
chapters was reviewed by individuals with specific 
relevant expertise. Then a revised version of the 
full report was reviewed by two additional experts. 
after both review periods, Steering Committee 
members considered each of the reviewers’  
comments and addressed them in the text as 
they determined appropriate. more detail on the 
peer review process, including the names of the 
reviewers, can be found in appendix o.

Scope 
The assessment focused primarily on private, 
voluntary standards and certification systems 
that address food and natural resources, in 
particular systems in agriculture, forestry, wild-
caught fisheries, and aquaculture. also, the scope 
comprised primarily multi-stakeholder standards 
initiated by environmental and social nGos, in 
partnership with business interests, and involving 
third-party assessments of performance. while  

the assessment did explore programs with other 
historical origins—including those initiated and 
run by business interests—the assessment’s 
emphasis was on the multi-stakeholder model. 
also falling outside the Committee’s scope were 
systems such as GreenSeal and TerraChoice 
that address the full lifecycles of manufactured 
products.

This scope was determined in part because many 
of the multi-stakeholder natural resource systems 
have the longest track records and, therefore, 
were more likely to have a body of research avail-
able for review, and in part because they best 
reflected Steering Committee members’ collec-
tive expertise and interests.

Framework for the 
Assessment and This Report
The figure on the next page provides a framework 
for understanding the assessment and organiz-
ing the conclusions that follow. The green boxes 
down the left side describe the key questions the 
assessment sought to answer. The items in the 
center, in orange boxes, align with the chapters 
in this report. and the blue boxes at the right 
describe the inputs and methodologies used to 
answer the questions in those chapters. 

Per the orange items in the graphic, this report is 
organized into the following chapters:

▪ Chapter 1 sets the context by describing the 
structure, evolution, and current status of 
key standards and certification systems, in 
addition to challenges they face. (This chapter 
is not shown in the graphic.)

▪ Chapter 2 discusses the various actors 
involved in certification systems—notably civil 
society, government, and businesses—and 
their respective roles and interests and drivers 
for participating. 

▪ Chapter 3 describes what is known about 
the direct (and to a lesser degree, indirect) 
impacts of certification systems, drawing 
primarily on the sector-specific literature 
reviews conducted. 
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▪ Chapter 4 outlines pathways or scenarios 
through which certification systems can evolve 
and interact with other governance systems 
over time.

▪ Chapter 5 describes future trends that the 
Steering Committee expects will affect such 
systems—including trends specific to certifica-
tion as well as broader global trends. 

▪ and finally, Chapter 6 lays out the Steering 
Committee’s key recommendations. These 
recommendations cover both suggestions for 
future areas of research as well as ideas for the 
future of standards and certification systems 
themselves.

Questions

Key 
Actors

BusinessCivil   Society Government

Standard- 
setting 

and non- 
standard- 

setting 
NGOs

Foundations

Impacts

Pathways to Impact

Trends

Recommendations

What are the primary 
motivators, barriers, 
and considerations for 
businesses, NGOs, and 
governments deciding 
whether and how to use 
voluntary standards?

Framework for 
Assessment  of 

Standards &  Certifi cation 
Systems

Inputs &  Methodologies 
to  Address Questions

What is known about 
the direct and indirect 
impacts of standards and 
certifi cation systems?

What impacts result 
or could result from 
pairing voluntary 
standards systems and 
governmental regulation?

What critical knowledge 
gaps remain?

Literature reviews to explore motivations, 
barriers, and other key considerations 
for businesses, civil society, and 
government when determining whether 
and how to use certifi cation

Forum to test literature review fi ndings 
with business leaders

Interviews with additional business 
leaders to explore drivers, barriers, 
and key considerations

“Deep dive” knowledge reviews, 
examining literature (peer-reviewed 
literature, white papers, meta-analyses, 
expert interviews, etc.) on impacts 
of standards and certifi cation systems 
in four sectors:

• Agriculture
• Aquaculture

• Fisheries
• Forestry

Theory review

Case study research

Steering Committee experience, 
expertise, and fi ndings from the 
above research

What global trends 
could impact certifi cation 
in the next 20–50 years?

What recommendations 
can the Steering 
Committee make to 
improve the state of 
knowledge and refi ne the 
use of certifi cation when 
it is an appropriate tool?

Framework for the Assessment



Chapter1
Setting the Context
To set the stage for the chapters that follow, this chapter describes briefly the emergence 
of the standards and certification movement, the current status of some of the leading 
standards and certification systems, the components or design features that make up most 
systems, and some of the challenges those systems face today.

But first, some definitions. Standards are a 
defined set of social, environmental, and/or eco-
nomic criteria. By complying with these criteria, 
enterprises translate a standard into concrete 
practices. Certification is a means of providing 
assurance that products or services comply with 
the criteria. Standards and certification systems 
may have many objectives, but at their most basic 
they provide a framework through which differ-
ent entities (e.g., nongovernmental organizations 
(NGOs), businesses, government, etc.) can coop-
erate using a common language to deliver more 
sustainable practices. 

The Emergence of Standards 
and Certification Systems 
Private, voluntary standards for sustainable pro-
duction emerged long before a link was made 
to certification. In fact, standards for organic 
agriculture were developed as early as the 1920s. 
These standards represented the translation of a 
philosophical approach to agriculture into a set 
of standardized growing practices. The standards 
emerged from bottom-up, local standards that 
had developed independently around the world, 
led mainly by groups of farmers themselves. 
Over time, these local standards were brought 
together, and a more unified, though not identi-
cal, interpretation of organic agriculture and the 
principles and criteria underlying it emerged. The 
International Federation of Organic Agriculture 
Movements (IFOAM) was established in 1972 as 

a communications network among the various 
organic agriculture initiatives.1 

This approach to standards development—
wherein multiple, locally developed standards 
coalesced to create a common standard—was 
a product of the early stages of the standards 
movement and occurs in only a couple of other 
instances, notably fair trade (Colitt, 1995) and 
sustainable tourism. The fair trade movement 
evolved in the early 1990s from a well-established 
European network of shops that specialized 
in direct trading relationships. The Fairtrade 
Labelling Organizations International (FLO) was 
established in 1997 to bring together various 
national initiatives under one roof. Fair trade 
certification focused initially on agricultural com-
modities that were critical to small farmers and 
workers, including coffee, tea, cocoa, and sugar. It 
has been expanding to include other agricultural 
and non-agricultural commodities. 

In contrast to these examples, most other sustain-
able production standards emerged as the result 
of a conscious effort by a small group of nonprofit 
organizations to convene and engage a cross-
section of stakeholders within a given sector, 
most notably bringing retailers and manufactur-
ers to the negotiating table. The first attempt to 
implement this new approach came with the 
establishment of the Forest Stewardship Council 
(FSC) in 1993. The FSC built in part on the work 
of the Rainforest Alliance’s SmartWood program, 
which had been established a few years earlier 

1 www.ifoam.org/about_ifoam/inside_ifoam/history.html

TOWARd SuSTAINABILITy: ThE ROLES ANd LIMITATIONS OF CERTIFICATION   6 



ChAPTER 1: SETTING ThE CONTExT   7 

Toward SuSTainabiliTy: The roleS and limiTaTionS of CerTifiCaTion

(Cashore, Auld, & Newsom, 2004; Cashore, Gale, 
Meidinger, & Newsom, 2006). 

In the period preceding the FSC’s launch, NGOs 
had been leading advocacy campaigns to bring 
public attention to forestry companies’ destruc-
tive practices in the Amazon and other tropical 
forest regions. In addition, NGOs (along with 
governments) had been attempting to establish 
international forest conventions and agreements, 
but with little success (Meidinger, 2007). In 1993, 
a number of NGOs, including the World Wide 
Fund for Nature (WWF), reached out to amenable 
companies and convened a meeting in Toronto to 
agree to a basic set of principles and criteria for 
the responsible management of forests (domask, 
2003; Meidinger, 2001). 

This agreement among a diverse group of stake-
holders on a set of globally applicable criteria for 
responsible forest management served as a cata-
lyst, ushering in a new era of multi-stakeholder 
standard-setting processes that turned, not to 
government authority, but to market incentives 
to encourage responsible behavior. This strategy 
also served to create a different model for NGO 
advocacy. While some NGOs continued to focus 
quite effectively on the “naming and shaming” 
of companies with poor supply-chain records, 
participation in multi-stakeholder standards and 
certification systems provided a mechanism 
for collaborative engagement (Sasser, Prakash, 
Cashore, & Auld, 2006). One manifestation of 
this new strategy was the emergence of “buyers’ 
groups,” in which NGOs supported companies 
such as IKEA, home depot, and B&Q to make 
significant sourcing commitments regarding the 
use of FSC-certified wood. 

The FSC also stimulated the development of 
alternative certification programs. These addi-
tional programs included the Sustainable Forestry 
Initiative (SFI), initiated by the American Forest & 
Paper Association (an industry association), and 
the Pan-European Forest Certification (PEFC), 
originally created by European forest owner 
associations. The PEFC ultimately was renamed 
the Programme for the Endorsement of Forest 
Certification and became an umbrella program 

for certification systems offering alternatives 
to the FSC. The SFI, in fact, is now one of the 
programs endorsed by the PEFC (Gulbrandsen, 
2005b; Mcdermott, Noah, & Cashore, 2008; 
Meidinger, 2007). 

Around the time of the FSC’s launch, several 
similar multi-stakeholder systems that focused on 
the sustainability of natural resource-based com-
modities were also developed. The Sustainable 
Agriculture Network (SAN), for example, together 
with the Rainforest Alliance (RA), developed cer-
tification guidelines in 1991 for good practices in 
the production of commodities in tropical forest 
areas.2 The Marine Stewardship Council (MSC) 
was launched in 1997 as a partnership between 
the WWF and unilever to promote and reward 
sustainable fisheries. And Social Accountability 
International (SAI) developed their SA8000 labor 
standard in 1997 with a multi-stakeholder advisory 
board that included businesses, trade unions, 
and NGOs.3 The SA8000 standard was based on 
existing united Nations and International Labour 
Organization conventions and declarations. 

In 1999, a core set of these standards systems—
including the FSC, MSC, FLO, IFOAM, RA-SAN, 
and SAI—came together to discuss their common 
interests. They quickly came to understand that, 
beyond the specific content and scope of their 
respective standards, they had very similar struc-
tures and activities and had significant potential to 
learn from each other. After a number of regular 
meetings, the organizations decided to cooperate 
formally and established the International Social 
and Environmental Accreditation and Labelling 
Alliance in 2002 (now the ISEAL Alliance) 
(Bernstein & hannah, 2008; Wille, 2004). The 
intent of the founding members was to seek 
greater cooperation between their systems, as 
well as greater recognition for voluntary standards 
and certification in general and for the model of 
international accreditation in particular (personal 
communication, Patrick Mallet, ISEAL Alliance). 
Since that time, the membership and scope of 

2 www.rainforest-alliance.org/about/history

3 www.sa-intl.org/index.cfm?fuseaction=Page.viewPage&p
ageId=490&parentId=472
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activities of the ISEAL Alliance has expanded 
in line with growth in the voluntary standards 
movement, with a core focus now on improv-
ing the effectiveness and uptake of sustainability 
standards systems in order to scale up their social 
and environmental impacts. 

Commodity-based “roundtables” emerged in 
2004 with a slightly different approach to stan-
dards development. Where standards systems 
had previously been focused on sectors (e.g., fish-
eries, forests, agriculture) or on issues (e.g., labor, 
the economic viability of producers), these new 
roundtables represented a strategy by the WWF 
in particular to develop standards, and potentially 
certification systems, for specific commodities 
that had the most impact on the environment. 
Commodity roundtables were initiated for palm oil 
(2004), soy (2006), and sugar (2007). In all cases 
the roundtables required greater industry partici-
pation, as the organizers sought to ensure that a 
significant percentage of leading global compa-
nies utilizing each commodity were participating 
in the process. As a result, there continues to be 
concern by some NGOs, such as Greenpeace, that 
the standards developed by these roundtables will 
be less rigorous or meaningful.4 The roundtables 
were proposed as collaborative, better-practice 
initiatives, rather than best-practice standards and 
certification, although all have evolved to include 
certification programs. To date, only the palm oil 
roundtable has recruited significant commitment 
and certified volumes.5

As these voluntary standards systems were 
developing, the International Organization for 
Standardization (ISO) was having an influence 
on their operating practices. In addition to devel-
oping procedures for internal environmental 
management systems (rather than sustainability 
standards themselves), the ISO set guidelines for 
the assessment of compliance with standards. 
The voluntary standards movement has largely 

4 www.greenpeace.org/eastasia/campaigns/forests/prob-
lems/palm-oil/ 

5 www.rspo.org/membersearch

adopted the relevant ISO standards (e.g., ISO 
Guide 65 for product certification (to be replaced 
by ISO/IEC 17065), ISO/IEC 17021 for process 
or management system certification, and ISO/
IEC 17011 for accreditation) as the basis for their 
certification and accreditation activities, despite 
some limitations in applying product certification 
standards to the assessment of production pro-
cesses.6 This has coincided with a trend during 
the past decade toward increasing profession-
alization in the voluntary standards movement. 
Voluntary standards systems have started to take 
more seriously their commitments to consistent, 
transparent, and credible operating practices, 
in terms of standard setting, certification, and 
accreditation.7 

In the past five years, the number of new stan-
dards and certification programs has increased 
exponentially. As an indicator of this expansion, 
the formal participation of standards systems in 
the ISEAL Alliance has grown from eight systems 
in 2005 to more than 30 in 2011. The breadth 
of focus of these systems has grown as well, to 
include sectors and resources such as water, 
mining, carbon and climate, tourism, and aqua-
culture. It is likely that a key driver of this growth 
is a recognition that early standards systems have 
succeeded in carving out a highly visible place in 
the marketplace, which other initiatives seek to 
emulate. 

6 Most social and environmental standards focus on the 
methods by which a product is produced (e.g., harvesting 
practices) or a service is provided (e.g., tourism opera-
tions), rather than on the characteristics of the product 
or service. The implication of this for certification is that 
requirements in the audit process need to be tailored to 
evaluating the production process rather than testing the 
characteristics of the final product.

7 www.isealalliance.org/our-members 
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Current Market Status of Key 
Standards Systems
Box 1.1 provides data on the current market status 
of key voluntary standards and certification sys-
tems relating to forestry, fisheries, and food. 

The data on forests, coffee, tea, and cocoa in Box 
1.1 come from a report by Potts, van der Meer, 
and daitchman (2010), and it should be noted 
that all of the initiatives examined in that report 
were experiencing rapid growth at the time of 
its publication. For example, sales of certified 
sustainable cocoa and coffee grew 248 percent 
and 433 percent, respectively, over the five years 
preceding the report’s release. The production of 
certified tea grew 2,000 percent during that same 
five-year time period. At the time of this writing 
then (some two years later), it is highly likely that 
the data in Box 1.1 underrepresent actual current 
market share and total volume. 

Going forward, the supply of certified coffee and 
tea is set to increase even more due to various 
buyer initiatives. For example, Tetley, unilever, 
Twinings, and Mars have either sourced or com-
mitted to sourcing tea from sustainable supply, 
and Kraft, Nestlé, Sara Lee, and Mars all have 
made commitments to increase the sustainable 
supply of coffee (Potts, et al. 2010).8 

Components of Standards 
and Certification Systems
The private, voluntary standards and certification 
systems that are the focus of this Assessment aim 
to improve the sustainability of production and 
consumption through market-based incentives 
for compliance with socially and environmentally 
preferable practices.9 As noted at the outset of 
this chapter, at the core of any voluntary standards 
system is the standard itself—a defined set of 
social, environmental, and/or economic criteria. 

8  See also www.marsdrinks.com/mars-drinks/en/Sustainability/
 News/FLAVIA-Rainforest-Alliance-Certified-coffee.htm.

9 See Appendix L for an Assessment-commissioned paper 
by Tracey Roberts comparing standards and certification 
systems to other common forms of voluntary, private 
governance.

Box 1.1  Current Status of Key Commodities

Forests 

• Percent of global forests managed to FSC or PEFC standards: 9

• hectares covered: 341,703,696

• Percent of these forests that are temperate or boreal (not 
tropical): 93

• Price premiums for certified forest products: vary widely, from 
0 to 56 percent above uncertified products

CoFFee

• Percent of global coffee exports that are sold as compliant with 
sustainability standards: 8 (UTZ Certified, Rainforest Alliance, 
4C, Fairtrade, organic, CAFÉ Practices, Nespresso)

• Percent of global coffee that is produced in compliance with 
these standards: 17

• Percent of this coffee produced in Latin America: 77

• Price premium, per pound, for this coffee: Us$ 0.05–0.10

tea

• Percent of global tea produced for export that is compliant with 
sustainability standards: 7.7 (Fairtrade, organic, Ethical Tea 
Partnership, Rainforest Alliance, GlobalG.A.P., UTZ Certified)

• Percent of this tea that is produced Africa: 70

• Price premium, per kilo, for this tea: Us$ 0.50–1.38

CoCoa

• Percent of cocoa in global trade that is compliant with 
sustainability standards: 1.2 (UTZ Certified, Rainforest Alliance, 
Fairtrade, organic)

• Percent of this cocoa that comes from the major cocoa 
exporters: 3 (Ghana, Ivory Coast, the Dominican Republic,  
Peru)

• Price premium, per kilo, for this cocoa: Us$ 0.07–0.29

Fish

• Percent of global wild landings of fish for human consumption 
that are certified: 7

• Percent of aquaculture production that is certified: 2.6

• Percent of u.S. fishery landings that are certified: 60

• Number of global fisheries that are certified: 252

• Price premium: small to nonexistent

  Wild fisheries data are from Appendix E. Aquaculture data are 
from Appendix D. All other data are from Potts, van der Meer, and 
Daitchman (2010).
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Certification then provides assurance to custom-
ers that the certified products or services meet 
the criteria. 

Although there are many variations in the struc-
ture of standards and certification systems, most 
systems have the same basic components carried 
out by a similar set of organizations: 

▪ The standard setter is responsible for setting 
the standard and often has responsibility for 
the management of the standards system. 
Other stakeholders are often engaged directly 
in the governance of the standard setter. (See 
Chapter 2 for a discussion of some of the key 
stakeholders.)

▪ A certification body is responsible for making 
decisions about compliance based on the 
results of audits—i.e., reviews or assessments 
to confirm whether the practices or services 
established to meet the standard are being 
implemented. Auditors often work for certifica-
tion bodies and are responsible for carrying 
out the audits.

▪ An accreditation body is responsible for 
evaluating the competence of the certification 
body and the auditors.

▪ Logo licensing and the marketing of the 
standards system are sometimes carried out 
by a legally separate but linked organization or 
organizations.

▪ Capacity building of enterprises for certifica-
tion is carried out by a range of organizations, 
some linked to the standard setter and others 
independent.

▪ In addition to these activities, organizations 
that participate in the development and 
implementation of a standards system engage 
in a variety of complementary activities, from 
advocacy and awareness-raising to research 
and policy making.

These types of organizations are illustrated in 
Figure 1.1. Their key functions and challenges are 

described in more detail in the remainder of this 
chapter.

SETTing ThE STandard
A standards system is built around the standard 
and the performance requirements contained 
within it. Sustainability standards have tradition-
ally prescribed the management practices most 
likely to deliver on the desired sustainability results 
(Tollefson, Gale, & haley, 2008). For example, 
where biodiversity conservation is a desired out-
come of a standards system, the standard may 
require practices such as conservation set-asides, 
natural vegetation coverage, and buffer zones to 
achieve that result. 

Typically, the content of a standard is developed 
through a process of negotiation and compromise 
between subject matter experts and interested 
stakeholders. For example, forestry and fisheries 
experts in the FSC and MSC, respectively, par-
ticipate in technical advisory bodies, translating 
consultation input from nontechnical stakehold-
ers into language suitable for inclusion in an 
auditable standard. 

In some standard-setting processes, the level of 
performance to be achieved is explicitly defined 
at the outset.10 In other cases, general objec-
tives are set at the beginning and then refined 
and finalized by the stakeholders that make up 
the standard-setting authority. Either way, stan-
dard setting involves consultation processes that 
enable interested stakeholders to participate in 
the development of and decision making around 
the content of the standard. Many sustainabil-
ity standards systems use the ISEAL Alliance’s 
Standard-Setting Code of Good Practice as a 
guideline for setting standards.11 

In addition to the content of the standard, a 
key part of standard setting is determining the 
structure or design of the standard. The structure 
has significant implications for how the standard 
is implemented and, by extension, the potential 
sustainability impacts resulting from compliance 

10  e.g., the Common Code for the Coffee Community

11  www.isealalliance.org/our-work/codes-of-good-practice/
standard-setting-code
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with the standard. The decision about whether 
the standard should set performance require-
ments or outline management practices is the 
most obvious example of two different struc-
tures, but structural decisions can also be made 
about scoring mechanisms, critical criteria, and 
pass/fail levels. Options range from manage-
ment system standards to threshold standards 
and from continuous improvement models to 
“traffic light” systems. A threshold standard, for 
example, requires the certified entity to meet all 
of the critical or mandatory criteria as well as a 
set percentage of the other criteria. The MSC has 
such a standard; it requires a threshold score of 
80 out of 100 for each of its three principles. The 
Common Code for the Coffee Community (4C) 
scheme has a traffic light system in which “red” 
criteria must be met and an average “yellow” 
must be achieved overall. FLO has a continuous 
improvement model in which producer groups 
must meet entry requirements at the outset and 
then additional criteria over time. 

aSSuring CoMplianCE
Once a standard has been defined and is being 
applied by participating enterprises, the market 
usually requires some form of assurance that the 
enterprise is actually meeting the requirements 
in the standard. For systems with market-facing 
labels, assurance also serves to support con-
sumer confidence in the legitimacy of the label. 
This assurance often takes the form of a qualified 
auditor visiting the enterprise and assessing their 
compliance with the standard by looking at both 
the practices and documentation of the enter-
prise. The audit can range from a simple checklist 
approach to a more in-depth assessment that 
includes interviews with management, workers, 
and local community members. 

The assurance process can take a number of 
forms, including verification, certification, and 
accreditation, each with varying levels of indepen-
dence and rigor. Verification is the act of assessing 
compliance with a standard and is usually carried 
out by assessors or auditors. Certification is when 
a formal decision on compliance is made based 
on the results of an auditor’s report. Accreditation 

is then another layer of assurance consisting of an 
assessment of the competence of the certification 
body to determine compliance with the standard.

No matter the form used, there is a typology 
of assurance models ranging from less to more 
formal and from less to more independent, as 
follows:

▪ First-party assessment—a self-assessment 

▪ Second-party assessment—an assessment 
by an interested party (e.g., a producer group, 
trade association, or buyer)

▪ Third-party assessment—an independent 
analysis conducted by a party not related to 
the entity being assessed 

These models can also be combined, to the 
benefit of both accessibility and rigor. Group certi-
fication models, for example, which are prevalent 
in agriculture, combine a second-party internal 
audit and a peer-review process among an 
organized group of producers with a third-party 
independent assessment of the group’s manage-
ment system. This approach enables small-scale 
producers to enter into certification through a 
producer group, thus sharing the costs of external 
verification. Standards systems are now looking at 
innovative ways to combine self-assessment with 
second- and third-party audits to streamline the 
certification process. 

The systems addressed in depth in this report 
typically use third-party assessments, though they 
have the capability to integrate this with group 
certification models for small and medium-sized 
enterprises.

audiTor CoMpETEnCE
The role of auditors or assessors in a standards 
system is critical (Courville, 2004; Morimoto, 
Ash, & hope, 2005; Power, 2003). These are 
the individuals responsible for assessing compli-
ance with the standard and, as such, need to 
be competent at their jobs. Auditor competence 
derives from a combination of skills, knowledge, 
and personal attributes. Standards systems take 
different approaches to auditor oversight, includ-
ing the training and professional development of 
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auditors, the qualification or approval of auditors, 
and calibration between auditors. Most standards 
systems require that auditors have some formal 
training, often defaulting to ISO 9001 Quality 
Management System auditor training. Some 
systems, recognizing that this is insufficient, 
are beginning to take a more hands-on role in 
qualifying auditors.12 Others already have training 
and testing programs in place that auditors are 
required to complete before they can undertake 
assessments.13

govErnanCE
Standards systems generally have governance 
structures based on one of two models: a 
membership-elected governance body, or an 
appointed, representative governance body. Both 
models have strengths and limitations. The elec-
tion of governance bodies by members is the most 
democratic, assuming no significant limitations 
exist on entry to membership. If the governance 
structure is done well, then stakeholders are less 
concerned about whether they have an adequate 
voice in the process and are more focused on the 
function of governing the organization. Appointed 
governance bodies can include representation 
from key stakeholder groups and are often more 
streamlined. however, more effort is required in 
this model to ensure that all stakeholders feel 
represented. Beyond the core governing bodies, 
most standards systems also appoint technical 
committees that are responsible for managing 
discrete components of the work of implementing 
a standards system (domask, 2003). 

FinanCing
Almost all sustainability standards systems rely 
to some extent on donor funding to support 
the delivery of core services, particularly in their 
start-up and early growth phases (Bartley, 2007a; 
Potts, et al., 2010). In the start-up phases, these 
initiatives have typically used donor funding to 
hire management and staff to produce policies 
and standards at the global and regional levels. 

12   e.g., the Forest Stewardship Council and the Roundtable 
on Sustainable Biofuels

13   e.g., Social Accountability International and GlobalG.A.P.

These capacity-building, standards-drafting, and 
network-building processes are nonprofit activi-
ties that are a natural fit for funding by foundations 
and other philanthropic institutions. 

Standards systems have then used strategic plan-
ning to shape organizational growth. Strategic 
planning completed for Boards and funders in the 
first few years of a certification system’s existence 
is likely to produce medium-term plans for the 
design and delivery of services for certification, 
accreditation, membership, and stakeholder 
education, as well as commercial services such 
as licensing. These revenue-generating activities 
are what move an organization toward increased 
financial sustainability. Other governance tasks—
including data collection, analysis, and reporting, 
as well as marketing and advocacy—are critical to 
institutional effectiveness but unlikely to be other 
than cost items for the system over time.

Efforts to achieve long-term financial stability 
and reduce dependence on donor funding have 
required an evolution of income sources over 
time. Most established standards and certification 
systems derive income from licensing fees from 
on-product labels or from certification activities 
or training. Given the increasing number of labels 
in the marketplace and reduced philanthropic 
support for newer systems, newer systems are 
less likely to benefit as much from label-related 
revenues. Other funding sources do exist, such 
as fees charged on certificates issued or volumes 
certified, but these have yet to produce meaning-
ful contributions to revenue lines. In the medium 
and long terms, the structure of a sector and the 
design of a standards system will influence the 
system’s strategic options for revenue growth and 
sustainability (Cabarle, hrubes, Elliott, & Synnott, 
1995; Elliott & donovan, 1996; Wenban-Smith & 
Elliott, 1998).
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Challenges Faced by Standards  
and Certification Systems 
Within each of the functions of a standards 
system discussed above are inherent challenges 
and trade-offs. This section elaborates on some 
of those challenges and describes questions and 
ideas that Steering Committee members believe 
standards systems ought to consider. 

ChallEngES rEgarding  
SETTing ThE STandard
Sustainability standards have traditionally pre-
scribed the management practices most likely 
to deliver on the desired sustainability results 
(Tollefson, et al., 2008). The shortcoming of this 
approach is that it is based on the assumption 
that the practices lead to the intended results. 
As Chapter 3 will show, the implementation of 
these management practices has varied, and it is 
difficult to firmly attribute observed sustainability 
impacts to certain practices, and thus to deter-
mine whether standards systems are achieving 
their intended objectives. 

More recently, the content of some standards14 
has shifted to include desired outcomes (also 
known as performance-based measures), allow-
ing certified enterprises more flexibility in how 
they reach those outcomes. For example, a stan-
dard that aims to ensure the integrity of water 
resources may include a criterion that sets the 
level of acceptable water turbidity, but remains 
silent on the practices required to achieve that 
level. In addition to providing f lexibility, this 
approach improves the ability of standards sys-
tems to measure and report on the sustainability 
impacts of compliance. 

This outcome-driven approach has some limi-
tations, however. These limitations include the 
increased costs involved in measuring some 
outcomes, the subjectivity involved in choosing 
what outcomes to measure (e.g., which species 
to count as a measure of biodiversity conserva-
tion), and the inability to isolate the impacts of a 

14   e.g., Bonsucro, a standard and certification system for 
sugar cane

certified enterprise from impacts at the landscape 
level. using the water turbidity example, an enter-
prise may implement better water management 
practices but be situated downstream from a pol-
luting factory, thus leaving the enterprise unable 
to be certified. In addition, performance-based 
standards may not be appropriate for single-issue 
standards (as opposed to those that look at broad 
measures of sustainability). ultimately, standards 
may evolve over time to include a combination 
of practice-based and outcome-oriented criteria.

Little research has been done to determine which 
structural models are most effective in terms of 
performance and resulting impacts. Standards 
can be set explicitly with a high performance bar, 
a low performance bar, or multiple tiers of per-
formance.15 The level of performance established 
will affect the ease with which enterprises can 
achieve certification, but will also influence the 
social and environmental impacts that result. 
This does not necessarily mean that higher-bar 
standards cannot be broadly accepted; some have 
already begun to reach significant market scale.16 
ultimately, the market for certified products 
and services is large enough to accommodate a 
number of different systems. The critical issue 
is to determine what incentives need to be in 
place to encourage enterprises to continue to 
improve their performance over time rather than 
settle at the level of a low performance bar. More 
information is needed to understand the different 
approaches, to see which have effective incentives 
in place to drive producers at a lower performance 
level toward a higher level.

ChallEngES rEgarding 
aSSuring CoMplianCE
Given the costs associated with certification, the 
assurance process is sometimes viewed as a 
constraint to the achievement of the system’s sus-
tainability objectives rather than a benefit. While 
third-party, independent certification is usually the 
most rigorous assurance approach, it is also often 
the most costly. The suitability of an assurance 

15   For example, 4C is explicitly an entry-level standard.

16  For example, RA-SAN, the FSC, the MSC, and FLO



ChAPTER 1: SETTING ThE CONTExT   15 

Toward SuSTainabiliTy: The roleS and limiTaTionS of CerTifiCaTion

model depends on its fitness for purpose—that 
is, does the model meet the assurance needs 
of the intended audience at the least cost and 
bureaucracy? End users of a standards system 
often influence the type of assurance required; the 
more direct the message to consumers, the more 
formal the assurance model required.17

New tools, such as risk-based modeling, are 
emerging as a means of reducing the assurance 
burden. In risk-based modeling, risk assessment 
is introduced at a number of stages in the cer-
tification process as a tool to first identify the 
potential risks of noncompliance and then assess 
where those risks are most likely to occur. The 
results of the risk assessment can be used to 
guide more-efficient sampling at different points 
in the assurance process, from determining the 
frequency and intensity of audits to the auditor 
choosing which aspects of standards compliance 
to pursue in greater depth.18

Some standards systems are also considering 
options for rebalancing the cost-to-benefit ratio, 
often by increasing the benefits of certification to 
participating enterprises. For example, standards 
systems could encourage auditors to engage 
in capacity building during audits. This is often 
counseled against, given the potential conflict of 
interest of an auditor as both advisor and asses-
sor. But in these cases, the auditor plays the role 
of “extension agent” for enterprises that might 
not otherwise have access to technical support.19 

It is worth noting that certification is only one 
route toward standards-compliant practices. 
Becoming certified is a choice made by individual 
enterprises, typically for market recognition and 
reward, assessment of their performance, a road-
map for improvement, or a strategy for managing 
risk. however, enterprises can be fully compli-
ant with a standard and choose not to certify. In 
terms of impacts, there is very little difference 
between a standards-compliant enterprise that  

17 www.isealalliance.org/online-community/resources/
background-research-for-the-assurance-code-project

18   Ibid.

19   Ibid.

is certified and a standards-compliant enterprise 
that is not, apart from the potential financial or 
market incentives for the certified enterprise to 
stay compliant over time. Similarly, standards can 
be used as a framework for capacity building or 
as implementation criteria for meeting certain 
regulatory requirements. 

Going forward, it would be useful to better 
understand the range of existing models of assur-
ance, their relative strengths, weaknesses, and 
limitations, and stakeholder expectations about 
which models are appropriate for what purposes. 
In managing these expectations, a significant 
education component is required. Standards sys-
tems need to have a clearer and more rigorous 
understanding of the levels of assurance that can 
be delivered through their respective assurance 
models, based on their use of risk analysis and 
sampling methodologies. End users of standards 
systems need to understand that certification 
is not a guarantee of 100 percent compliance, 
and that it is more important to understand how 
the standards system responds to instances of 
noncompliance. The ISEAL Alliance is facilitating 
the development of an Assurance Code of Good 
Practice, to be published in 2012, that will start to 
address these issues.

audiTor CoMpETEnCE and 
inTEgriTy ChallEngES
Given the diversity of socio-cultural and envi-
ronmental contexts in which auditors operate, 
combined with relatively high levels of subjectivity 
in the auditing process, the ability of auditors 
to make consistent assessments is essential. In 
a recent ISEAL Alliance survey on priorities for 
an Assurance Code of Good Practice, respon-
dents ranked auditor competence as the most 
significant challenge to be addressed.20 despite 
standards systems having recognized and worked 
for years to address this issue, auditor competence 
remains one of the most significant challenges to 

20  www.isealalliance.org/our-work/our-codes-of-good- 
practice/assurance-code
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the integrity and credibility of voluntary standards 
and certification.21 

In the auditing of social and environmental per-
formance, it is usually not sufficient that auditors 
have completed the required training courses, 
have the requisite knowledge about the standard 
and the sector, and know how to carry out an 
audit; auditors also need skills in stakeholder con-
sultation and interviewing. Certification bodies 
are often able to identify early on who will make 
a good auditor based on the “soft” skills that the 
individual possesses. These personal attributes 
can make the difference between a good auditor 
and a great one.22

Among the key challenges faced by standards 
systems in ensuring competent auditors is the 
variability of the contexts to which the standard 
is applied. Given that many of these standards 
are intended to apply globally but need to take 
into account local social customs and norms as 
well as ecological realities, it is not surprising that 
auditors have a hard time being consistent in their 
interpretations of the standard. This has as much 
to do with the process in place to develop local 
interpretations of standards as it does with the 
competence of auditors. 

In addition, comparatively few certification bodies 
are based in developing countries, where a lot 
of certification takes place. In some cases, there 
are not enough auditors who have a good under-
standing of local social and ecological contexts. 
Another challenge is that the volume of work in 
some countries is quite limited (particularly where 
standards systems have only recently expanded), 
so it is difficult to retain qualified auditors. Thus, 
certification bodies may not invest adequately in 
auditor training and professional development 
until the quantity of work and income justifies 
the investment (personal communication, ISEAL 
members). 

21   www.isealalliance.org/online-community/resources/
background-research-for-the-assurance-code-project

22   Ibid.

A final key issue relating to auditor competence 
involves integrity and conflicts of interest. In even 
the most rigorous assurance system, involving 
third-party assessments, auditors may become 
too friendly with their clients, or they may have 
financial incentives for maintaining the certifi-
cation status of the client. Outright fraud and 
corruption, though infrequent, is also a risk. 

Experts in the field have a relatively good under-
standing of what is required to ensure that 
auditors have both integrity and competence. 
It involves identifying individuals with the right 
combination of skills, knowledge, and personal 
attributes and supporting them with adequate 
training, professional development, oversight, 
and work. The challenge lies in transforming this 
vision to reality. Most standards systems do not 
have the economies of scale to support auditors 
in these ways, as it can be prohibitively expensive. 
It may be useful for standards systems to explore 
opportunities for coordination, such as the deliv-
ery of joint training programs or shared auditor 
registration, which starts to get at the efficiencies 
that scale can bring (personal communication, 
ISEAL members). 

govErnanCE ChallEngES
Stakeholder engagement is a core tenet in many 
social and environmental standards systems, with 
stakeholders playing central roles in standards 
development and governance. While this drives 
legitimacy (Cashore, 2002) and buy-in, it can also 
make the standards system bureaucratic and slow 
to respond (Cashore, et al., 2004).Standards sys-
tems have been accused of not being responsive 
to changing market needs and, more importantly, 
have seen other sustainability tools innovate and 
evolve faster to meet changing expectations.

The challenge for standards systems is that they 
are required to combine stakeholder-driven pro-
cesses such as standard setting with operating 
a business. The limitations of this model arise 
when stakeholders put their own interests first 
in considering decisions related to the running  
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of the business. Often, the stakeholders involved 
early on in a standards development process have 
a continuing role in the implementation of the 
system over time. 

Stakeholders have legitimate and important roles 
to play in standards development, interpretations 
of the standard, and governance of these pro-
cesses; and on the certification side, stakeholders 
should have input into certification assessments 
and comment on and react to certification deci-
sions, where they are an interested party. however, 
when it comes to business decisions around pric-
ing policies, how and where to expand the system, 
the relative emphasis on different strategies, and 
so forth, the multi-stakeholder model has cre-
ated challenges for some standards systems in 
terms of responsive and timely decision making 
(personal communication, FSC). 

FinanCing ChallEngES
Financing is probably the most significant internal 
challenge to the viability of standards systems and 
their ability to bring about sustainability impacts 
(personal communication, ISEAL members). The 
legitimacy of the private governance role played by 
standards systems comes into question if they do 
not have successful business models underpin-
ning their operations. Investors—whether donors 
or companies seeking certified products—must 
ask themselves whether their investment in a 
standards system is secure.

In 2010, the ISEAL Alliance conducted a first-
phase study of the business models of standards 
systems, in an effort to provide the understand-
ing needed to improve these models. The study 
included interviews with standards system leaders 
and their key stakeholders. Among the challenges 
identified in the study was the need to prioritize 
customer segments and to clearly define the 
“value proposition” of the standards system or 
market label.23 According to demand-side actors, 

23   In this context, the value proposition is the common  
understanding of why a company might want to take part 
in a certification system or why a foundation might want 
to support that system—i.e., the value that would be 
gained from doing so. 

such as retailers and consumers, major factors 
that would create value include: 

▪ credibility, i.e., reduction in reputational  
risk (in the value of the label or the name  
of the organization);24

▪ a sufficient and reliable supply from  
competing sources;

▪ clear messages with regard to the  
sustainability mission;

▪ cost-effectiveness; and

▪ good marketing opportunities toward  
end consumers (ISEAL Alliance, 2010c).

Standards systems must learn how to set their 
pricing structures to reflect these value proposi-
tions, if they are to ensure the uptake of the system 
and its financial viability over time. A recurring 
challenge is how to adjust pricing at different 
stages in a system’s development to better reflect 
the market growth of the system and cover the 
operating costs. As a standards system grows and 
the security of investing in the system increases, 
so does the value proposition and, therefore, the 
fees that can be charged. however, adjusting fee 
levels is complex and has negative repercussions 
for existing clients. More research is needed on 
how and when to increase fee levels along with 
increases in the value propositions. 

With this information as context, the next chapter 
identifies and discusses the major types of actors 
involved in standards and certification systems.

24   It is important to note that perceived credibility may 
relate to financing. That is, a system funded solely by the 
private sector may be perceived as less credible (or more 
beholden to corporate interests) than one funded by a 
mix of corporate, nonprofit and/or foundation sources. 
Multi-stakeholder governance may help to ameliorate 
these concerns.



Why and How Actors Engage  
in Standards and Certification
It is sometimes assumed that standards and certification systems are increasingly 
popular largely because companies have discovered that certified goods can command 
a price premium in the marketplace. However, consumers’ willingness to pay price 
premiums is in fact only one reason among many why businesses might choose to 
engage in certification—and it may be a weak or even nonexistent factor in some cases. 

As noted in Appendix E for instance, only about 10 
percent of fish certified by the Marine Stewardship 
Council are labeled as such—which means that 
consumers often do not know that they are buying 
certified fish, and thus that some factor other than 
consumer willingness to pay must be driving busi-
nesses’ participation in that certification system. 

During the Assessment process, Steering 
Committee members explored the drivers that 
motivate certain types of organizations to engage 
in standards and certification systems—spe-
cifically, drivers for large brands and retailers, as 
well as for civil society (nongovernmental orga-
nizations (NGOs) and foundations, primarily), 
and governments.1 Committee members also 
discussed the diverse roles these actors may play 
in such systems. Exploring the roles and drivers 
of these types of actors was useful in helping to 
gain a better understanding of the impacts that 
standards and certification systems have had and 
could have in the future, and in setting the stage 
for the development of recommendations. 

1 Several important types of actors were not addressed in 
any detail, due primarily to the need to have a manageable 
scope for the Assessment. Those not analyzed in depth 
include small producers, indigenous groups, traders, rat-
ings agencies, and national organizations for standardiza-
tion, among others.

In this chapter, the first section discusses the 
roles and motivations of nonprofit organizations 
that have advocated for and been involved in 
standards and certification systems, as well as 
the private foundations that have funded such 
systems. The second section focuses on key ways 
in which governments have played an important 
role in certification. And the third section looks at 
the roles and drivers for large brands and retailers 
to engage in certification systems—i.e., those 
companies that are using standards and certifica-
tion systems as a way to promote environmentally 
and socially responsible behaviors within their 
supply chains. 

In identifying drivers in this chapter, the Steering 
Committee does not mean to imply a direct causal 
connection between a driver and the resulting 
behavior of firms and other stakeholders. The 
literature supporting the Committee’s conclu-
sions mostly describes historical associations, 
correlations, and anecdotal cases. 

Chapter2
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The Roles and Drivers of  
NGOs and Civil Society 
Civil society organizations have been a driving force in the establishment and 
implementation of many standards and certification schemes. These organizations include 
issue-focused and advocacy groups and charitable foundations, as well as the organizations 
that own or “hold” standards systems. 

This section describes the roles that these types 
of organizations have played and continue to play 
in the standards and certification arena. It then 
outlines the drivers impelling their engagement, 
and ends with questions that civil society organi-
zations might ask themselves when considering 
whether or not to engage with standards and 
certification systems. 

The Roles of Civil Society  
in Standards and  
Certification Systems
Civil society organizations have been involved 
in creating and developing standards and certi-
fication systems, implementing such systems, 
catalyzing consumer influence and demand for 
such systems, and engaging with industry to help 
build stronger markets for certified products. This 
section describes each of these key roles in turn. 

As discussed more fully in the business section, a 
key finding of this Assessment is that many busi-
nesses have embraced standards and certification 
in recent years as part of their core business oper-
ations and thinking, and advocacy groups have 
focused on inducing firms to join and comply 
with the requirements of standards and certifica-
tion programs. This shifting of roles has in turn 
modified the relative weight of civil society in such 
systems. This is not to say that civil society has 
become less important, but rather that the roles 

and focus of such organizations have sometimes 
changed, as discussed in this section. 

CREATiNG STANDARDS AND 
CERTifiCATiON SCHEmES 

Civil Society as Catalyst, Convener,  
and Funder 

The first model of social change used in the con-
servation arena was articulated by rachel Carson 
in Silent Spring (1962), the book that launched the 
modern environmental movement. In this model, 
scientists would diagnose and warn of environ-
mental threats. Those warnings would spark 
public outcry, to which political leaders would 
respond with new laws. Engineers, lawyers, and 
business managers would respond to the new 
legal mandates via technological and institutional 
adaptations, removing or mitigating the threat. 
This model did bring about legal, technological, 
and institutional changes, with striking benefits 
in cleaner air, more advanced sewage treatment 
plants, protection for endangered species, and 
a widening protection of land and waterways in 
national parks, wildlife refuges, and other similar 
biological reserves.

yet by the early 1990s there was a growing sense 
that this legal and policy model was inadequate to 
bring about important environmental objectives. 
Transboundary problems such as climate change, 
the depletion of ocean resources, and the loss of 
biological diversity in tropical countries could not 
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be tackled solely through national-scale policies 
and regulatory systems. Tropical forests were still 
disappearing. And, the political environment had 
shifted toward a preference for smaller govern-
ment, freer trade, and resistance to regulation. 
Also, a rapid increase in economic globalization 
meant that pollution constraints could easily 
be allayed by transferring production to foreign 
countries. 

Two decades after Silent Spring, nongovern-
mental organizations (NGOs) such as friends 
of the Earth, the rainforest Action Network, and 
Greenpeace were running boycott campaigns 
against unsustainably harvested tropical timber 
and other environmentally harmful practices, while 
an array of socially focused NGOs led boycotts of 
Nike over labor practices in Asia (Donovan, 1996; 
locke, 2002). (These actions followed successful 
boycotts in the 1970s of table grapes because 
of farmworker issues, Shell Oil products due to 
investments in South Africa under apartheid, and 
Nestlé for its marketing of baby formula (Murtagh 
& lukehart, undated)).

while these groups gained political leverage and 
drew media attention, productive operating alter-
natives were difficult to identify. In the forestry 
arena, legislative bans on the import of unsus-
tainable forest products ran afoul of rules about 
unfair discrimination against tropical timber. At 
the international level, attempts to embed forestry 
standards in the International Tropical Timber 
Organization (ITTO) and to pass a global forest 
Convention through the united Nations both 
fell short, due to global North–South conflicts 
and opposition from the tropical timber trade 
(Cashore, Gale, Meidinger, & Newsom, 2006). 

It was against this backdrop that some NGOs 
began to promote sustainability-focused cer-
tification systems as a new and sometimes 
less-confrontational form of environmental 
and social activism. As described in Chapter 1, 
a group of NGOs in the early 1990s, building 
on earlier efforts, coalesced to build the forest 
Stewardship Council (fSC) as a powerful form 
of nonstate market governance, regulating and 
managing resource use and trade (Cashore, Auld, 

& Newsom 2004). In most cases these efforts 
did not supplant more confrontational efforts, 
but instead existed alongside them (McAdam, 
McCarthy, & Zald, 1996; Morton, 2002).

bartley (2007a et seq.) contends that the engage-
ment of NGOs in certification, at least in the 
seminal case of the fSC, was shaped by a group of 
foundations acting collectively to build the field of 
certification. bartley also notes that this approach 
to environmental problem solving coincided both 
with significant new barriers to the regulation 
of global commerce by national actors (e.g., the 
world Trade Organization (wTO) prohibition 
on discrimination against tropical timber on the 
basis of production issues, as well as rules of the 
ITTO), and with a period of phenomenal growth 
in foundation assets. 

In the case of certification, the foundations that 
made the bulk of the investments1 already had 
in place a basic framework—the Sustainable 
forest funders Network—for collaborating 
toward a collective result. These foundations also 
shared certain key characteristics, including a 
liberal to moderate ideology, a history of funding 
environmental organizations, and importantly, 
existing relationships with the world wide fund 
for Nature (wwf), which was a central player in 
the development of the fSC and similar models 
(bartley, 2007a). foundations strongly favored the 
fSC over its industry-sponsored competitors, but 
rather than merely fund the fSC itself, they used 
their grants to build a larger field around this 
organization and to “make a market” for certified 
wood. Although a similar network did not emerge 
to promote the Marine Stewardship Council 
(MSC), major funding from foundations such 
as the David and lucile packard foundation and 
walton family foundation enabled the MSC to 
grow, and complementary programs supporting 

1 Nine foundations—The ford foundation, Doris Duke 
Charitable foundation, rockefeller brothers fund, 
Surdna foundation, pew Charitable Trusts, MacArthur 
foundation, Moriah foundation, wallace Global fund, 
and Merck family fund—accounted for $33 million 
granted to forestry certification from 1995 to 2001 
(bartley 2007a).
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public awareness of sustainable seafood have 
helped to build its market. 

All told, foundations have been more important 
to the development of u.S.-based certification 
schemes than those in other parts of the world—
particularly Europe, where other sources of funding 
have contributed significantly to the development 
and scaling up of certification.2 Over a span of 
nearly 20 years, donors have collectively invested 
more than $150 million in the leading certification 
organizations and processes (Clay, 2005). 

Conroy (2007a) identifies several factors favoring 
foundation and NGO leadership in developing 
the standards and certification movement. These 
factors include greater efficiency, in the context 
of globalization, of working with standards that 
can be applied across national boundaries rather 
than with regulatory agencies in many countries, 
as well as a preference for private standards as 
less susceptible than national regulations to the 
wTO’s prohibition on process and production 
methods standards in international trade. Conroy 
also notes that foundations and NGOs did not 
necessarily make a decision to choose between 
activist campaigns and certification initiatives, but 
recognized the symbiotic relationship in which 
some groups raised public awareness of a prob-
lem (thereby raising the issue of reputational risk 
for the company as well as consumer pressure 
for action), while other groups leveraged those 
efforts by allying themselves with companies to 
press for certification as a solution. 

NGOs as Standard Developers 

As the primary founders of many certification 
schemes, NGOs have held a central seat at the 
table to identify and set standards. The wwf took 
the lead in organizing the initial exploratory meet-
ing for the fSC in 1992 with other environmental 
NGOs, social actors, retailers, government offi-
cials, and some forest company officials. A wwf 

2 Sources have included corporate allocations and public 
funding, including bilateral, multilateral, and guaranteed 
markets through favorable public procurement policies. 
while there is no central data source to cite, it is believed 
that the bilateral and multilateral sources of funding com-
bined represent total investments that are three times 
that of all foundations combined. 

representative served on the fSC’s interim board, 
and the wwf continued to play a leading role in 
the 1993 founding meeting in Toronto (bartley, 
2007b; Cashore, et al., 2004). The rainforest 
Alliance had at that time already developed 
a forest certification standard and tested it in 
Indonesia, and so they worked with the wwf and 
others to design the fSC standard. These players 
developed the fSC’s nine (later ten) principles for 
responsible forest management and a governance 
structure that gave equal weight to environmen-
tal, social, and business sectors. The structure did 
not include government representatives. 

In the case of the MSC, numerous NGOs, indus-
try players, and consultants came to the table to 
develop its principles and criteria in meetings 
around the world starting in 1996. The process 
ultimately involved more than 300 organizations 
and individuals in workshops in Australia, New 
Zealand, Germany, the united States, Canada, 
South Africa, and Scandinavia over three years 
(Gulbrandsen, 2009). This initial NGO participa-
tion proved crucial to the MSC’s credibility later 
on, when some NGOs were critical of early cer-
tifications. Although some felt the application of 
the principles and criteria was weak, few attacked 
the standards themselves. 

NGOs from the global South have also played 
a role in the formation of certification systems. 
for example, Southern NGOs, together with 
the rainforest Alliance, created the Sustainable 
Agriculture Network in 1991. They first developed 
a standard for coffee, then moved to bananas; 
today the standard covers more than 25 crops in 
the tropics. These groups own the standard, and 
the rainforest Alliance owns the trademarked seal 
that signifies certification on a product package or 
label. The rainforest Alliance also worked with the 
united Nations and a broad stakeholder group 
to set up the Sustainable Tourism Stewardship 
Council and a global standard for sustainable 
tourism.3 

3 http://sdt.unwto.org/en/content/sustainable-tourism-
stewardship-council-stsc
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More recently, NGOs have played a leading role 
in setting standards through multi-stakeholder 
roundtables. Since 2004, for example, the wwf 
has hosted the Aquaculture Dialogues. More than 
2,000 people—including producers, NGOs, aca-
demics, and others—have participated in these 
discussions to date, which seek to identify the 
primary environmental impacts associated with 
aquaculture and agree upon standards to mini-
mize these impacts. Of the eight dialogues started 
(for farmed shrimp, salmon, tilapia, bivalves, aba-
lone, pangasius, trout, and cobia and seriola), four 
have been completed, with standards approved by 
the multi-stakeholder steering committees.4 To 
maintain the standards and recognize accredited 
certification bodies, the wwf (in partnership with 
IDh, the Dutch sustainable trade initiative) has 
created the Aquaculture Stewardship Council—a 
farmed fish alternative to the wild fisheries certifi-
cation program of the MSC.5

In some cases, NGOs have responded to standards 
that were first created by government or industry 
bodies. for example, NGOs have been leaders in 
creating one of the first certification schemes for 
carbon offsets—the CDM Gold Standard—based 
on standards outlined in the Kyoto protocol for 
the Clean Development Mechanism (CDM). The 
Gold Standard is discussed more fully in Chapter 
4; it is essentially a means to create an additional, 
more rigorous standard above the “floor” estab-
lished by the protocol. 

implEmENTiNG STANDARDS AND 
CERTifiCATiON SySTEmS

NGOs as Standard System Owners

As discussed in Chapter 1, standards typically are 
housed in an organization created specifically to 
own or hold the standard. for maximum cred-
ibility, this organization usually is independent 
of the NGOs that might have driven its creation 
and from the industry players that will be evalu-
ated against the standard. So, for example, the 
fSC was created as a separate organization to 

4 www.worldwildlife.org/what/globalmarkets/aquaculture/
aquaculturedialogues.html

5 www.ascworldwide.org

own the forest standards developed by NGOs 
and interested industry players. Similarly, the 
Aquaculture Stewardship Council recently was 
created to own the standards developed through 
the multi-stakeholder Aquaculture Dialogues. 
Standards system owner organizations often are 
funded by donors that also support environmen-
tal NGOs, and NGO representatives and industry 
representatives typically serve on their governing 
bodies, but the organizations maintain separate 
identities. 

The responsibility of the standards system owner 
is to maintain the integrity and credibility of the 
standard and to engage a network of other play-
ers, including auditors, certification bodies, and 
accreditation bodies, as discussed in Chapter 1. 
These roles are not always separate; some stan-
dard system owners do auditing and certification 
in house, while others may contract out for these 
services (Gilbert, rasche, &, waddock, 2011). The 
standard system owner may also license a logo 
or label for use by certified entities. The system 
owner also is responsible for reviews or updates of 
the standards over time to maintain credibility, as 
scientific understanding and technology improve. 

Civil Society Organizations  
as Governance Participants

The governance of standards systems typically 
includes decision-making bodies such as boards 
that run the organization and the system, as well 
as technical bodies that focus on maintaining 
meaningful standards. Including a broad range of 
stakeholders in standard setting and governance 
increasingly is considered a fundamental compo-
nent of credible third-party certification schemes, 
to minimize bias (Cashore, 2002; Mena & palazzo, 
forthcoming). The ISEAl Alliance, introduced in 
Chapter 1, recognizes multi-stakeholder gover-
nance as a core principle necessary for effective, 
credible certification schemes.6 

NGOs are actively engaged in governance roles. 
for example, the fSC’s three-chambered General 
Assembly includes two chambers dominated by 
NGOs—the environmental and social chambers 

6 www.isealalliance.org/our-work/defining-credibility
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(Cashore, et al., 2004). At least 50 percent of the 
CDM Gold Standard foundation board is made 
up of NGO representatives.7

Similarly, NGO representatives have served 
on the MSC’s board of Trustees, its Technical 
Advisory board, and the advisory Stakeholder 
Council, along with industry, academic, and 
government representatives. Although the MSC 
strives for a multi-stakeholder approach, only one 
of its three governing bodies—the Stakeholder 
Council—specifies how balance is to be achieved 
and requires NGO participation. The Stakeholder 
Council, which provides nonbinding advice to the 
board, consists of a Commercial Chamber made 
up of interests from the catch, processing, supply, 
retail, food service, and other commercial sectors, 
and a public Interest Chamber made up of inter-
ests from academia, science, management, and 
environmental NGOs. Technical Advisory board 
members are appointed by the board based on 
their expertise.8 Most environmental NGO repre-
sentatives on the MSC’s board of Trustees have 
been associated with the wwf.

In some cases, NGOs participate in industry-
driven certification schemes. for example, the 
Aquaculture Certification Council (ACC) has 
created a Standards Oversight Committee com-
posed of NGOs, academics, and industry experts 
to oversee the work of Technical Committees, 
which develop proposed standards.9 for the ACC, 
expanding its governance to include a broader 
range of stakeholders is a key part of enhancing 
its credibility (personal communication, Michael 
Tlusty, New England Aquarium), particularly with 
the launch of the rival NGO-created Aquaculture 
Stewardship Council. however, the board of the 
Global Aquaculture Alliance, an industry trade 
association, still has final say over approval of the 
ACC’s standards. 

7 www.cdmgoldstandard.org/about-us/governance

8 www.msc.org/about-us/governance/structure

9 www.gaalliance.org/bap/oversightcommittee.php

NGOs as Certifiers/Verifiers

Most standards systems employ one or more 
certification bodies (or “certifiers”) to assess 
compliance with their standards. These certifiers 
can be either for-profit or nonprofit entities, and 
they work under contract to the entity wishing 
to become certified. The work of the certifiers 
is often overseen by an accreditation body that 
assesses the competence of the certifiers to 
evaluate compliance with the standard. under the 
fSC system, for example, NGO certifiers include 
the rainforest Alliance and the Soil Association. 
under the Sustainable Agriculture Network, NGO 
certifiers include Imaflora, fundación Natura-Cert, 
proNatura Sur, and several other NGOs. Organic 
certification includes many nonprofit certifiers, 
including the Soil Association. The rainforest 
Alliance and the Soil Association also provide veri-
fication and validation for several carbon-offset 
programs. 

NGOs and Civil Society as Stakeholders

As advocates for environmental protection, NGOs 
have a significant stake in decisions to grant a 
product a “seal of approval” indicated by a logo 
or label. Certification schemes thus often seek 
input from NGOs and other stakeholders. Such 
input may include comment on draft reports or 
audits and the appeal of certification decisions. 
Indeed, NGOs routinely provide input on audits 
and comment at critical stages in the evaluation 
process. These practices are recognized by the 
ISEAl Alliance as core principles necessary for 
effective, credible certification schemes.10 

At times, NGOs have objected to and appealed 
decisions by certification bodies. for example, 
MSC certification of the New Zealand hoki in 
2001 was appealed by the royal forest and bird 
protection Society, with support from multiple 
NGOs, on the basis of concerns about fur seal 
and seabird bycatch and questions about com-
pliance with the New Zealand fisheries Act. 
The certification (and recertification in 2006, in 
which wwf joined the appeal) was upheld by 
the MSC’s appeals board because all procedural 

10   www.isealalliance.org/our-work/defining-credibility
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requirements were met (highleyman, Amos, & 
Cauley, 2004). In another example, a challenge 
to the MSC’s certification of South Georgian 
toothfish by the National Environmental Trust 
(NET), along with Greenpeace, the Sierra Club, 
and other organizations, was upheld (highleyman 
et al., 2004) based on its potential to confuse 
consumers. NET was conducting a campaign to 
persuade consumers to “take a pass on Chilean 
sea bass” (the name under which toothfish was 
marketed). Despite the evidence that the small 
South Georgian fishery was well managed, most 
of the global catch of toothfish remained unsus-
tainable and illegal. 

ENGAGiNG CONSumERS AND 
STRENGTHENiNG CONSumER 
iNfluENCE
Civil society organizations serve to represent and 
give voice to consumers as citizens, stakeholders, 
and owners of public goods and resources; to 
educate and mobilize consumers to build demand 
for certified products (or not—see box 2.1); and 
to exert indirect influence over companies’ deci-
sions to use certification.

Consumers who buy environmentally friendly or 
socially responsible products presumably expect 
either private benefits from the products (for 
example, health benefits from organic or natural 
foods and products) or an altruistic “warm glow” 
associated with contributing to public well-being 
(Andreoni, 1990). They may place a high value on 
the marginal improvements in social problems 
made through their own actions. As noted in the 
business section of this chapter, many consumers 
indicate a preference for natural and sustainable 
products and rely on a broad range of civil soci-
ety organizations, including those engaged in 
standards and certification, to ensure that these 
preferences are met. 

however, consumers can also express their 
preferences through collective action, not only 
in the public sector (e.g., through demands for 
legislation and regulation) but also in the market, 
shaping both demand and supply through tac-
tics (aimed at a company or its brands) such as 
shaming and blaming, mobilizing “good cop/

bad cop” pressures, and campaigning to enlist 
fellow consumers in punishing bad performers 
and patronizing good ones. Civil society organiza-
tions are often at the forefront of these campaigns 
(lyon, 2010). 

when Greenpeace in 1994 campaigned against 
Shell Oil’s plans for disposal of the brent Spar oil 
storage platform, it initiated a boycott in Germany 
that reduced Shell’s sales of gasoline by 20 to 
30 percent (Diermeier, 1996). Not all boycotts 
are that successful, but the threat of a boycott 
is a very powerful tool in the hands of NGOs 
seeking to influence corporate behavior. Indeed, 
Conroy (2007a) argues that the use of certifica-
tion systems typically begins with a campaign by 
an NGO against a particular corporate behavior, 
often backed by a boycott threat. After a company 
accedes to the NGO’s demands, a certification 
system is created to facilitate monitoring and 
compliance with the company’s commitment. 

NGOs have also learned that they can raise 
concerns about a company’s brand image even 
without a specific boycott threat—especially com-
panies like Coca-Cola and Nike, for whom brand 
image is a large portion of overall shareholder 
value. As discussed in the business section, 
companies will often respond quickly and even 
proactively to protect the reputations of their 
brands in the marketplace. 

The exact processes through which NGO com-
munications affect brand image remain poorly 
understood, but it appears such communications 
can help to drive individual consumer purchase 
decisions, collective action by citizens and con-
sumers, changes in investment practices by 
institutional investors, and/or increased political 
pressure from elected officials.11 

Soon after the MSC was formed, a new NGO 
called Seaweb began using strategic communica-
tions and social marketing to raise the profile of 
ocean conservation issues. It conducted market 
research to determine what messages resonated 
and began educating consumers about the 

11   See lyon and Shimshack (forthcoming) for an attempt to 
identify the channels through which Newsweek’s Green 
Company ratings affected shareholder value.
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connection between ocean conservation and the 
food on their plates . It then engaged high-profile 
“gatekeepers,” such as famous chefs, to get the 
word out. Seaweb also worked with the Natural 
resources Defense Council in a successful mar-
keting campaign for improved management of 
Atlantic swordfish. Other conservation groups, 
such as the National Audubon Society and 
Monterey bay Aquarium, created seafood 
guides for consumers (boots, 2008). Similarly, 
the rainforest Action Network led a campaign 
to engage consumers in demanding disclosure 
and ethical practices by lenders who supported 
projects resulting in tropical deforestation;12 Ten 
Thousand villages and Oxfam raised banners for  
fair trade;13 and the rainforest Alliance and others 

12  http://rainforests.mongabay.com/1024.htm

13  http://fairworldproject.org/intro/history

have made tourists aware of more sustainable 
choices.14 

The linkages between the various channels that 
influence corporate behavior remain an important 
topic for further research. for example, certifi-
cation and labeling schemes may in principle 
either strengthen the demand for more stringent 
regulations or undermine it. unfortunately, there 
is limited knowledge about the conditions under 
which certification and government regulation are 
complements or substitutes, although it likely dif-
fers depending on the context. Adding urgency to 
the question, heyes and Maxwell (2004) showed 
that whether certification schemes are socially 
desirable depends critically upon its answer. 
Certification is beneficial when it works hand in 
hand with regulation, so that certification raises 
the standards for market leaders while regulation 
forces up the standards for laggards. In contrast, 
certification is harmful if it saps political demand 
for legislation that would impose minimum per-
formance standards. These linkages are discussed 
in more detail in Chapter 4.

ENGAGiNG WiTH iNDuSTRy
Some NGOs seek out industry partners that are 
not targets of negative campaigns but present an 
opportunity to bring about meaningful change. 
NGOs work with these businesses to help them 
improve practices and increase the supply of cer-
tifiable product on the market. for example, the 
NGO Sustainable fisheries partnerships (Sfp) 
actively seeks out restaurant chains, retailers, and 
seafood distributors who source from problematic 
fisheries but have an interest in “greening” their 
supply. These businesses then create pressure 
on their suppliers to become MSC certified, and 
the Sfp advises the fisheries on improvements 
needed to obtain certification.15

The Tropical forest Trust (TfT) plays a similar 
role in the forest sector. The TfT collects fees 
from retailers for connecting them to responsible 
supply chains. These fees subsidize producers 

14   http://www.theurbn.com/2012/03/sustainable-tourism-
at-the-rainforest-alliance/

15  www.sustainablefish.org/about-us

Box 2.1 

The marine Aquarium Council

The failure of the Marine Aquarium Council (MAC) illustrates 

how NGO-generated demand can influence certification 

schemes. MAC was created in 1998 by the wwf and The Nature 

Conservancy in partnership with leading industry players, to 

promote the sustainable management, collection, and handling 

of animals used in the marine ornamental industry, including 

home aquaria. Most of these animals are collected from 

vulnerable coral reefs in pacific Island nations, many of which 

lack the legal, scientific, management, and financial resources to 

manage their take. with a stated goal of ensuring sustainability 

from “reef to tank,” MAC hoped to provide hobbyists a product 

that also protected coral reefs. but NGOs in consuming nations 

failed to engage, and none worked to create demand for certified 

products. Moreover, due to supply chain challenges and quality 

problems, consumers had little faith in the label. Although many 

factors contributed to MAC’s decline, the lack of demand meant 

that producers had no incentive to become or stay certified. After 

more than a decade, few certified products are available, and 

MAC is no longer active (Amos & Claussen, 2009).
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who want to move toward certification and provide 
them with technical assistance to do so. Although 
the supply may not be fully certified at first, the 
goal is to provide retailers with access to timber 
and wood products generated by forests that are 
actively and demonstrably working toward certi-
fication and to provide a long-term responsible 
supply once they are certified (Overdevest, 2004).

NGOs also have created buyers’ groups to help 
retailers find responsible suppliers. The first such 
group was the 1995 plus Group in the united 
Kingdom, and later the Certified forest products 
Council in the united States. Today, the wwf 
Global forest and Trade Network (GfTN) is a 
major player in this role. These organizations 
are nonprofit NGOs that pool fSC retailers and 
producers to help retailers meet their demand 
for certified product. The GfTN, for example, 
strives to develop trading networks by creating 
regional organizations that maintain information 
about producers of responsible forest products, 
including where they are located and the species 
they sell. buyers identify the product lines and 
source needs of the retailers seeking certified 
wood (Overdevest, 2004). The GfTN provides 
technical guidance to companies on how to buy 
responsible forest products and to forest owners 
on how to move toward forest certification.16 

Drivers of Civil Society 
participation in Standards  
and Certification Systems
NGOs, foundations, and other civil society organi-
zations are highly diverse in their interests, values, 
and norms, and have been driven to participate 
in the development, implementation, criticism, 
and evolution of certification systems at different 
times and in different ways. perhaps the primary 
general conclusion that can be drawn is that their 
participation and support is conditional: They 
support and engage with certification not because 
it is the norm, but because they see it as a poten-
tial tool for advancing and accomplishing their 
goals. however, they will withdraw or respond 

16  http://gftn.panda.org

if or when it fails to prove useful. At the same 
time, a surprising portion of the NGO community 
does not engage with certification at all; it simply 
has not been part of the strategic focus of many 
NGOs. 

like businesses, NGOs need to survive. because 
they are mission-oriented rather than profit-ori-
ented, there may be a tendency to think of NGO 
drivers only in terms of achieving their overall 
social and environmental goals. but to survive 
and thrive, NGOs must balance their substantive 
goals with fundraising, membership, and brand-
ing (Clifford, 2002; Elkington & beloe, 2010).

Indeed branding, or distinguishing themselves 
from each other, is a major factor in NGO survival 
(Elkington & beloe, 2010) and thus perhaps an 
important driver of engagement with certification. 
Targeting well-known companies for their harmful 
practices often draws significant media atten-
tion, which can help NGOs bring in funding and 
members as well as stimulate change. Groups 
such as Greenpeace might focus heavily on these 
techniques and maintain their brand by doing so. 
Others, such as the wwf, focus more on “solu-
tion design” with consumers and businesses, 
include businesspeople on their boards, and 
establish formal partnerships with corporations 
(Elkington & beloe, 2010; hoffman & bertels, 
2010). Corporate funding (hoffman & bertels, 
2010) might influence an NGO’s preference for a 
voluntary rather than regulatory approach. by con-
trast, NGOs that have marketed themselves as 
confrontational and attract supporters favoring a 
“take-no-prisoners” approach may have a harder 
time engaging with certification as tool. In reality, 
many NGOs include aspects of both roles in their 
brands (bartley, 2007a; Elkington & beloe, 2010). 

A related aspect affecting NGO engagement with 
certification is staff expertise. NGOs that primarily 
employ lawyers, scientists, and/or environmental 
advocates may not have the business or other 
expertise necessary to engage with large, mul-
tinational companies on issues of supply chain 
sustainability and corporate responsibility.
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See box 2.2 for a series of questions for NGOs 
to consider when making decisions regarding 
whether or not to take part in a certification 
system.

DRivERS fOR fOuNDATiONS
foundations, too, are a heterogeneous group, with 
an array of motivations driving (or discouraging) 
their involvement with certification. foundations 
tend to concentrate on the start-up and capacity-
building phases of new approaches to social 
problems, rather than on long-term operating 
support. And they prefer to fund organizations 
that can demonstrate results in a particular pro-
gram, after which they move to other issues. This 
has proven a particular challenge with regard to 
standards and certification systems, since—as 
discussed in Chapter 1—few such systems have 
successfully developed self-sustaining business 
models. 

foundation funding for certification has moved 
down the value chain to projects that help local 
communities and producers become certified. 
Some foundations established this support as 
a means to help local groups avoid being left 
out as a result of certification programs in which 
the benefits could easily be captured by larger, 
wealthier producers. for other donors, certifica-
tion work has shifted to local communities as part 
of a poverty-alleviation strategy (Taylor, 2005). 

In recent years, the shift in foundation dollars 
away from direct support of certification orga-
nizations ref lects a growing understanding of 
the context in which next-generation certification 
programs must adapt their strategies in order to 
influence markets more broadly. 

funders recognize that even when consumers and 
businesses indicate a willingness, in principle, to 
move toward more environmentally responsible 
behavior, the inertia in the system is immense. 
The resources of donors, which had proved suf-
ficient to launch and nurture a new way of doing 
business, may now seem inadequate to transform 
market behaviors in an entire sector. Key play-
ers in the certification movement tend to come 
from environmental and science backgrounds 

Box 2.2 

Key Questions for NGOs Considering Certification 

StrategiC goalS

• what are the prospects for adopting a certification program as 
opposed to inducing government to act? 

• what are the strategic objectives of the certification system and 
how closely do they align with your own mission and goals? 

• what role does market transformation play in your theory of 
change? (i.e., do you believe that market transformation can 
help to drive sustainable production?)

relevanCe of the StandardS SyStem

• Do any of the existing certification systems address your 
priority issues (whether social, environmental, economic)?

• If yes, does the certification system reach the geographic areas 
and types of resource use you need to reach?

impaCt of the StandardS SyStem

• Is the system positively perceived by key stakeholders? Does it 
meet global credibility standards? who else is involved?

• Can the system impact the issues you are working on at 
sufficient scale?

• what level of recognition of the certification “brand” is there by 
consumers or other end users? 

• Does the certification system have positive impacts on the 
problem you are trying to solve?

• how sustainable is the business model of the certification 
system? how dependent is it on donor funds? 

ngo role

• If there is an existing certification system that will help you meet 
your goals, how do you best direct it toward your priorities? 

• If there is not an existing certification system, do you want to 
play a role in establishing one? what do you need to know in 
order to make that decision?

• Do you want to help to define and structure the certification 
system? Do you want to ensure the credibility of the certification 
system in implementation? Do you want to support market devel-
opment for certified products or help to build the supply base?

• how much time and resources do you have to engage with a 
certification system? what is the most strategic use of those 
resources? how likely is it that you will have sufficient resources 
to continue to engage over time?

• what kinds of coalitions can you build within the certification 
system with organizations that have similar objectives so as to 
be most strategic?



Toward SuSTainabiliTy: The roleS and limiTaTionS of CerTifiCaTion

ChApTEr 2: ACTOrS – NGOS AND CIvIl SOCIETy   28 

rather than business backgrounds and have had 
little understanding of or stomach for the dif-
ficult decisions involved in crafting standards and 
systems that are feasible and practical enough to 
make more than modest headway in established 
markets. 

foundations have also begun to grapple with key 
questions and issues highlighted in other chapters 
of this report and documented in the supporting 
bibliographies. These issues include, for example: 

▪ the cost and difficulty of acquiring and analyz-
ing evidence of the impact of standards and 
certification and how it was achieved; 

▪ the different circumstances and strategies 
required for certification to gain a foothold in 
the developing world and South–South trade; 

▪ finding appropriate balance and coordinating 
“carrots and sticks” to move producers toward 
a “gold standard” rather than fragmenting the 
market with competing standards; 

▪ the critical work of public policy and govern-
ment engagement; 

▪ evolving sustainable governance models for 
certification; 

▪ balancing the “pull” of certification at the most 
sustainable end of a market with a “push” to 
eliminate those practices that are illegal or the 
most damaging; and 

▪ how to approach key actors that resist or 
oppose the very concept of sustainability 
standards. 

The foundation sponsors of this Assessment hope 
to use and share the results of the Assessment 
to address key issues and to evolve their strate-
gies as they shift their role away from supporting 
the established certification systems and toward 
developing further innovation and strategies to 
promote large-scale sustainability in producer 
and consumer behaviors. Newer strategies may 
include support for (a) better understanding and 
documenting the business case for sustainabil-
ity standards and more sustainable practices; 
(b) public/private assessment of and strategies 
for managing the impacts of market transitions, 
when improving practices for the long term 
causes short-term displacement; and (c) defining 
systems to achieve measurable results, to encour-
age innovation and continuous improvement of 
management practices. 
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The Roles and Drivers  
of Government 
Standards and certification systems often appear to emerge in response to perceived 
government failure to address environmental or social problems. The rapid growth of 
these systems in the 1990s coincided with a rise in global trade and an accompanying 
shift toward private solutions to societal issues (Bartley, 2010; Bernstein & Cashore, 2007;  
Carey & Guttenstein, 2008). 

yet government actions—from the most fun-
damental functions such as establishing a legal 
framework, to more focused policies directed 
specifically at promoting certification—can 
significantly affect certification schemes. from 
the start, governments have played a role in the 
development of these systems, and over time 
governments have broadened their engagement 
to influence such systems through a variety of 
mechanisms. 

This section of Chapter 2 addresses four key topics 
relating to government and standards and certifi-
cation systems. first, the section provides a brief 
background on the involvement of government 
with such systems. Then it addresses the roles 
government may play relating to these systems, 
the primary drivers of government involvement, 
and the implications of certification for demo-
cratic principles. 

Much of the discussion focuses on govern-
ments in the global North, which reflects the 
fact that much of the activity around certifica-
tion systems (especially historically) has taken 
place in the North. Examples from the South 
have been included where possible, however, and 
the Steering Committee recognizes the growing 
importance of government involvement in the 
development of certification systems in the global 
South. 

Governments and the  
Rise of Certification Systems
One of the first certification systems based on 
environmental standards—the blue Angel pro-
gram—was created by a national government. 
The German government launched blue Angel 
in 1978, and it is still in existence today. blue 
Angel provides manufacturers with an economic 
incentive to develop products in which the raw 
materials, production processes, and product 
use and disposal are less harmful to the environ-
ment than conventional products. when initially 
conceived in 1971, blue Angel reflected strong 
public interest in the environment. by the time it 
was launched seven years later, the oil crisis and 
subsequent price shocks had weakened public 
support for environmental policy and regulation. 
So, the voluntary blue Angel program provided 
the German government with a palatable alterna-
tive to regulation (Müller, 2002). 

Organic agriculture certification sprouted through 
a very different route. As discussed in Chapter 1, it 
emerged from the ground up, through the efforts 
of farmers themselves. but governments had an 
increasing influence over time. California gave 
organic standards a boost in 1979 by passing the 
Organic food Act, which codified the standards of 
the California Certified Organic farmers (CCOf). 
In 2002, the u.S. Department of Agriculture 
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Chapter 2, Section B
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(uSDA) launched national organic standards, 
requiring any producer using the word organic 
to be certified by accredited agencies, including 
the CCOf.1 The uSDA standards differ from the 
original CCOf standards, and some organic pro-
ponents feel that government involvement at the 
federal level weakened the label overall. Others 
maintain that federal involvement has strength-
ened the concept of organic labeling by applying a 
legal framework for using the term organic. 

part of the reason behind the proliferation 
of certification schemes in the 1990s was the 
emerging global trends favoring free markets 
and private enterprise over government action 
(bartley, 2007b; bartley, 2010; bernstein & 
Cashore, 2007; Cashore, 2002; Cashore, Auld, 
& Newsom, 2004). This new thinking frustrated 
efforts to adopt government regulations and 
intergovernmental agreements. The develop-
ment of the forest Stewardship Council (fSC) 
in 1993—described in Chapter 1 and the Civil 
Society section of this chapter—illustrates this 
situation. The fSC emerged, in part, from the 
ashes of failed efforts to agree to a binding inter-
national forestry convention. The program came 
together when concerned industry players, seek-
ing to distinguish their product, joined forces with 
nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) such 
as the world wide fund for Nature (wwf) and 
the rainforest Action Network (bartley, 2007b; 
Cashore, et al., 2004; Meidinger, 2006). 

yet as bartley (2007b) and Cashore (2002) 
note, governments played a crucial role in the 
fSC’s initial success. Several European cities and 
countries—as well as some American cities and 
states—passed restrictions on the import of eco-
logically unsound timber. when Austria’s ban was 
challenged by timber-exporting states as a trade 
barrier, Austria rescinded the law but redirected 
government funds for implementation to the 
nascent fSC, giving it a substantial boost at a cru-
cial time. It also encouraged other nations, such 
as Switzerland and the Netherlands, to provide 
financial support to the fSC, in response to public 
pressure for action (bartley, 2007b). The fSC also 

1 www.ers.usda.gov/data/organic/.

received a boost when state governments pur-
sued fSC certification for some of their publicly 
owned forests. In the united States, for example, 
pennsylvania was an early adopter of fSC certifi-
cation, and today 2.2 million acres of state-owned 
forests in pennsylvania are fSC-certified.2 

The certification of labor practices in the 
apparel industry also benefited from signifi-
cant government support and funding in the 
1990s. According to bartley (2007b), the Clinton 
Administration first proposed, and then helped to 
establish, the Apparel Industry partnership/fair 
labor Association. It also provided vital financial 
support for Social Accountability International’s 
certification systems in their early years. while 
NGOs played a leading role in developing and 
advancing these schemes, the u.S. federal gov-
ernment provided the initial creative impetus and 
support—even though these certifications arose 
as an alternative to binding government action.

The government of China has acted far beyond 
funding; like the German government, it has 
established its own certification schemes. As an 
example, China’s Ministry of Agriculture (MOA) 
oversees two certification schemes established 
by the Chinese government during the 1990s—
Green food and hazard free food—as well as 
organic certification to international standards. 
The MOA’s China Green food Development 
Centre owns the Green food logo, develops and 
maintains the standard, is responsible for certifi-
cations, coordinates inspections and monitoring, 
and obtains revenue for certification fees. Green 
food certification is a stepping stone toward 
organic certification to international standards, 
and production in all of these “eco-categories” 
has grown tremendously since its inception. 
Green food production alone jumped from 6.3 
million tons in 1997 to 72 million tons in 2007, 
with export value increasing from $70 million to 
$2 billion in 2006 (paull, 2008). 

2 www.fscus.org/news/index.php?article=23
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Government Roles  
relating to Certification
As vandenbergh (2007) and others note, the 
growing globalization of trade in recent decades 
increasingly has constrained governments’ abil-
ity to regulate. Goods consumed in one country 
often are produced in another country that may 
not have the expertise, resources, or desire to 
regulate production. Governments in consum-
ing countries have no say over the sovereign 
decisions made within extracting countries, and 
international arrangements such as the world 
Trade Organization (wTO) make establishing 
import standards challenging. but governments 
are not powerless. As this section discusses, 
governments play fundamental roles through the 
establishment of legal frameworks and domestic 
regulatory and procurement policies that can 
inf luence the development and trajectory of 
certification systems. Government policies and 
practices also may affect or interact with such 
systems directly. 

GOvERNmENT AS pROviDER Of 
lEGAl fRAmEWORKS
One of the most fundamental roles of government 
is to establish and enforce laws. private, voluntary 
standards are often designed to be more stringent 
than local public law, but they nonetheless may 
benefit from a strong legal foundation. Conversely, 
certification may be hindered by a legal founda-
tion that is unclear, corrupt, not enforced, or runs 
counter to the goals of certification. 

Resource Management Regimes

The standard of the Marine Stewardship Council 
(MSC), for example, relies heavily on the effective 
implementation of government fisheries regula-
tions to ensure that public fisheries are managed 
in an environmentally responsible way. The MSC 
requires that “the fishery is subject to an effec-
tive management system that respects local, 
national, and international laws and standards 
and incorporates institutional and operational 
frameworks that require the use of resources to 
be responsible and sustainable.” In most cases, 

this regime is managed by a government agency. 
The geographic pattern of certified fisheries 
may reflect the influence of strong government 
management: The vast majority of MSC-certified 
fisheries are found in developed countries with 
robust management systems. (See Appendix E.)

Conversely, one of the many reasons cited for 
the decline of the Marine Aquarium Council (dis-
cussed in the Civil Society section of this chapter) 
was the lack of a sufficient legal and manage-
ment framework in source countries such as the 
philippines and Indonesia to limit the take of coral 
reef animals (Amos & Claussen, 2009). 

Property Rights

uncertainties over land tenure, property rights, 
and community rights may undermine certifica-
tion systems. Corruption and poor enforcement 
add to this shaky foundation. Indonesia is a case 
in point. All forest lands in Indonesia are owned 
by the state, unlike some other Asian island 
nations, which recognize customary rights to 
forest products for local people. recent policies 
acknowledge traditional and customary rights, 
but these rights have neither been clearly defined 
nor enforced. Some NGOs have withheld sup-
port for certification in Indonesia because they 
view the legal framework as inadequate to protect 
community rights. Others have questioned the 
validity of certification because of the high level 
of illegal activity in the country along with local 
government complicity in this activity. Although 
Indonesia has developed its own certification 
scheme and joined this system with the fSC, 
few forests have become certified (Muhtaman & 
prasetyo, 2006).

Laws Banning Illegal Products 

Government policies on illegal products in 
importing nations can also affect certification. 
As discussed in Chapter 4, for example, policies 
adopted in the united States and the European 
union to address the import of illegal forest 
products have indirectly promoted forest certifica-
tion. The lacey Act in the united States and the 
forest law Enforcement Governance and Trade 
Initiative in the European union both require 
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that importers show they are not importing 
illegally harvested wood. Certification schemes 
that encompass chain-of-custody requirements 
to verify the source of imported products have 
emerged as an effective way to demonstrate this 
due diligence (Cashore & Stone, 2012).

Antitrust Laws

As discussed in Chapter 1, “roundtables” that 
bring industry competitors, NGOs, and others 
together to seek agreement on environmental 
and social issues have been an increasingly 
common route for developing standards and, in 
some cases, certification systems. roundtables 
are often described as “precompetitive” discus-
sions, based on the idea that the sustainability (or 
unsustainability) of raw material production and 
supply affects all businesses in a sector. To mini-
mize concerns about anti-competitive behavior, 
roundtables have established antitrust policies 
that explicitly state the topics that can and cannot 
be discussed, and these policies are intended to 
ensure compliance with national antitrust laws 
(roundtable on the Application of Antitrust law 
to State-Owned Enterprises, 2009). 

International Trade Agreements

Intergovernmental free-trade agreements can 
inject legal uncertainty into the international 
arena. Carey and Guttenstein (2008) observe 
that, despite analyses indicating that certifica-
tion schemes are legal under international trade 
agreements, debates continue regarding whether 
such schemes promote protectionist interests 
or allow nations to impose their own policies 
on other nations. bernstein and hannah (2008) 
argue that the more widespread the support 
for certification becomes, the more likely it is 
to conflict with the international trade regime. 
for example, the European union and other 
governments and intergovernmental agencies 
increasingly are developing sustainable procure-
ment policies that can promote certification. 
yet some governments and commentators view 
these standards as a veiled way to discriminate 
against developing countries’ products. As long 
as certification is voluntary, or is limited to niche 
markets, it is less likely to be subject to trade 

disputes. but as governments increasingly recog-
nize, favor, or require it, exporting countries are 
more likely to claim that certification is mandatory 
in practice and is therefore a de facto barrier to 
trade (bernstein & hannah, 2008). 

voluntary standards considered to be manda-
tory in practice have been the subject of several 
trade disputes under wTO law already. In these 
cases, the determination of whether a standard or 
measure was de facto mandatory depended upon 
whether it had the effect of being legally bind-
ing and whether there was a trade consequence 
for failing to adhere to it. These concerns only 
apply to a standard adopted and implemented 
by a wTO member government; those operated 
independently of governments are less vulnerable 
to trade challenges (bernstein & hannah, 2008).

GOvERNmENT AS pOliCy  
mAKER AND ENfORCER

Regulatory Policies

Governments can stimulate certification indi-
rectly, most obviously by failing to regulate 
environmental or social practices and thereby 
creating incentives for the emergence of private 
certification schemes. Some believe that such a 
failure to regulate stimulated the creation of the 
fSC, the MSC, and others (Cashore, et al., 2004). 

Conversely, the threat of government regulation 
in the absence of certification might also spur 
the development of private schemes (Meidinger, 
2006). If a critical mass of industry players par-
ticipates in a certification scheme (or creates the 
illusion of participating), political pressure for 
government regulation might be alleviated, and 
regulation avoided. The risk for governments 
in these cases is that industry might establish 
standards that are perhaps better than existing 
conditions but not as high as what the govern-
ment or others would prefer. Moreover, since 
certification is voluntary, a subset of industry 
players—potentially the worst players with the 
most significant environmental impacts—may 
not participate. An alternative for governments 
might be to provide companies taking part in 
certification schemes with favorable treatment 
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under the regulatory regime, while maintaining 
required minimum standards for all players. 

Policies Adopting Certification

In some cases, governments incorporate stan-
dards developed by private certification systems 
into their own regulatory regimes. Adopting such 
standards allows governments to promote inter-
nationally recognized standards within their own 
country while potentially opening up or maintain-
ing overseas markets that value those standards. 
for example, when bolivia passed a requirement 
that forest concessionaires meet certain stan-
dards, the fSC was the only certification body 
that met those standards. It became the de facto 
auditor for bolivia while the government worked 
toward developing its own auditing scheme (Carey 
& Guttenstein, 2008). Similarly, Tunisia has based 
its national organic agriculture policy on the stan-
dards of the International federation of Organic 
Agriculture Movements (IfOAM), because it 
determined that these standards represented 
best global practices and would be recognized 
in favored markets (Carey & Guttenstein, 2008). 
In addition, numerous jurisdictions in the united 
States have incorporated the u.S. Green building 
Council’s leadership in Energy and Environmental 
Design (lEED) standards for green building con-
struction into their building codes. (See Chapter 
4 for more on this example.) 

In some cases, governments create their own 
standards, just as the German government 
created the blue Angel program. for example, 
nations in East Africa developed and adopted the 
East African Organic products Standard (Carey 
& Guttenstein, 2008). Mexico created a Clean 
Industry Certificate that outlines requirements for 
waste management, air emissions, water supply, 
and water discharge (rainforest Alliance, 2009). 
And Indonesia and Malaysia both created their 
own forestry certification schemes, which they 
have revised in recent years to conform more 
closely to the fSC’s, at least in part to help open 
up international markets (Muhtaman & prasetyo, 
2006). In addition, the Malaysian scheme has been 

endorsed by the programme for the Endorsement 
of forest Certification (pEfC). 

Import/Export Policies

Governments can also acknowledge and favor 
certified products through their import or export 
policies. for example, certification for the farmed 
fish pangasius received a significant boost in 2010 
when the vietnamese government committed to 
increasing its exports of certifiable pangasius to 
25 percent of production by 2015 and 75 percent 
by 2020, in exchange for NGO recognition of 
environmental improvements (fish Site, 2011). 

GOvERNmENT  
AS lARGE puRCHASER
One of the most powerful tools governments have 
is their substantial purchasing power. procurement 
policies that support or require certified products 
for government purchases are frequently cited 
as a primary way for governments to support 
certification (Carey & Guttenstein, 2008; Cashore, 
et al., 2004; Smith & fischlein, 2010). Many gov-
ernments, for example, require or rely on fSC 
certification to satisfy their sustainable procure-
ment policies; government bodies that do this 
include the Alberta Ministry of the Environment 
and the government of Manitoba in Canada, as 
well as the governments of Denmark, Japan, 
and New Zealand. Similarly, all coffee served in 
Swedish administrative offices must be certified 
organic per IfOAM standards, and many schools 
in the united Kingdom serve MSC-certified fish 
(Carey & Guttenstein, 2008). In Switzerland, the 
government created and now operates a website3 

that provides public procurement agents with 
information about sourcing sustainably produced 
goods. The fair trade movement has also made 
significant headway with government purchasing 
via the “fair Trade Towns” initiative, in which 
local governments pass resolutions to buy fair 
trade products for government-sponsored events. 
Nearly 900 communities are now designated as 
fair Trade Towns.4

3 http://oeffentlichebeschaffung.kompass-nachhaltigkeit.ch/

4 www.fairtradetowns.org
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GOvERNmENT AS fuNDER
public funding and tax breaks are other powerful 
government tools that can influence certification. 
As mentioned previously, the governments of 
Austria, Switzerland, and the Netherlands pro-
vided direct funding to the fSC at a crucial point 
in its development, and the u.S. government 
provided funding for the development of labor 
standards in the apparel industry. In the envi-
ronmental arena, the u.S. also provided federal 
funding to support the development of lEED 
standards for green building construction in its 
early years (Smith & fischlein, 2010). In addition, 
the IDh (a Dutch government-funded sustainable 
trade initiative), together with the wwf, founded 
and has provided substantial financing for the 
Aquaculture Stewardship Council, which is devel-
oping standards for aquaculture-grown fish.5

Governments can also provide financial assis-
tance to producers seeking to get certified. 
belgium, for example, provides financial support 
to producers and traders in developing coun-
tries that get certified to the fairtrade labelling 
Organizations’ standards, or are members of 
the International fair Trade Association. rwanda 
has financed the costs of certification to the East 
African Organic products Standard for several 
export companies, and provided 100 percent tax 
breaks on the purchase of equipment used for 
organic farming (Carey & Guttenstein, 2008). 
The Tuscany regional Government supports 
small and medium-sized enterprises seeking to 
become certified to the SA8000 standard for 
social accountability by paying up to 50 percent of 
the costs of certification and providing tax breaks 
on national insurance and regional tax payments 
(Carey & Guttenstein, 2008). And, for a time in 
2007 and 2008, the government of Cote d’Ivoire 
exempted certified cocoa from export duties (per-
sonal communication, rainforest Alliance staff). 

5 www.idhsustainabletrade.com/what-we-do and www.
ascworldwide.org/index.cfm?act=faq.faq&lng=1 

GOvERNmENT AS OpiNiON SHApER
Government endorsement of certification systems 
may help add to their credibility and legitimacy as 
a solution to environmental or social problems.

Conceptual Support 

Governments have given official support for 
private certification through international inter-
governmental bodies that have incorporated this 
support into key documents. for example, the 
united Nation’s program of action for sustainable 
development, Agenda 21, calls for governments 
to encourage ecolabels as a way to inf luence 
consumer choice. Similarly, the Commission on 
Sustainable Development and the Organisation 
for Economic Co-operation and Development 
both identify ecolabel programs as an impor-
tant tool in several of their policy papers (Müller, 
2002). More indirectly, Sweden’s requirement that 
the forest industry promote ecological as well as 
economic goals seems to have increased industry 
support for the fSC as a way of meeting govern-
ment requirements (Cashore, et al., 2004). 

Marketing Support

Governments’ considerable outreach capabili-
ties can also advance certification systems. for 
example, Tuscany undertook a concerted public 
awareness and information campaign that facili-
tated the rapid uptake of social accountability 
standards by its regional businesses. The govern-
ment of rwanda used its convening power to bring 
together civil society organizations and create the 
rwandan organic agriculture movement, which 
led to the development of the East Africa Organic 
products Standard (Carey & Guttenstein, 2008). 
Also, the u.S. Department of Agriculture’s organic 
standards program is run out of the department’s 
Agricultural Marketing Service, as the standards 
are considered marketing standards (as opposed 
to safety standards, for example). 
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GOvERNmENT AS ExpERT
Similarly, governments often have considerable 
technical expertise to contribute to the develop-
ment and maintenance of certification schemes. 
for example, belgium’s support for fair trade pro-
ducers in developing countries includes technical 
assistance to help them get certified. pakistan 
provides training to small and medium-sized 
enterprises to meet the Social Accountability 
standard SA8000. Tunisia contributes to IfOAM 
standards by sharing information, expertise, and 
research results from its Technical Centre for 
Organic Agriculture with other IfOAM members. 
And the government of South Georgia’s fishery 
research program enables it to fulfill the condi-
tions required for certification by the MSC (Carey 
& Guttenstein, 2008). In addition, the German 
government’s GIZ programme Office for Social 
and Environmental Standards serves as an advi-
sor to the development and implementation of 
sustainability standards.6

GOvERNmENT AS uSER
As noted previously with fSC-certified state-
owned forests in pennsylvania, governments 
that own or directly manage natural resources 
such as fisheries and forests can become certi-
fied themselves by private certification systems. 
In another example, the government of South 
Georgia and the South Sandwich Islands certi-
fied its patagonian toothfish fishery through the 
MSC process to distinguish its fishery from other 
unsustainable, and often illegal, toothfish fisheries 
(Carey & Guttenstein, 2008). Also, the certifica-
tion of state forests by the fSC is a common 
practice in many eastern European countries with 
large tracts of state-owned land, such as Estonia, 
latvia, and poland (Cashore, Gale, Meidinger, & 
Newsom, 2006).

GOvERNmENT AS COmpETiTOR
In some cases, government officials may view 
certification as a threat to their power, which can 
have a negative ripple effect through a range of 
government policies. In Zambia, for example, 

6 www.gtz.de/en/themen/laendliche-entwicklung/28456.
htm

government officials have looked at forest cer-
tification as a potential threat and have been 
cautious in their approach. The government 
owns all forests and issues licenses to private 
entities for timber harvest. yet it provides almost 
no management and has no official policy on 
certification, making it difficult for private manag-
ers to meet certification requirements. This lack of 
government policy has slowed efforts toward cer-
tification, despite private interest in certification 
to increase international markets and alleviate 
poverty (Njovu, 2006). Similarly, resistance to 
certification from some parts of brazil’s national 
forest regulatory agency reportedly is one obstacle 
to greater certification there (May, 2006). 

In some cases, governments can impede the 
progress of private certification efforts by com-
peting with government certification systems. 
Malaysia, for example, developed its own certifica-
tion program, the Malaysian Timber Certification 
Council (MTCC), in 1995 in an effort to control 
the development of certification in the country at 
a time when private schemes were emerging. This 
scheme failed to reflect key fSC components pro-
moted by NGOs and indigenous groups, including 
adequate consultation among stakeholders and 
the consideration of social and environmental 
issues. Although the government has sought to 
coordinate and link its program with the fSC over 
time, it refused to adjust its system sufficiently. 
MTCC-certified wood is now sold through the 
pEfC program, but in some cases, companies 
shifted their certification plans from the govern-
ment system to the fSC (Mohd Shawahid, 2006). 

All of these examples of government roles capture 
certain moments in time and specific ways in 
which governments have influenced certification. 
but the nature of engagement can change over 
time, reflecting the different needs of a nation’s 
industries, the changing political climate, or the 
evolution of the certification scheme itself. These 
types of interactions are discussed in Chapter 4. 
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Drivers of Government 
involvement
Different social science disciplines apply different 
theories to describe why institutions engage in 
public policy. for the purposes of this section, 
we simplify this thinking into three broad cat-
egories of drivers: (1) strategic or self-interest (it 
benefits the government agency to participate) 
(2) values (participation is consistent with the 
values espoused by the agency and its staff) and 
(3) norms (the cultural pattern of behavior or 
expectations supports certification) (Cashore, 
2002; Suchman, 1995). 

STRATEGiC OR SElf-iNTEREST
Given the increasing globalization of trade, 
the focus on free markets as solutions to soci-
ety’s problems, and the accompanying failure 
of governments to adopt “hard” regulations, 
some governments have embraced certification 
schemes as a way to achieve public policy objec-
tives strategically. unable or unwilling to use 
traditional command-and-control tools in the new 
global culture, agencies seem to embrace the path 
of least resistance springing up around them: 
private governance mechanisms. Certification 
might be a particularly attractive option because 
it requires verification by a third party, providing 
a compliance component that is normally part of 
government’s purview. Even when certification 
systems are public (that is, created by government) 
rather than private, they adopt the philosophy 
of private systems, namely, relying on voluntary 
participation in response to market pressures 
rather than the coercive power of government. 
The voluntary nature of certification schemes is 
consistent with the idea of “captured” agencies, 
in which, because of political pressures, regula-
tory agencies are considered more responsive to 
the desires of the industries they are purported 
to regulate than they are to their social welfare 
mission. 

According to Müller (2002), many policy makers 
and politicians around the world support certifica-
tion because they recognize it as less controversial 
than other policy tools such as taxes or binding 

regulations, and therefore easier to adopt. Many 
also believe that private certification may allow 
greater flexibility for innovation than governments 
can provide, and they see certification as a self-
sustaining system requiring few public resources. 
Developing countries with fewer resources (such 
as expertise and funding) to develop robust 
regulatory regimes may find private certifica-
tion particularly attractive as a way to open or 
retain markets in developed countries for their 
own countries’ products. In short, many consider 
certification systems an option that allows gov-
ernment agencies to avoid controversy among 
powerful political players, be more effective, and 
spend less money—all outcomes that promote 
an agency’s self-interest. 

vAluES
but strategic drivers alone cannot fully explain 
the emergence and promotion of certification 
systems (bartley, 2007b; bernstein & Cashore, 
2007). Not all agency action is based on indus-
try “capture,” and environmental and social 
issues inherently ref lect values of some kind. 
Ideologies and approaches may differ, but at its 
core the mission of environmental agencies is 
value-laden. The people who work for these agen-
cies typically share those values and promote 
government efforts that advance them. Those 
values may include conservation, public health, 
sustainability, international recognition, expand-
ing markets, or economic development, among 
others. regardless, agencies have missions, and 
certification schemes may help them fulfill those 
missions, particularly if politicians and industries 
thwart traditional regulatory approaches or bud-
gets are limited. Carey and Guttenstein (2008) 
note that governments can find it easier to meet 
their goals and adopt widely recognized inter-
national standards by drawing on the structure 
provided by private schemes rather than trying to 
create requirements in-house.

NORmS
Moreover, all institutions—perhaps democratic 
governments in particular—operate within 
a broad context of social values and norms 
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(Cashore, 2002). They gain their legitimacy from 
social systems that provide a basis of appropri-
ateness, or that make the purposes, goals, or 
rationale of an institution understandable and 
justifiable to the relevant audience. Thus, legiti-
macy is enhanced when the norms and rules of 
organizations conform to existing social structure 
(bernstein & Cashore, 2007). Existing and emerg-
ing global norms have favored the emergence 
and promotion of certification systems as socially 
legitimate solutions for governments (and others) 
to use to address environmental and social issues. 
bernstein and Cashore (2007), bernstein and 
hannah (2008), and bartley (2010) identify sev-
eral of these norms, including: (1) respect for 
national sovereignty (as certification addresses 
firms, not states), (2) the emergence of market 
mechanisms as a solution to environmental and 
social problems (in the wake of failed governmen-
tal and intergovernmental efforts and a shift in 
the global focus), (3) the movement to democ-
ratize governance to include a broad range of 
stakeholders (something integral to most credible 
certification schemes), and (4) growing concern 
about environmental impacts and labor rights. 

Certification systems evolve out of political, 
civil, and market pressures, and the learning, 
compromise, and competition that result from 
these pressures (bartley, 2007b; bartley, 2010; 
bernstein & Cashore, 2007; Smith & fischlein, 
2010). As different stakeholders—businesses, 
NGOs, consumers, and others—come together 
to develop certification standards, expectations 
about responsible practices can often converge, 
and the results can gain legitimacy across sectors. 
Thus certification standards and structures can 
help shape, and embed, global norms. by adopt-
ing or promoting these systems, governments are 
able to incorporate societal norms and legitimacy 
into their programs. In effect, certification has 
provided governments a new means, beyond 
the formal institutions of government—whether 
elected (or unelected) officials, laws, regulatory 
processes, or enforcement—to satisfy society’s 
shifting demands. 

Also, it is important to note that many standards 
systems base their own norms on those of united 

Nations and/or International labour Organization 
conventions. This helps to ensure that these 
norms are based on “universal” values, instead of 
inviting the perception that Northern consumers 
are imposing their own norms on developing 
countries.

The literature also asserts, nonetheless, that cer-
tification systems have not gained full “political 
legitimacy,” in which there is an acceptance of 
a governance relationship in which commands 
ought to be obeyed (bernstein, 2011; Cashore, 
2002). To date, many certification schemes may 
have moved beyond the initial strategic phases—
in which obvious self-interest dominates players’ 
involvement in certification—toward building 
more widespread support, in which learning, 
negotiation, and convergence of values or ideas 
among players emerge. A more embedded 
legitimacy—in which a full range of stakeholders 
recognizes a certification system as a legitimate 
form of private governance—has not yet devel-
oped (bernstein & Cashore, 2007).

The implications  
of Certification for  
Democratic principles
The emergence of certification schemes clearly 
has influenced government policies and practices 
throughout the world. In some cases, this influ-
ence appears to have expanded opportunities 
for basic democratic principles—including public 
participation, transparency, effective adjudication, 
and accountability—to apply to environmental 
and social issues. In other cases, transnational 
certification may displace truly democratic gov-
ernance through local or national governments. 

positive examples of certification expanding demo-
cratic principles are common in forestry, fisheries, 
and agriculture. Over time, certification programs 
in these sectors increasingly have expanded their 
provisions for public participation. These systems 
may engage stakeholders in standards develop-
ment and revision, for example, and/or include 
stakeholders as participants in the assessment 
process via notice and comment procedures. 
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Other institutional structures consistent with 
democratic principles include documented rule-
making processes requiring meaningful responses 
to criticism, structured adjudication by experts, 
and transparency (see for example Meidinger, 
2006). These systems seem to be stimulating 
engagement in policy and practices from a wider 
range of community participants than had previ-
ously participated in many locations. for example, 
a wider range of stakeholders are engaged in 
forest policy in Estonia, latvia, and russia due in 
large part to the increase in forest certification in 
those countries. potentially, certification may be 
contributing to new models for how policy should 
be made (Cashore, et al., 2006). 

Meidinger (2006) notes that, in many places, 
forest policy traditionally was limited to govern-
ment agencies working in close relationships with 
the forest industry, foresters, and landowners. 
policies reflected the needs and desires of those 
interests, not others. regulatory and legal chal-
lenges had limited success. The fSC opened 
up that closed system by creating a parallel 
regulatory program and threatening the brands 
of companies that depend on global markets 
(Meidinger, 2006). Such public participation and 
transparency requirements are now a part of the 
ISEAl Standard-Setting Code of Good practice for 
standards and certification schemes, reflecting 
the practice of greater public participation in other 
sectors as well.

by contrast, vandergeest (2007) maintains that 
the transnational certification of shrimp farming 
leaves local communities out of basic decision 
making regarding resource management, such 
as setting standards and certifying producers. In 
that respect, certification schemes can be less 
democratic than community-based management 
approaches aligned with local governance struc-
tures. In southern Thailand, community-based 
approaches to shrimp farm management have 
developed in response to national and provincial 
laws allowing local zoning and decision making 
though village administrative units. Examining 
the regulation of shrimp farming in several dis-
tricts in southern Thailand, vandergeest found 
that regulations varied, but often were tied to 

local ecological and social contexts, which meant 
different environmental problems and hence 
different solutions. In contrast, all of the transna-
tional certification schemes for shrimp farming 
(including those of the Aquaculture Certification 
Council, EurepG.A.p., the u.K. Soil Association, 
Naturland, and others) had immutable technical 
standards developed separately from commu-
nities, essentially by an overlapping network of 
international technical experts. The technical 
environmental standards of these schemes were 
entirely distinct from their “social” standards, 
which were established to respect local laws, 
protect worker rights, and assure local access to 
public resources. Despite the presence of social 
standards, the technical standards for practices 
such as siting and waste management did not 
involve local communities in formulating locally 
specific guidelines, monitoring, or enforcement. 
To many Southern NGOs, this lack of meaning-
ful input into technical standards and decision 
making is a major criticism of transnational certi-
fication schemes, and a basis for their opposition 
(vandergeest, 2007).

Transparency, public participation, and effective 
adjudication are important democratic principles 
that may be applied, or enhanced, through a 
credible certification scheme. but the overarch-
ing issue of how certification schemes are held 
accountable, and to whom, goes beyond these 
procedural requirements. Traditionally, account-
ability may have implied a clear hierarchy with 
legitimate decision makers at each level whose 
concerns must be addressed. but voluntary cer-
tification systems by their nature reflect a more 
networked approach to problem solving and 
accountability. Accountability should be consid-
ered at multiple levels, perhaps the most obvious 
being at the level of the certifiers who audit the 
performance of firms claiming to meet a stan-
dard. Meidinger (2006) discusses accountability 
in the forest certification realm as a “package of 
actors, norms, and institutions,” which cannot 
be considered separately. This package includes 
NGOs, consumers, producers, retailers, govern-
ments, and others, which influence one another 
to develop new values and solutions over time. 
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Market incentives, peer pressure, and reputational 
risk can be part of this package as well, and often 
play a significant role in certification schemes 
(vandenbergh, 2007). In effect, the combined 
package can provide greater accountability than 
could be achieved through the sum of its parts.

forest certification, for example, relies in part on 
evolving norms about what sustainable forestry 
means, combined with practical experience from 
a variety of actors and institutions. It relies heavily 
on procedural requirements that provide public 
explanations for decisions and multiple avenues 
for public input and criticism. but perhaps equally 
important, competition among certification pro-
grams—and even among different actors within 
a single certification program—contributes to 
ongoing public dialogue and scrutiny of stan-
dards and procedures. According to Meidinger 
(2006), this mutual monitoring, criticism, and 
competition can create a kind of cross-disciplinary 
self-governance system, within the framework of 

the overarching values and norms of sustainable 
forestry. 

proponents claim that experimental, open-ended, 
multi-centered, competitive regulatory systems 
such as these can be thought of as “learning 
accountability systems,” and that they are good 
for society because they are effective mechanisms 
for articulating goals, testing them in practice, 
and revising them. Meidinger (2006) notes, 
however, that the accountability of these systems 
remains unclear. he concludes that the extent to 
which such systems are learning versus drifting 
is an open question, and a clear view of how 
these systems answer to society remains to be 
articulated. regardless, the  learning account-
ability argument reinforces the notion that an 
important consideration in assessing the value 
of certification systems is the effectiveness and 
accountability of viable alternatives.
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The Roles and Drivers of Business
The last three decades have witnessed a radical transformation in the global business 

environment. In place of local labor markets and regional trade systems, large companies 

now operate through integrated networks that span the globe and transcend national 

boundaries. International companies now source, manufacture, and sell multiple products 

in multiple markets across multiple time zones. 

In this environment, big brands and retailers expe-
rience a range of new and often complex risks, 
opportunities, and responsibilities. In particular, 
operating in foreign markets presents companies 
with new ethical issues, arising from the differing 
social and environmental conditions and norms 
in developing countries (Samuel & Douglas, 
1996). To manage ethics-related risks, companies 
have developed a range of corporate responsibil-
ity policies and strategies, including voluntary 
environmental management systems, statements 
of ethics, codes of conduct, and annual reporting 
of their corporate responsibility and sustainability 
efforts (Auld, bernstein, & Cashore, 2008; also 
see Appendix l). 

Standards and certification systems are part of 
this context. participating companies—especially 
those at the top of supply chains in the retail 
and fast-moving consumer goods (fMCG)1 sec-
tors—have viewed such systems as a means of 
improving their suppliers’ environmental and 
social practices, ensuring access to sustainable 
supplies of scarce natural resources, enabling 
market access to institutional or business-to-
business buyers, and providing assurance to 
consumers. Such systems also have the potential 
to help companies identify problems, build capac-
ity for change, increase the rate of organizational 

1 fast-moving consumer goods companies manufacture 
inexpensive products that consumers buy on a regular 
basis, such as supermarket foods and toiletries.

learning, and facilitate the inculcation of new 
values and norms (see Appendix l).

This final section of Chapter 2 describes the roles 
typically played by firms in standards and certifica-
tion systems (in addition to the obvious role of 
“participant”); four attitudes toward certification 
that businesses may adopt; the drivers for and 
barriers to business involvement in standards 
and certification systems; and key questions 
companies may want to ask themselves when 
considering certification. boxes 2.3–2.11 provide 
illustrative case examples.2

This section focuses primarily on large brands 
and retailers. The motivations of enterprises that 
produce and supply certified goods and services, 
as well as those of the traders and other middle-
tier players in the supply chain, are not covered 
in detail. This bias reflects the current state of 
knowledge regarding standards and certification 
systems—i.e., most studies have looked at top-
tier companies that are purchasers of certified 
goods. Also, these are the types of businesses 
represented on the Steering Committee, upon 
whose real-world experience the section is par-
tially based.

2 Many of the boxes describe certification programs initi-
ated and run by corporations or industry associations. 
These initiatives typically differ from the multi-stakeholder 
standards and certification models, which are the focus 
of most of this report, in their form of governance. The 
information for these examples was drawn primarily from 
company sources, and their inclusion does not imply 
Steering Committee endorsement.
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The Roles of Business  
in Standards and  
Certification Systems
businesses have been instrumental in the creation 
and proliferation of standards and certification 
systems. In many cases, companies have worked 
together with civil society groups, government 
agencies, and other stakeholders to create or 
inform standards and certification systems. The 
Marine Stewardship Council (MSC) and the forest 
Stewardship Council (fSC) systems, for instance, 
were created by—and continue to be overseen 
by—multi-stakeholder groups that include busi-
ness participation. businesses have also developed 
their own standards and certification systems, 
often in partnership with nongovernmental orga-
nizations (NGOs), such as the C.A.f.E. practices 
standards developed by coffee chain Starbucks 
and Conservation International (see box 2.3) and 
multiple standards systems developed by the 
mining industry (Schiavi, 2005). In these latter 
cases, businesses themselves serve as the sys-
tems’ standard-setters, implementers, monitors, 
enforcers, and funders. 

Arguably businesses’ most important role, how-
ever, has been in promoting and driving the growth 
of certification systems. Companies have often 
done this by making public corporate responsibil-
ity commitments (typically in response to external 
or internal pressures) and then using certification 
as a means to deliver on those commitments.

In recent years, large companies have become 
increasingly bold in setting sustainability targets 
across a range of social and environmental areas in 
their value chains (park & Koehler, 2011). Notable 
examples include: Mars’ commitment to obtain 
all of its cacao from sustainable sources by 2020; 
unilever’s pledge to source all of its renewable 
raw materials sustainably by 2020; pepsiCo u.K.’s 
commitment to reduce carbon and water emis-
sions from key growers by 50 percent by 2015; 
and walmart’s new sustainable agriculture policy, 
which includes, among other targets, a pledge to  
 

Box 2.3 

internal verification: Starbucks C.A.f.E. practices  

In 2004, Seattle-based coffee retailer Starbucks launched a 
pilot certification project in Central America. The Coffee and 
farm Equity (C.A.f.E.) practices initiative has since expanded to 
140,000 farmers in about 20 countries. by 2010, participating 
producers provided Starbucks with 84 percent of its coffee 
beans—just shy of 300 million pounds. In 2008, the company 
committed to buy 100 percent responsibly grown and ethically 
traded coffee by 2015. 

Starbucks says that C.A.f.E. practices is based on the principle 
of continuous improvement. producers large and small (and 99 
percent of participating farms are 12 hectares or smaller) need to 
pass a basic quality check. The applicants are then independently 
certified against a scorecard of environmental, social, and 
economic transparency criteria. 

According to Starbucks, the third-party certifiers involved in 
this program operate entirely independently from the company. 
Starbucks works with California-based Scientific Certification 
Systems to assess and train certifier organizations. Coffee 
producers then contract one of these verifiers to undertake an 
external assessment of their operations. 

while full compliance by producers does not form an initial 
requirement, Starbucks says it has a number of zero-tolerance 
criteria. The list includes practices such as underage or forced 
labor and payment below the minimum wage. 

Starbucks offers financial support in addition to a comprehensive 
verification program, to help growers make the grade. The 
company funds a loan scheme for small farmers to the tune of 
$14.5 million a year. It aims to increase this to $20 million in the 
near future. It also provides technical advice to farmers through 
farm support centers in Costa rica and rwanda (with others 
soon to follow in Colombia and China). Starbucks’ agronomists 
offer training and advice in a range of environmentally friendly 
and efficient farming methods. One illustrative example is a 
freely distributed software program that helps farmers better 
interpret soil and leaf analyses. This, in turn, helps reduce 
reliance on chemical fertilizers and improve both crop yields and 
quality.

The top performers in Starbucks’ rating system (those scoring 
more than 80 percent on the C.A.f.E. practices scorecard) 
receive a one-time, five-cents-per-pound premium for all the 
coffee they sell to Starbucks. This is in addition to the extra the 
company was already paying its suppliers above market price. In 
2009, Starbucks paid a total of £2.5 million more than it would if 
it paid suppliers strict market price.

www.starbucks.com/responsibility/sourcing/coffee
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only source beef that does not contribute to the 
deforestation of the Amazon rainforest (see box 2.4).

Certification systems can provide companies 
with a credible way to implement, evaluate, and 
communicate their progress against such com-
mitments. In 2011, for example, walmart and 
Sam’s Club updated their seafood sustainability 
policy to require that all of their wild-caught sea-
food products be certified to MSC or equivalent 
sustainability standards. Similarly, u.S. grocery 
giant Kroger has set a goal for 2015 of sourcing 
all of its top 20 wild-caught species from sources 
that are either MSC-certified or involved in a “fish-
ery improvement project” with the world wildlife 
fund (wwf) (Marine Stewardship Council, 2011b).

unilever, with a supply chain consisting of more 
than 200 different agricultural raw materials, opted 
to develop its own code of guiding principles for 
all crop types in all geographies. however, the 
company’s brands benchmark this code against 
external certification standards. unilever commits 
to buy from certified or noncertified suppliers 
that can show compliance with its internal code 
through a self-assessment process.3

Sometimes, commitments by individual com-
panies have a ripple effect across their sector. 
u.S. retailer Timberland developed an internal 
Green Index in 2007 on the grounds that “widely 
accepted environmental standards do not exist.” 
This then led it to work with the Outdoor Industry 
Association to develop an industry-wide index for 
measuring the impact of outdoor products.4 The 
apparel industry as a whole is now drawing on 
this initiative, together with other leading internal 
standards such as Nike’s Considered Index, to 
create an industry-wide standard. This effort is 
being driven by the Sustainable Apparel Coalition,5 

which, in turn, is informing the Sustainability 
Consortium’s6 work on a suite of consistent sus-
tainability standards.

3  www.unilever.com/aboutus/supplier/sustainablesourcing

4  www.ecoindexbeta.org

5  www.apparelcoalition.org

6  www.sustainabilityconsortium.org

Box 2.4 

Sustainable Agriculture Commitments  
by the World’s largest Retailer

In October 2010, walmart committed to buy a substantial 

percentage of its agricultural products from certified sources.  

Its primary global and regional targets between now and  

2015 include:

• requiring sustainably sourced palm oil for all walmart private-
brand products globally 

• Only sourcing beef that does not contribute to the 
deforestation of the Amazon rainforest 

• In India, buying 50 percent of its fresh produce through the 
company’s Direct farm program

• In China, upgrading 15 percent of Direct farm products from 
“Green” to “Organic” certified 

• In Canada, purchasing 30 percent of the produce assortment 
locally 

• In the united States, doubling the sale of locally grown food 
through its internal heritage Agriculture program 

According to walmart, these targets form part of a broader 

commitment to promote sustainable agriculture that includes the 

following procurement goals: 

• Selling $1 billion in food sourced from 1 million small and 
medium farmers

• providing training to 1 million farmers and farm workers on   
such topics as crop selection and sustainable farming practices

• Increasing the income of the small and medium farmers it 
sources from by 10 to 15 percent in the united States

• Investing more than $1 billion in its global fresh supply chain in 
the next five years

• reducing food waste in its emerging market stores and clubs 
by 15 percent 

(Walmart, 2010a, 2010b)
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four Attitudes of Business 
toward Certification 

The Steering Committee drew on published 
literature and its own experience to identify 
four main attitudes that companies may adopt 
when thinking about certification: tactical risk 
management, tactical opportunity, strategic risk 
management, and strategic opportunity (see 
figure 2.1). These categories are intended to 
describe the primary attitude of a company toward 
certification. To an extent they are incremental, 
and companies may progress through them in 
phases. At present, the bulk of companies seem 
to be in the first phase while very few appear to be 
in the fourth.7 

ATTiTuDE i:  
TACTiCAl RiSK mANAGEmENT
Companies in this first attitudinal phase consider 
certification from a “firefighting” or defensive 
point of view. This phase often includes those who 
are the targets of stakeholder pressures or NGO 
campaigns, who have typically reacted fastest in 
adopting certification as a tool. (See box 2.5.) 
however, nontargeted companies may respond 
as well. Many manufacturers and retailers see a 
business-to-consumer (b2C) message as proof 
that they are “doing something” to address public 
concerns. 

The u.S. seafood market provides a good example. 
As noted previously, retailers such as walmart 
and Kroger have made sustainable seafood com-
mitments; Costco, Aldi, Trader Joe’s, and others 
have done so as well. All of these commitments 
were made in part due to advocacy pressure from 
NGOs such as Greenpeace. Such advocacy cam-
paigns essentially pit retail chains against one 
other by holding up a spotlight to the industry’s 
procurement practices as a whole (see Appendix 
E). This competitive dynamic, coupled with the 

7 These phases are based loosely on hunt and Auster 
(1990) and also informed by Steering Committee mem-
bers’ own experiences and views. hunt and Auster’s mod-
el was developed to assess company engagement with 
environmental management and included five phases: 
beginner, first fighter, Concerned Citizen, pragmatist, 
and proactivist. See also Zadek (2004).

Box 2.5 

promoting fair labor  
in the Toy industry

In the wake of consumer concerns about working conditions 

in toy manufacturing plants, the international toy industry has 

invested heavily in recent years to develop a robust certification 

system to prove compliance. The effort is being driven by 

the International Council of Toy Industries (ICTI), an industry 

association. 

The ICTI developed its own “CArE process” in 2004—a 

program aimed at ensuring manufacturing compliance with 

the ICTI Code of business practices. The CArE process seeks 

to guarantee the provision of safe and humane workplace 

environments for toy factory workers worldwide. In addition to 

factory monitoring, the CArE process includes education and 

training about workplace standards. The initial focus is on China, 

hong Kong, and Macau, where approximately four-fifths of the 

world’s toys are manufactured. 

under the CArE process, annual audits are carried out by 

independent third parties accredited by the ICTI CArE Technical 

Advisory Council. One of the conditions of accreditation is that 

an auditing firm must not maintain any consulting relationship 

with the same factory that it will audit on social compliance 

issues. If a factory is found to be noncompliant, it must reach 

an understanding with the audit firm on the findings of the audit 

and, if necessary, implement a corrective action plan. Since 

September 2006, the ICTI has made it obligatory for all members 

to prove that they meet the agreed-upon social requirements 

relating to legality, safety, and sanitation.

www.toy-icti.org



Toward SuSTainabiliTy: The roleS and limiTaTionS of CerTifiCaTion

ChApTEr 2: ACTOrS – buSINESS   44 

threat of having corporate brands tarnished, is the 
predominant driver for companies with a “tactical 
risk” mindset.

It is important to note that companies with-
out visible brands or that are exempt from 
consumer pressures, such as those in many 

business-to-business (b2b) industries, are less 
inclined to such an attitude. 

ATTiTuDE ii:  
TACTiCAl OppORTuNiTy
having adopted a certification system for defen-
sive reasons, a consumer-facing company may 

phase
Tactical Risk 
management

Tactical 
Opportunity

Strategic Risk 
management

Strategic 
Opportunity

COmmiTmENT Of ORGANizATiON

General mindset  
of managers

Compliance 
dominated

Compliance and 
strategy dominated

Commercially 
dominated 

Strategy and 
commercially 
dominated

resource 
commitment

high Moderate Moderate high

Support and 
involvement of  
top management

Moderate Moderate high Integral

pROGRAm DESiGN

performance 
objectives

Minimize risks Marketing advantage
Strategic 
management

Sustainable  
business success

functional 
involvement

procurement Marketing Marketing and sales All divisions

reporting to public formal report Certification label
Certification label 
and formal report

Creative 
communication

REpORTiNG STRuCTuRES

Involvement with:

legal counsel Moderate Moderate Moderate high

public relations None Moderate Moderate high

procurement high high high high

Marketing Minimal Moderate high high

figure 2.1: four Attitudes toward Certification
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then become aware of its marketing advantages. 
brand differentiation is often seen as a tacti-
cal advantage to be derived from certification. 
(Although the competitive advantage of being a 
first mover in adopting an ecolabel can be short 

lived as other firms adopt similar labels.) Ecolabels 
can help a company achieve brand differentiation 
by increasing consumer awareness of a product 
or by raising the visibility of a company’s sustain-
ability initiatives or commitments more generally 
(see box 2.6). Of course, many companies do 
not track the relationship between labeling and a 
product’s purchase profile (park & Koehler, 2011). 
Some products may exhibit a short-lived uplift in 
sales (typically a single-digit percentage) in the 
first year after certification. In other cases, the 
label may help to avoid a loss in sales. 

ATTiTuDE iii:  
STRATEGiC RiSK mANAGEmENT
Certification systems are increasingly seen as an 
important tool for strategic risk management. 
future supply presents one such strategic risk, 
as access to resources becomes constrained. 
The food and agricultural sectors face supply 
shortages due to climate change, population 
growth, and changes in land use. productivity, 
and consequently supply security, is affected 
by governance, policies, and support systems 
in many developing economies. Certification is 
one tool that companies can use to help improve 
productivity and shore up supply. Companies that 
prepare for supply chain risks place themselves in 
a stronger competitive position. using certifica-
tion to address strategic risks in the supply chain 
resonates strongly with non-brand companies, as 
they tend to face less short-term pressure from 
consumers. life-cycle assessment is a step that a 
company may adopt as a precursor or addendum 
to full certification, with the goal of better under-
standing its strategic risk profile. 

ATTiTuDE iv:  
STRATEGiC OppORTuNiTy
businesses increasingly recognize that operating 
more sustainably delivers considerable social, 
environmental, and economic benefits, includ-
ing supply security; greater resource efficiency; 
stable, economically viable communities in pro-
ducer countries; and the opportunity to connect  
with employees who increasingly care about 
these issues. while some companies are using 

Box 2.6 

Whole foods market:  
Three-Tiered labeling System for Seafood

whole foods Market has sold MSC-certified fish since 1999. 

recently, the u.S. food retailer launched a set of guidelines for 

providing information to customers when MSC-certified options 

are not available.

The guidelines prescribe a three-tiered rating scale, ranking 

environmental impact with green, yellow, and red labels. 

The labeling system was designed in association with two 

environmental nonprofits, the blue Ocean Institute and Monterey 

bay Aquarium. The green or “best choice” rating signifies that 

populations of the fish have not suffered due to overfishing, or 

that fishers used relatively environmentally friendly means of 

catch. The yellow or “good alternative” rating means that some 

concerns exist regarding the status of the fish, or that the catch 

methods may be suspect. The red or “avoid” rating indicates that 

the species is currently overfished, or that fishing methods cause 

damage to the environment or other marine life. The company 

says it will phase out all red-labeled fish by Earth Day 2013. 

This ranking system builds on whole foods’ existing standards 

for farmed seafood, which prohibit the use of antibiotics, 

added growth hormones, added preservatives like sulfites and 

phosphates, genetically modified seafood, and land animal 

byproducts in feed. Aquaculture producers are also obliged to 

protect water quality, wildlife, and ecosystems. The standards 

require third-party audits and traceability from hatchery to 

market. Certified products are advertised under the “responsibly 

farmed” logo.

whole foods Market also has a longstanding commitment not 

to sell especially vulnerable species, such as non-MSC-certified 

Chilean sea bass, orange roughy, bluefin tuna, shark, and marlin. 

www.wholefoodsmarket.com/seafood-ratings/index.php
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certification as a strategic driver, few have devel-
oped all the tools to do this (see box 2.7).

This attitudinal phase marks a shift from a compli-
ance mindset to a more holistic approach. It sees 
certification not just as a tool to mitigate risks, but 
as a platform for addressing the causes behind 
such risks. This position necessitates difficult 
decisions that may run contrary to short-term 
economic rationale. for example, a company may 
need to phase out key raw materials or business 
practices that will never be sustainable. As an 
example, the recent commitment of the Consumer 
Goods forum to zero net deforestation by 2020 

is a substantive commitment that promises to 
change the “rules of the game” (Consumer Goods 
forum, 2010). This phase also views supply 
chain sustainability as a “precompetitive” issue.  
precompetitive thinking is becoming more impor-
tant, but understanding where it is possible to 
work collaboratively across an industry and where 
to capture competitive value at various stages in 
the supply chain remains a challenge. 

The Drivers and Barriers that 
Shape Business Engagement 
in Certification
A wide range of factors may drive a firm to engage 
in certification. Some may originate from within 
a company; others may impinge on it from the 
outside. 

The degree to which a firm is influenced by any 
of these factors varies (park & Koehler, 2011), and 
in fact a firm’s primary drivers may evolve and 
change over time. whether a sector is regulated or 
not is a crucial consideration, as is the question of 
whether the sector is primarily consumer-facing. 
Influences are also likely to vary with geography 
(see Appendix K).8 Global companies operating 
in different cultures will face different drivers in 
different places. Other variables include a com-
pany’s culture, risk management strategies, and 
corporate responsibility portfolio.

This section lists a number of key internal and 
external drivers and barriers in brief; a fuller 
discussion of each can be found in Appendix J. 
The drivers and barriers listed were drawn from 
academic literature as well as the expert opinion 
of the Steering Committee. The Committee did 
not attempt to prioritize them, as their relative 
importance will differ from company to company. 
(for one take on prioritization, see box 2.8 and 
figures 2.2 and 2.3 for the results of the ISEAl 
100 survey.)

8 for another perspective on business drivers, see brown, 
roemer-Mahler, and vetterein (2010).

Box 2.7 

Nike’s Considered index

u.S. sporting apparel and footwear company Nike, Inc., has 

developed the Considered Index, a three-tiered standards system 

that rewards Nike designers who create sustainable design 

solutions. The Considered Index uses a life-cycle approach 

to examine design and production factors such as material 

selection, solvent use, garment treatments, and waste in the 

production of footwear and apparel. The Considered team is 

headed by Nike’s former Innovation Director and is comprised of 

employees with backgrounds in business or design. According to 

Nike, the Index has been a “key leverage point” for its designers 

and has successfully channeled internal competition toward 

sustainable design innovation. Nike shared the Index with the 

sports industry in 2009. 

Thus far, Nike has exceeded its own initial expectations for the 

number of products that meet Considered design standards. 

Its goals are to have all footwear meet the first-tier or “bronze” 

standards at a minimum by the end of 2011, all apparel by 2015, 

and all equipment such as balls, gloves, and backpacks by 2020. 

Nike says this would lead to a 17 percent reduction in waste and 

a 20 percent increase in the use of environmentally preferred 

materials across the company.

http://nikeinc.com/pages/responsibility
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figure 2.2: perceived Benefits from Standards*

figure 2.3: main frustrations and limitations of Standards

*  Corporate respondents only. respondents’ answers to this open question fell into three gener-
al categories. The graph details the breakdown of answers within each of the three categories. 
So, for example, “operational efficiencies” encompasses all responses related to operational 
improvements (mentioned by 50 percent of corporate respondents), internal communications 
(mentioned by 35 percent), procurement (mentioned by 23 percent), and screening (men-
tioned by 12 percent).

Box 2.8 

A prioritization of Drivers  
and Barriers: Results of  
the iSEAl 100 Study 

There is no universal hierarchy of 
drivers or barriers for companies 
considering taking part in a 
certification program. Different 
companies will respond to the 
various factors in different ways 
depending on their industry context, 
individual business strategy, 
corporate values, and operating 
geographies, among other factors.

A recent survey conducted by 
the ISEAl Alliance, however, 
provides one take on which drivers 
and barriers may be the most 
compelling to business. ISEAl 
interviewed 100 thought leaders in 
17 countries about certification—80 
individuals from business and 20 
from government/civil society. 
One of the questions asked was: 
what are the main benefits that 
businesses perceive in their use 
of standards? figures 2.2 and 2.3 
summarize the answers received 
from the 80 business leaders. As 
seen in figure 2.2, 78 percent of 
the business respondents gave 
answers relating to operational 
efficiencies; 60 percent noted 
marketing-related benefits; and 56 
percent pointed to some aspect 
of sustainability performance. 
Another question was: what do 
you consider the main frustrations 
or limitations that standards bring 
to your organization? In that case, 
47 percent pointed to cost and 
complexity of use; 46 percent 
noted the complex landscape of the 
system; and 42 percent cited lack of 
effectiveness.

visit www.isealalliance.org to 
download the report and read the 
full analysis. 
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Driver Description

ORGANizATiONAl ADvANTAGE

Company learning
firms may engage with certification as a means of learning about social and environmental issues 
in their supply chain and how to manage them, as certification can provide intelligence into a 
supply chain that cannot easily be obtained in any other way (see Appendix K).

Human capital
participation in a credible certification process can increase employee morale and provide 
nonpecuniary compensation. This in turn can assist a firm with recruitment and retention 
(brammer, Millington, & rayton, 2007).

Organizational 
relationships

Certification can improve relationships with stakeholders—especially suppliers—that play a critical 
role in a company’s success. 

Supply-SiDE pRESSuRES

Security of supply
Certification provides companies with a systematic way to identify social and environmental risks 
in their supply chains, and take corrective actions as needed to address them, in order to better 
ensure a sustainable supply of raw materials in the future.

increase in  
supply-side efficiency

Certification can weed out supply-side risks and inefficiencies through compliance mechanisms, 
as it provides a means for firms to enforce requirements on other actors along the supply chain. 
progressive certification processes also look to proactively strengthen supply chains through the 
transfer of technology and management skills (lyon & van hoof, 2010; vandenbergh, 2007*).

Traceability
Certification provides a means for companies to trace the origins of their product inputs, providing 
“chain of custody” assurance.

Reduction in  
supply-side costs

Certification can reduce supply-related costs by increasing the efficiency of resource use and 
reducing waste, and by reducing resource-intensive business-to-business interaction, such as 
contractual obligations and internal monitoring. (See the barriers section for a discussion of the 
costs of certification itself, however.)

NORmATivE iNCENTivES

personal norms
The personal norms and morally persuasive arguments of managers, directors, and key 
shareholders may influence a firm’s decision to participate in certification.

Societal norms
Social expectations and the potential for sanctions (or rewards) can play a powerful role in a firm’s 
decision about whether or not to adopt certification. Certification can provide a firm with a “social 
license to operate” and be used to demonstrate that a firm will be a good neighbor.

industry norms
Trade groups can play a key role in pushing their industry members to sign up for certification 
and thereby create “safety in numbers.” Ancillary benefits of a collective industry approach include 
shared learning and the legitimization of new practices.

*  Vandenbergh (2007) indicates that supply chain contracts containing environmental provisions are widespread, representing 50 percent of firms and 
more than 70 percent of total sales in eight sectors. 

iNTERNAl DRivERS 
The primary categories of internal drivers are organizational advantage, supply-side pressures, and normative incentives. 
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Driver Description

BuyER pRESSuRES AND iNCENTivES

B2C  
demand

Consumer demand for sustainable products is in some cases a driver of business behavior, although precisely how 
much of one marks an issue of considerable debate. (See box 2.9) The market for certified products and services has  
grown steadily, moving away from small-scale organizations and specialist retailers to mainstream, multinational brands.

B2B  
demand

Demand from large retailers, and the desire of manufacturers to differentiate their products with key customers, 
can often represent a driving force for supplier firms to certify. Also, institutional buyers—including government 
procurement offices—are emerging as significant players. The driver in these cases may the promise of gaining 
market share or access to contracts, rather than a price premium.

mARKET pRESSuRES AND iNCENTivES

Brand 
differentiation

An on-pack ecolabel identifying a brand as compliant with a standard can be attractive to firms, as it emphasizes 
their membership in the “green” or “ethical” club. The influence of brand differentiation typically correlates with 
consumer demand, especially in retail and other consumer-facing sectors. There is concern, however, that the 
proliferation of ecolabels will lead, or has already led, to consumer confusion and a consequent decrease in demand.

Brand  
value

public recognition of compliance with specific social and/or environmental conditions can improve a brand’s 
reputation. This is most evident when companies adopt certification in response to public criticism, although it  
can form part of a nondefensive brand enhancement strategy as well.

Civil SOCiETy pRESSuRES AND iNCENTivES

NGO  
campaign 
activism

NGOs have led efforts ranging from “name and shame” campaigns to full product boycotts, both of which have 
proven to have economic and reputational effects. for a company to be seen as “not good” by the public can act  
as a powerful motivator toward the adoption of certification systems. It is no coincidence that Nike, Gap, levi’s,  
and other global retail brands that suffered consumer boycotts in the 1990s are now leaders in supply chain 
transparency and monitoring.

NGO 
engagement

firms’ relationships with the NGO sector are not all adversarial. NGO-led processes based on mutual learning and 
continuous improvement often influence companies to participate in standards development and engage in certification. 
The benefits of such an approach include communication, getting more certified supply, and capacity building.

REGulATORy pRESSuRES AND iNCENTivES

preemption  
of regulation

by adopting certification, companies sometimes hope to preempt mandatory regulation or the imposition of more 
stringent standards by governments (lyon & Maxwell, 2004; Maxwell, lyon, & hackett, 2000; prakash, 2000; vogel, 
2008). Certification is no guarantee against the future creation of new regulations, however (bartley, 2005). 

Decrease in 
compliance  

costs

Companies sometimes perceive certification to be less expensive than complying with government regulations,  
which may drive them to adopt certification if the threat of new regulations exists (Khanna & Anton, 2002; Maxwell  
& Decker, 2006; Maxwell, et al., 2000). however, certification can result in additional compliance costs, particularly 
in the audit process.

Regulatory 
consistency

International businesses often find themselves facing regulatory inconsistencies, weaknesses, and gaps when they 
operate across multiple national and sub-national jurisdictions. Most companies would prefer harmonized rules and 
universal standards across borders, in order to simplify compliance and “level the playing field.” Certification systems 
represent a form of reputable private governance with consistent rules that can be applied across national boundaries. 

Creating barriers 
to entry

firms might participate in certification with an eye toward influencing or participating in eventual regulatory 
outcomes in a way that makes it harder for new market entrants (Gupta & lad, 1983). 

Reduction  
in tort liability

Certification may make firms less likely to cause harm, or more likely to have met standards of care to fight damage 
claims. however, certification could also increase liability should a product be advertised or marketed as having  
met a standard’s criteria, if in fact it has not.

ExTERNAl DRivERS
External stakeholders help to provide legitimacy for voluntary certification systems (Cashore, 2002), and pressure from these 
stakeholders is a strong driver of company participation. The most influential stakeholders, which tend to operate on the 
demand side, include buyers (consumers and companies), NGOs and citizen groups, government agencies, and investors. 
Another, less-important stakeholder is the certification industry itself, which operates on the supply side. 
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Box 2.9 

Consumer Demand and “Willingness to pay”

The academic literature estimating demand for green products is surprisingly thin. Some papers focus on “willingness to 
pay” for green products, while others focus on the market share shifts engendered by a move toward greener products. 
Overall, these studies indicate that demand and willingness to pay vary widely.

Kiesel, buschena, and Smith (2005) for example, studied fluid milk, focusing on whether there is a price premium for 
organic milk, and whether there is a premium for milk that is free of genetically modified recombinant bovine Growth 
hormone (rbGh). They found that organic milk accounted for about 13 percent of the market and sold for 63 to 90 
percent more than conventional milk. Milk that was labeled “rbGh-free” accounted for 28 percent of sales, and sold for  
a premium of 13 to 30 percent; unlabeled rbGh-free milk did not command a price premium. 

for organic cotton, Casadesus-Masanell, Crooke, reinhardt, and vasishth (2009) found a 10 percent increase in 
willingness to pay for patagonia’s organic cotton shirts compared to regular cotton; they pointed out that there were no 
apparent private benefits associated with the switch to organic cotton. In Europe and the united States, free-range eggs 
also command a price premium. 

Kotchen and Moore (2007) did not study price premiums, but looked instead at what percentage of customers were 
willing to sign up for electricity from renewable generation sources, at a given price. They found that for Detroit Edison’s 
SolarCurrents program, only 281 out of 80,000 customers (0.35 percent) subscribed, and for Traverse City light & 
power’s “Green rate” program, only 122 out of 7,000 customers (1.74 percent) subscribed. 

Teisl, roe, and hicks (2002) studied market share changes following the shift to “dolphin-safe tuna” catch techniques. 
because all the major tuna producers shifted to dolphin-safe tuna at the same time, the analysis studied market share 
shifts toward tuna and away from substitute products such as lunch meats, potted meats, and other types of canned 
seafood. The authors found an increase in tuna’s market share of roughly 0.9 percent after the shift, with a reduction in 
luncheon meat’s market share of about 1.4 percent, and a smaller loss for potted meats of about 0.26 percent. Oddly 
enough, the market share of other canned seafood increased by 0.8 percent, almost as much as that for tuna, even 
though there had been no change in the production process for these products. 

finally, Delmas and Grant (forthcoming) studied organic wines and found that ecolabels actually yielded a negative price 
premium. The apparent explanation is that the certification process for organic wine requires that there be no added 
sulfites, which are required for producing high-quality wines that need to mature over time. Thus, many producers 
actually certify their production process, with the exception of the use of sulfites, and then eschew the organic label. 

The foregoing results illustrate the wide differences in consumer willingness to pay for environmentally friendly products. 
So, for example, organic agriculture occupies a significant, and growing, share of the market, while clean energy seems 
to attract a very small market share. It may be that certified goods that promise a human health benefit are more likely to 
command a price premium than other products. Another key issue is that consumers’ professed willingness to pay (as 
stated in a survey, for instance) does not necessarily equate to actual behavior (loureiro, McCluskey, & Mittelhammer, 2003). 

In many cases, even consumer awareness of certification (let alone willingness to pay more for certified product) is 
modest, and varies by country and system (see Appendix f). And, multiple labels with different claims and sometimes 
contradictory advice can create uncertainty and confusion in consumers’ minds (horne, 2009; Treves & Jones, 2010). 
A key implication, then, is that consumer demand alone is unlikely to support a large-scale shift toward the use of 
certification and labeling systems, especially in product categories outside of organic agriculture. 

ExTERNAl DRivERS (Continued)

iNvESTOR pRESSuRES AND iNCENTivES

investor 
communications

Increasingly, companies may use certification as part of their broader communication efforts with investors—i.e., 
to enhance company weightings with rating agencies and other firms assessing sustainability on behalf of socially 
responsible or mainstream investors.

Shareholder 
resolutions

As a driver for certification, pressures from lenders are not generally judged to be significant (see Appendix l).  
A notable exception arises in the case of shareholder resolutions on topics such as human rights, environmental 
issues, and labor practices; companies may adopt certification to address these types of resolutions.
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Barrier Description

mARKET iSSuES 

High cost of 
certification

Certification bodies tend to charge on a straight volume basis, with no discount for companies that help to 
drive scale. Other substantial costs relate to auditing, product segregation in the supply chain, marketing, 
and changing other operating practices. A number of studies find that the transaction costs associated with 
environmental certification exceed the short-term gains (see Appendix K). however, a firm’s expectation of 
associated long-term gains may offset cost concerns (Khanna & Damon, 1999).

Concerns  
about scope

Current standards often focus on one aspect or dimension of sustainability. Many firms would prefer a 
consolidation of standards, or even one universal sustainability standard, rather than addressing individual 
issues piecemeal. 

Concerns about 
ability to execute

Some companies may avoid certification due to the complexity of implementation. Such complexity may 
stem from flexible manufacturing processes; significant data requirements; lengthy or complex supply 
chains; a lack of dedicated manufacturing processes or sourcing systems; and/or product ranges that 
include varying levels of multiple raw materials (park & Koehler, 2011). 

lack of brand 
advantage

A firm might question an ecolabel’s brand value, particularly if numerous other companies are using the same 
ecolabel, and/or if the ecolabel itself has more brand recognition than the product to be certified. firms may 
also be concerned that an ecolabel could be controversial or otherwise dilute brand value.

iSSuES Of TRuST

methodological 
challenges for 

verifying impact

As will be discussed Chapter 3, most certification systems have struggled, for a variety of methodological 
reasons, to conclusively prove success in mitigating negative environmental impacts, improving the lot of 
individuals within the supply chain over the long term, and/or contributing to supply chain sustainability.

“Greenwashing”
Some consumers perceive certification as an attempt by businesses to mislead the public about their 
sustainability performance (Makower, 2011). (See box 2.10)

lack of trust in 
the certifying 
organization

Multi-stakeholder governance structures give rise to questions of mutual trust, given the different priorities 
and cultures of participating organizations. Companies may believe certain nonprofit certification bodies 
have an anti-business bias. NGOs and the public may express the same reservations in reverse, perceiving 
undue corporate influence in the certifying organization.

Concern over 
the rigor of the 

standards

Companies prefer certification systems to be as objective, scientific, multi-attributable, and dynamic as 
possible. where these characteristics are absent, companies may be wary of participation. 

CONSumER-RElATED DETERRENTS

Consumer 
confusion

The proliferation of certification may confuse consumers, who might wish to reward the “best performers” 
but cannot easily determine which standards are most stringent. Concerns about consumer confusion may 
act as a disincentive for some companies to participate.

price  
problems

while consumer awareness of social and environmental issues has increased in recent years, this awareness 
does not necessarily translate into changed behavior at the checkout counter (Espach, 2005; loureiro, et al., 
2003). Studies suggest that costs will need to be subsumed within the supply chain for certified goods to be 
attractive to a broad mass of consumers (lenox, 2006; Sedjo & Swallow, 2002; see also Appendix K). This 
may deter companies.

BARRiERS 
A range of concerns might dissuade a company from participating in a certification system. The most common relate to market 
considerations, issues of trust in certification, and consumer deterrents. Company-specific variables, such as geographic 
location and operating structure, can also play a role.
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Box 2.10 

S.C. Johnson & Greenwashing litigation

In July 2011, S.C. Johnson settled two class-action lawsuits by 
customers in California and wisconsin who felt deceived by a 
corporate ecolabel. At issue was S.C. Johnson’s glass cleaner, 
windex®, which carried on the front a prominent, green-colored 
label with a leaf-and-branch graphic and Greenlist™ insignia. 

Greenlist is a rating system used to evaluate and reduce adverse 
environmental effects of chemical ingredients. The insignia is 
conferred by S.C. Johnson itself. That fact, or the suggestion of 
it, appeared less prominently inside of the clear bottles, visible 
through the windex fluid. The litigation contended that S.C. 
Johnson deceptively implied that windex was tested by a neutral 
third party and found to be environmentally friendly. 

The company holds a patent on Greenlist, which it says has helped 
it eliminate nearly 48 million pounds of volatile organic compounds 
from its products in the last five years. The American Chemical 
Society and the u.S. Environmental protection Agency both praise 
the scheme, but the company’s lack of clear disclosure as to its 
connection to Greenlist generated the litigation.

In settling the lawsuits, S.C. Johnson agreed to stop using the 
labels on its windex bottles. Company chairman and CEO fisk 
Johnson was quoted as saying: “In retrospect, we could have done 
a better job at being more transparent and clearer with our label 
and what it meant.”

(Bardelline, 2011)

 variable Description

 

Geography
Global companies operating in different cultures will have different drivers in different places, including 
varying levels of operating risks. recent research found that u.S. companies with foreign parents are more 
likely to adopt the ISO 14000 standard, for example (King & lenox, 2000).

Supply chain 
position

large corporate purchasers, particularly international retailers and fMCGs, can use their power to pressure 
suppliers and other smaller, dependent players in their value chain to certify.* The more streamlined a 
supply chain, the more influence a buyer can wield.

*  Unilever provides an illustrative example. Through its collaboration with the WWF, this global company helped found the MSC and the FSC.  
In both cases, Unilever’s direct suppliers were encouraged to participate. Among other outcomes, this contributed to knowledge transfer, which  
in turn reduced the costs of compliance.

impORTANT vARiABlES 
Though many drivers and barriers are generic to much of the business sector, a number of variables may alter the degree of 
influence that these have on certain companies. In particular, geographic location and supply chain position may be significant 
determinants of behavior.

Key Questions for Businesses 
Considering Certification
Almost all companies considering taking part in 
certification programs will encounter a number of 
benefits as well as disadvantages from doing so. 
In addition to the drivers discussed above, firms 
considering certification may be looking for:

▪ ways to engage in multi-stakeholder processes 

▪ Demonstration of improved environmental 
and social performance 

▪ Enhanced presence on the ground, using 
certifiers as a proxy

▪ benchmarks for their internal systems

▪ Information on emerging services and 
practices

▪ Increased market share

▪ reputational enhancements 

for any given company, the choice of certification 
depends on the immediacy and importance of 
the supply-chain-related risk or issue in ques-
tion. A company needs an accurate picture of 
its full supply chain and practices within it. This 
may require extensive investigation, as the most 
substantial risks are often at the raw materials 
level, and in many supply chains large companies 
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do not have direct contact with players at this 
level. Companies may also need to map their 
stakeholders and evaluate their position within 
the four “attitudinal phases” described previously. 

within a company, the question of whether to 
certify affects both the sales and marketing func-
tion and the procurement function. The sales 
and marketing function is interested in the 
external implications of adopting certification, 
while the procurement function is concerned with 
supply security, cost, and operational complexity. 
public affairs departments can also play a key 
role given their interactions and management of 
expectations with external stakeholders. A more 
fundamental decision about the strategic impor-
tance of certification typically would be made by 
executive management, with possible input from 
corporate responsibility, environmental manage-
ment, and legal experts. 

The Steering Committee offers the following 
questions for businesses to consider in these 
kinds of internal decision-making processes. The 
Committee does not attempt to provide answers 
to the questions, but rather makes observations 
and provides thoughts for consideration, based 
on the Committee’s experience reviewing the lit-
erature, discussing the issues, and speaking with 
key experts. 

QuESTiONS REGARDiNG  
COmpANy STRATEGy
QUeSTIoN: Is our company a leader in its sector, 
and if not, do we want to be? Could certification play 
a role in differentiating us from our competitors? 

ObSErvATION: Some companies have been able 
to move and create markets by taking part in certi-
fication systems and employing ecolabels, thereby 
augmenting their competitive position. Certifying 
commodities with known issues may help to 
secure supplies (by addressing and ameliorating 
key environmental and social issues) and enable 
future growth. Also, certification has helped to 
engage b2b companies with large institutional 
buyers for whom certification is an increasing 
priority.

QUeSTIoN: Are key stakeholders concerned, or 
could they become concerned, about negative 
social, economic, or environmental impacts in 
our company’s supply chain? Are these concerns 
legitimate and are they likely to pose a risk to our 
reputation or operations? 

ObSErvATION: International media, internet-
enabled communications, and the growth of 
social media mean that the global operations 
of large business are under more scrutiny than 
ever. public understanding of business impacts 
on society and the environment have increased, 
and companies that make responsibility claims 
may find themselves charged with inconsistency 
across their operations. 

Decisions about whether or not to engage in cer-
tification, therefore, need to be made with a view 
to (a) understanding the company’s full supply 
chain and the potential nonfinancial risks within 
it, and (b) an appreciation of who the company’s 
key stakeholders are and where their concerns lie. 
with this information, a company is better able to 
judge whether stakeholder claims are legitimate 
and whether certification will assist in mitigating 
or eliminating them. 

QUeSTIoN: Could the long-term business oppor-
tunities derived from a fully sustainable supply 
ecosystem outweigh the f inancial and resource 
costs of implementing and managing certification 
systems? 

ObSErvATION: “first movers” in the certification 
arena face many challenges, including building 
awareness, establishing a reputation, finding 
certified or certifiable supply, finding credible cer-
tifiers, and added cost. for companies operating 
with small price margins, these challenges could 
be highly material. Of course, certification can 
drive efficiencies that reduce some supply-related 
costs. 

In deciding whether to adopt certification, com-
panies will necessarily evaluate the potential 
commercial benefits against the expected costs. 
Sales benefits have generally been lower than 
expected. however, longer-term strategic oppor-
tunities from comprehensive certification can be  
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potentially significant. Companies are advised to 
consider how their products and services might 
play in an operational and regulatory environment 
based on sustainability principles. 

QUeSTIoN: If we decide against certif ication, 
what alternative strategies for communicating the 
sustainability attributes of a product to consumers 
are available to us?

ObSErvATION: Alternative strategies include 
educational campaigns to explain to stakeholders 
the sustainability attributes of products. Such 
attributes can be communicated via advertis-
ing, brochures, social media, or corporate social 
responsibility reporting. 

It should also be noted that certification does 
not necessarily include consumer-facing com-
munication. Indeed, certification appears to be in 
a transition period in which security of supply and 
production efficiency is becoming more impor-
tant than consumer communication. Companies 
adopting in-house systems, especially life-cycle 
assessments, are more likely to be motivated by 
operational efficiency than by sales and market-
ing. The decision to participate in certification but 
not ecolabeling is common. Some companies 
may also prefer to add sustainability informa-
tion to existing product labels rather than use a 
specific ecolabel or certification logo. 

QuESTiONS REGARDiNG 
pROCuREmENT
QUeSTIoN: Is there a risk that our supply of cer-
tain raw materials may become restricted in the 
future and, if so, could a certification system help 
us address this risk? 

ObSErvATION: Supply security is becoming an 
increasingly strategic concern. Companies are 
looking at trends that impact the sustainability of 
key raw materials on which they depend—trends 
including climate change, political stability, and 
the economic viability of production, among 
others. Standards and certification systems have 
the potential to address supply risks, as they could 
make the production of raw materials more sus-
tainable over the long term, and they may enable 

companies to develop more direct relationships 
with producers.

Of course, if certified alternatives are to sub-
stitute, the supply of them must be sufficient. 
Certification remains a new phenomenon in many 
product sectors, and the supply of many certi-
fied raw materials is still limited. As demand for 
certified products grows, more new suppliers will 
need to be found, if availability is not to emerge as 
a major constraint on business growth. This is as 
true for single-ingredient products with numerous 
smaller suppliers around the globe as it is for 
multi-ingredient products. (See box 2.11.)

A related issue is product composition. Companies 
need to determine if the choice to certify a prod-
uct may restrict their ability to modify a product’s 
formula. Certification systems with a lower bar-
rier to entry may help more companies that are 
integrating sustainability into their supply chains 
for the first time. 

QUeSTIoN: Does our company have the internal 
capacity to push certification down through our 
supply chain and, if so, segregate certif ied and 
noncertified raw materials? 

ObSErvATION: The ability of a company to push 
certification through its supply chain depends 
on its ability to influence the players within that 
chain. large retailers and fast-moving consumer 
goods firms typically occupy a key position with 
their supply chains. Such companies have lev-
eraged their size and market presence to drive 
certification in the past. however, shifting a 
whole commodity sector onto a certified footing 
involves collective action by major buyers to put 
pressure on intermediary traders and suppliers. 
This need for cooperation is the basis behind the 
roundtable initiatives for palm oil, soy, and sugar 
cane. Also, implementing certification can be 
easier if a company owns considerable portions 
of its manufacturing process and supply chain.

Internal management capacity becomes impor-
tant for companies sourcing certified raw materials 
as opposed to buying certified finished products. 
Many agricultural commodities are bought from 
the open market with little or no traceability. 
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Sourcing certified commodities requires distinct 
supplier relationships that are more costly and 
time-consuming to establish. Some certification 
systems may require segregated streams, adapta-
tions in factories, accreditation of factories, and 
close coordination with the brand management 
team. As companies scale up the supply of certi-
fied products, the challenges are compounded, 
requiring some to create a dedicated global pro-
curement team. 

Companies without capacity to integrate certified 
materials must undertake a cost/benefit analy-
sis to determine the viability of developing such 
capacity. businesses recognize that certification 
management costs may increase as demand  

for more scientifically rigorous labels grows. 
Maintaining compliance can be more challeng-
ing because companies must manage variable 
renewal, audit, and fee schedules for different 
products and labels. Costs are likely to be greater 
for capital-intensive industries. Companies operat-
ing at a low price point could also face headwinds 
when trying to charge a price premium compared 
to companies at the higher end of the market.

QuESTiONS REGARDiNG  
SAlES AND mARKETiNG
QUeSTIoN: What impacts might certification 
have on the value proposition of one of our 
individual brands and on our company’s brand 
portfolio as a whole? 

Box 2.11 

Sustainable palm Oil, Greenpalm, and a Test Case for Availability

Two major hurdles face businesses that want to use certified sustainable palm oil in their products. One is keeping it 
segregated throughout the supply chain. The other is availability. while many big brands have stated their intention 
to switch to sustainable palm oil by a certain date—most commonly 2015—there is doubt as to whether their supply 
chains will be fit for this, and whether there will be enough sustainably produced material to go round.

palm oil is an ingredient in about half of all packaged supermarket products, including food, cosmetics, and household 
detergents. for any major manufacturer or retailer with thousands of own-label product lines, switching to sustainable 
palm oil is a mammoth task involving many parties and hundreds of thousands of tonnes of sustainable palm oil.

To complicate matters, many products contain blends or fractions of palm oil that are not widely available from 
producers approved by the roundtable on Sustainable palm Oil (rSpO). In addition, palm kernel oil, commonly used in 
cosmetics, confectionery, and biscuit fillings, involves additional stages in the production process, involving more parties 
and an extra level of complexity.

This raises important questions as to whether there will be enough palm oil producers, growers, and mills using 
methods approved and certified by the rSpO come 2015. To be certified by the rSpO, producers must show they meet a 
series of principles and criteria, such as protecting rainforest and natural habitats, respecting human rights, and avoiding 
polluting or harming the environment.

In an attempt to encourage more producers to adopt sustainable practices, Greenpalm was established. This initiative 
enables businesses to pay a premium to rSpO-certified producers, even if they do not buy rSpO-certified product. A 
producer earns one Greenpalm certificate for each tonne of palm oil certified as sustainable. The producer can then offer 
the certificates for sale on Greenpalm’s online trading platform, where manufacturers and retailers who make or use 
products containing palm oil can bid for and buy them, to offset their use of noncertified palm oil.

The wwf’s chief u.K. policy officer, Adam harrison, described Greenpalm as a worthwhile “interim measure,” letting 
businesses support sustainable production immediately while they tackle the long and costly job of changing their supply 
chains (Norman, 2010). In its first two years of operations, more than a million Greenpalm certificates were traded. That 
represents more than a million tonnes of palm oil produced using sustainable methods, financed through more than 
$9 million in premiums paid to producers. Certificate purchasers include multinational players such as unilever, Cargill, 
Carrefour, Marks & Spencer, Cadbury, Nestlé, Kellogg, Asda, boots, Tesco, and waitrose, among many others.

“Currently, change is not happening quickly enough,” warns bob Norman, general manager of Greenpalm. Sustainable 
palm oil production must increase five-fold to meet international demand by 2015, he asserts (Norman, 2010).



Toward SuSTainabiliTy: The roleS and limiTaTionS of CerTifiCaTion

ChApTEr 2: ACTOrS – buSINESS   56 

ObSErvATION: Companies with low brand 
equity can use certification as a tool to drive value 
and strengthen a stale brand. Companies that 
have strong sustainability principles may find that 
ecolabels strengthen an established corporate 
brand and maintain the brand advantage. Or, 
they may conclude that an ecolabel does not add 
value or can in fact threaten brand equity. putting 
a label on a product even if it does not strengthen 
brand differentiation can represent a strategy to 
keep up with the competition.

Companies may also choose to certify a product, 
or source certified ingredients, without putting 
a label on the product package. Doing so might 
help to focus on and build the brand’s identity 
(especially with b2b customers), rather than put-
ting the focus on the certification system.

finally, companies that have not pursued a com-
prehensive sustainability strategy should be aware 
that the credibility of their adoption of an ecolabel 
can be questioned. In such cases, companies 
may prefer to rely on other product attributes, 
such as trust in the company’s overall brand. This 
is a conceivable decision even when consumer 
demand for ecolabeled products exists. 

QUeSTIoN: Is the certification system clear, cred-
ible, and attractive to consumers, or could it in 
some way jeopardize our brand’s relationship with 
consumers? 

ObSErvATION: Attaching a company’s brand 
to an ecolabel can backfire. This is most likely in 
situations where the company has a poor repu-
tation for social responsibility or environmental 
stewardship, or when the ecolabel lacks public 
credibility. Even credible, high-bar certifications 
are no guarantee of 100 percent perfect practices, 
and with the increasing reach of social media, 
breaches of standards are more likely to appear. 
Companies should recognize the risks of certifica-
tion and tailor their communications accordingly.

The external credibility of an ecolabel is crucial 
for a company to determine at the outset. Many 
factors affect consumer trust. Ideally, an ecolabel 
should be grounded in a diverse multi-stakeholder 
process that includes consumers. Companies 
concerned with public mistrust of corporations 

may be better suited opting for an NGO- or 
government-sponsored label. for reasons of cred-
ibility, companies often prefer ecolabels with more 
rigorous criteria, even if these are more costly. A 
label’s external credibility is also affected by its 
monitoring process. Third-party verification and 
proper documentation are optimal. Indeed, these 
may become necessary to avoid legal claims in 
some countries, such as the united States. And 
increasingly, consumers will expect companies 
to be able to demonstrate positive impacts from 
certification. 

Concluding Remarks
As seen in this section, businesses have had 
some involvement in the initial phase of certifica-
tion (e.g., unilever in the MSC) but not as much 
as NGOs. In recent years, the commitment of 
businesses to standards and certification systems 
has accelerated in response to multiple drivers, 
despite multiple barriers. 

The many drivers and barriers have made it difficult 
to detect trends in business views on certifica-
tion. In the last couple of years, however, some 
trends have begun to crystallize. for instance, the 
belief that there is a widespread price premium 
for certified products across the mass consumer 
market has proven to be wrong (except for with 
organic food, which almost always commands a 
premium). And, some businesses are now looking 
at certification in a much more strategic way, shift-
ing whole commodities to certified standards. 
This trend toward a more strategic approach is 
likely to accelerate, as economic, social, and envi-
ronmental pressures on supply chains intensify 
and stakeholders (including investors), the media, 
and consumers get more access to supply chain 
knowledge via modern technology.

Certification standards will have to develop in 
response to this, as businesses seek more supply 
chain transparency, a faster pace of change, 
greater scale, less bureaucracy, and more exten-
sion support. And, it is likely that businesses 
will collaborate more to drive these changes in a 
shared certification system, even as they continue 
to compete on the pace at which they implement 
standards, for reasons of brand differentiation.



Chapter3
The Impacts of Standards  
and Certification on Sustainability 
The previous chapters have described the history and key features of voluntary standards 
and certification systems and the roles and drivers of key actors in these systems.  
This chapter summarizes the state of knowledge regarding the impacts of these systems 
on sustainability. 

By impacts the Steering Committee means 
changes in the quality and resilience of ecosystems, 
changes in resource efficiency and livelihoods, 
and changes in social welfare within the workplace 
and wider community. These types of impacts are 
purported to be the consequence of changes in 
the behavior of enterprises involved in producing 
products according to sustainability standards. 
The Steering Committee set out to determine the 
state of the evidence for this presumption, and 
their findings are summarized in this chapter.

This chapter was written for people who want a 
clearer idea about how to think about the impacts 
of standards and certification systems. Such read-
ers may be contemplating adopting an existing 
system or designing a new system or may be 
already committed to such a system and trying to 
figure out how to make it work better. The chapter 
does not claim the last word on whether such 
systems are worthwhile or not, nor does it provide 
prescriptive guidelines on how they should be 
implemented.

Approach to the  
Assessment of Impacts
The Steering Committee’s approach to the assess-
ment of impacts involved in-depth and critical 
reviews in four sectors: agriculture, forestry, fish-
eries, and aquaculture. In all of these sectors, 
concerns have arisen regarding the sustainability  

of natural resource use and ecosystem impacts. 
And, as these four sectors include some of the 
oldest and most well-developed standards and 
certification schemes, they were also more likely 
to provide an evidence base from which to assess 
impacts. The inclusion of four sectors was an 
important design feature of this Assessment, as 
it provided scope for structured comparisons and 
some sense of generalizability of findings. That 
said, experiences in other sectors were not con-
sidered, and this is a constraint to making broad 
generalizations.

Reviews of the existing literature in the four 
chosen sectors provided most of the empirical 
evidence on which this chapter is based. The 
sector reviews, which were commissioned by the 
Steering Committee, can be found in Appendices 
D, E, F, and G. The reviews tended to place more 
emphasis on evidence about the environmental 
dimensions of sustainability than on social or 
economic elements, as environmental issues are 
more central to the aims of many of the standards 
systems and, consequently, there is a compara-
tively more extensive body of knowledge on this 
dimension.

An overview of the main standards systems 
assessed in the reviews is included in Figure 3.1. 
The reviews focused on these systems primarily 
due to the greater extent of research available.
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Organic Fairtrade

Rainforest 
Alliance/

Sustainable 
Agriculture 

Network 
(RA-SAN)

Forest 
Stewardship 

Council (FSC)

Programme 
for the 

Endorsement 
of Forest 

Certification 
(PEFC)

Marine 
Stewardship 

Council (MSC)

“Owner”  
of the  

Standard

Various, but the 
International 
Federation 
of organic 
Agriculture 
movements 

(IFoAm) 
oversees

Fairtrade 
labelling 

organizations 
International 

(Flo)

SAn FSC pEFC mSC

When  
Launched

IFoAm – 1972  
(first private 
organic label 

was Demeter in 
1924)

1988  
(Flo was 

founded in 
1997)

Rainforest 
Alliance – 1987; 

Sustainable 
Agriculture 

standard – 1991

1993 1999 1999

Who  
Initiated

Social 
movement/ 

nGo

Social 
movement/ 

nGo

Social 
movement/ 

nGo

Social 
movement/

nGo

national 
forest sector 
organizations

world wildlife 
Fund (wwF) 
and unilever
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Defined 
by the four 
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IFoAm: health, 

ecology, 
fairness, and 

care

Improve the 
socio-economic 
welfare of the 

developing 
country; 

guaranteed 
minimum price 
an important 
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Improve 
environmental 

and social 
conditions 
in tropical 
agriculture, 

with a focus on 
biodiversity and 

conservation

promote 
responsible 

management 
of the world’s 

forests
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and promote 
sustainable 

forest 
management

Contribute to 
the health of 
the world’s 

oceans

Number of 
Countries 

with Certified 
Operations

154
58  

developing 
countries

25  
tropical 

countries
80 27 21

Number of 
Producers/ 

Enterprises & 
Land Area

1.4 million 
farmers, 

35 million 
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827  
certified farmer 

and worker 
organizations, 
representing 1 
million farmers 

and workers

63,000  
small and large 

farms and 
cooperatives

1,114  
forest 

enterprises, 
147 million 

hectares

243  
million 

hectares

147  
fisheries

Products 
Certified

All agricultural 
products 
(though 

organic is not 
a product 

standard, but a 
farm standard)

wide range 
of agricultural 

products

wide range 
of tropical 
agricultural 
products

Forests Forests wild-caught 
fisheries  

Figure 3.1: The Main Sustainability Standards Assessed in the Literature
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Methodological Challenges  
in the Evidence Base
when voluntary standards and certification sys-
tems began to grow in popularity two decades 
ago, the assumption was typically made that the 
implementation of these systems would lead to the 
desired positive impacts. At the same time, there 
was limited demand from donors, the public, or 
the press for impact evaluation, and only limited 
collection of monitoring data by standard bodies. 
Early on, then, few studies were conducted to 
assess the impacts of these systems.1 over time 
it became clear, however, that “compliance” and 
“impacts” are not synonymous. And, the growth 
and mainstreaming of standards led to increased 
external scrutiny from a range of sources. The 
past decade has seen an increasing number of 
articles by journalists, scrutiny from policy makers 
and standard bodies themselves, as well as stud-
ies conducted by academics, researchers, and 
students. Therefore, much of the evidence base 
is relatively new, and impacts in many cases have 
not been studied over long periods of time.

more recently, a rich set of studies has been con-
ducted, and methods for assessing standards’ 
impacts have been evolving and improving. 
Qualitative, snapshot studies have predominated, 
but increasingly studies have employed more 
rigorous qualitative and quantitative methods as 
norms and approaches have been professional-
ized. There are still gaps in the evidence base, of 
course, making generalizations about impacts dif-
ficult—a situation compounded by the complexity 
of social change processes, dynamics within 
standards and markets, and variances among 
commodities and value chain relationships. 

In addition, various methodological challenges 
exist in the design of studies assessing standards 
and certification systems and thus in the literature. 
These challenges are not unique to studies of cer-
tification, actually, but exist for research on most 
types of policy interventions. First and foremost is 

1 organic agriculture is perhaps the exception, as it has 
been in existence for longer and has been compared to 
conventional agriculture for many years.

the challenge of identifying an appropriate coun-
terfactual—that is, what the impacts would have 
been in the absence of certification (Blackman & 
Rivera, 2010). having a counterfactual is critical to 
being able to unambiguously attribute impacts to 
certification, but in many studies in the literature 
one does not exist. This is due in part to the 
inherent challenges and significant costs associ-
ated with experimental and quasi-experimental 
study designs. In Appendix h of this report, for 
example, the authors write: 

The low number of studies with credible coun-
terfactuals is not surprising given the costs and 
logistical challenges of using the necessary exper-
imental and quasi-experimental approaches. 
Such methods require assigning candidate oper-
ations to “certified” and “non-certified” groups, 
measuring baseline information, conducting the 
intervention (certification), and then compar-
ing performance at an appropriate time period 
post-intervention. While the quasi-experimental 
method is somewhat more flexible, as it does 
not require random assignment to treatment 
groups, it does require that treatment group be 
“matched” to similar control operations, which 
can be non-trivial. To compensate for introduced 
uncertainties in matched approaches, high 
sample sizes are needed to provide meaningful 
results. And large sample sizes typically come at 
a high financial cost.

In addition to these logistical and financial barri-
ers are questions regarding the appropriateness 
of these methodologies in complex situations. 
many rural development specialists suggest that 
the complexity of rural social and environmental 
change processes create multiple variables and 
dynamically interacting factors so that simple 
counterfactuals are unworkable (patton, 2010). In 
the field of international relations, some scholars 
argue for conducting counterfactual analyses in 
a way that focuses on possible “scenarios” that 
might have ensued if the factor in question had 
not occurred (Fearon, 1991). 

In this Assessment, the Steering Committee 
considered evidence from studies with before-
and-after comparisons, and from studies that 
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were able to trace processes leading to impacts 
through detailed observation of particular cases. 
The pros and cons that different study designs 
pose for interpretation and generalizations are 
noted as appropriate.

Second is the challenge posed by evolving sys-
tems. Standards and certification systems are 
continuously being adjusted and modified, 
making it hard to pin down exactly what effect is 
being studied. In practice the Committee had to 
recognize that studies of the “same” system in the 
same location at different times could produce 
different findings, even if other contextual factors 
had not changed much. moreover, many new and 
innovative systems are emerging, making it chal-
lenging for any assessment to provide relevant 
and timely advice. 

Third is the limitation of observations from indi-
vidual pairs or small sets of cases. Case studies 
of a farm or a firm with and without certification 
can provide detailed understanding of changes 
in practices, but do not allow robust statistical 
comparisons or inferences about the wider popu-
lation of farms or firms. on the other hand, larger 
sample sizes make observations of more complex 
changes difficult, and, as noted previously, they 
require more resources.

Given these challenges and the significant and 
often increasing complexity of standards and cer-
tification systems themselves, it should not come 
as a surprise that, in the literature, unambiguous, 
clear attribution of on-the-ground impacts is rare. 
overall, the evidence base remains limited, and 
significantly more research is required to under-
stand what impacts are likely to result from any 
given certification and under what conditions. 
As the rest of this chapter will show, however, 
much has been learned about changes in man-
agement practices resulting from certification; 
the sustainability issues for which certification 
systems are more or less effective; and some 
of the critical factors likely to influence on-the-
ground impacts. Taken together, these insights 
result in an improved capacity to think about how 
to strengthen existing standards and certification 

systems, and design new ones, when and where 
they are an appropriate tool. 

The Evidence: Ecological, 
Economic, and Social Impacts 
potential impacts and outcomes of certification 
are diverse and can be classified in several ways. 
First there is the question of scale: Impacts may 
arise from changes in practices at the level of 
individual production units, as well as aggregated 
according to the number of certified units, with 
impacts at the landscape or seascape level. All of 
the standards and certification systems studied 
aim to encourage changes at the production-unit 
level, and this is where most of the research on 
impacts has focused and should focus. however, 
there is increasing interest in assessing the poten-
tial to effect landscape-level change, particularly 
regarding ecosystem services.

Second, there is the issue of focus: Standards 
and certification systems address a wide variety 
of sustainability issues, a broad categorization 
of which is included in Figure 3.2. Each system 
has different aims and objectives that dictate its 
sustainability focus. Evaluation of the impacts of 
these systems has first and foremost focused on 
the extent to which they achieve their intended 
objectives. It is also possible to examine unin-
tended consequences of production systems, 
though these have been less studied. 

This section organizes and summarizes the 
findings of the Assessment according to impact 
domain—ecological, economic, and social—rec-
ognizing that these are not independent. It draws 
on the sector reviews in Appendices D, E, F, and 
G and uses indicative research results to illustrate 
general conclusions that can be drawn about the 
impacts of certification systems.

ECOLOgICAL IMPACTS
The findings regarding ecological impacts are 
divided here into three classes: ecosystem integ-
rity; biodiversity; and pollution and waste (water, 
air, and soil). 
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Ecosystem Integrity

The continuing integrity of an ecosystem is one 
of the overarching environmental goals of many 
sustainability standards and certification sys-
tems. Ecosystem integrity results from the careful 
management of a resource and of the waste and 
pollution that result from resource extraction. It 

is characterized by the continued delivery of eco-
system services such as clean water and carbon 
capture. while ecosystem integrity encompasses 
the two other environmental issues addressed 
below (biodiversity and pollution/waste), it is 
separated out to highlight evidence from resource 
extraction systems in particular.

In the fisheries sector, a key principle of the mSC 
standards is that “fishing operations should allow 
for the maintenance of structure, productivity, 
function, and diversity of ecosystems…on which 
the fishery depend” (marine Stewardship Council, 
2004). A study of the ten earliest mSC-certified 
fisheries, commissioned by the mSC in 2006, 
documented improvements to management 
practices and information; however, few on-the-
water impacts were measured (see Appendix E). 
A more recent independent review commissioned 
by the mSC analyzed pre-certification reports 
from 21 fisheries and post-certification reports 
from 25 fisheries. Eleven of the fisheries had both 
pre-certification and post-certification samples 
(marine Resources Assessment Group, poseidon, 
& meridian prime, 2011). Eight performance 
indicators were assessed that measured impacts 
“on-the-water;” these were supported by 54 inter-
views to help judge causality. The research found 
that the greatest quantified outcome changes 
were being made in stock status, which is the 
performance indicator that has been most closely 
monitored and for which more information is 
available. The post-certification analyses showed 
that 21 percent of fisheries increased their stock 
status performance indicator, while 18 percent 
decreased. The authors state that many of these 
declines are attributable to early fisheries that 
were required to meet new, updated assessment 
methodologies in their re-certifications (marine 
Resources Assessment Group, et al., 2011).

Analyzing the stakeholder interviews, 35 percent 
of respondents suggested that the fishery had 
improved across all eight performance indica-
tors, compared to only 7 percent of respondents 
who said that the situation had deteriorated. The 
three outcomes that were identified most often 
as having improved were bycatch, biomass target 
reference points, and the status of endangered, 

Figure 3.2: Summary of Environmental, Social, and  
Economic Issues Addressed in Agriculture, Forestry,  
Fisheries, and Aquaculture Certification

Environmental 
Issues

Description

Loss of 
biodiversity

Both natural biodiversity and agro-biodiversity, 
including local varieties, geographic overfishing, and 
disease transfer to wild species

Conversion of 
natural ecosystems

Destruction of forests, primary tropical forests and 
peat land; closely related to biodiversity loss and 
climate change

Pollution/contami-
nation of air, soils, 
and water

leaching from pesticides, nitrates, and phosphates 
contaminating water, land, and air; waste treatment 
and disposal; water use

Soil degradation, 
erosion, and/or 
desertification

Intensification of production leading to poor soil 
quality and infertility

Climate change

Indirect contributions to greenhouse gas emissions 
through deforestation and energy use; direct 
contributions from cattle, manure, nitrogen in soils, 
etc.

Social Issues Description

Working and living 
conditions

health and safety, housing, medical care

Rights and 
benefits

Freedom of association, working hours, discrimination

Community 
development

land rights, food security, education

Economic Issues Description

Income and 
profitability

Changes in income, price premiums

Business 
opportunities

market access, access to credit, technical assistance 
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threatened, and protected species. In situations 
where stakeholders identified improvement, 49 
percent of respondents attributed the improve-
ment to mSC certification, primarily due to there 
being new research or information or changes 
in management. with respect to stock status, 
changes in fishing effort were equally important 
(marine Resources Assessment Group, et al., 
2011).

In forest certification, an important approach to 
the study of impacts has been to assess “correc-
tive action requests” (CARs) (Auld, Gulbrandsen, 
& mcDermott, 2008). CARs are actions an 
enterprise needs to take before they can receive 
certification or to maintain certification. The most 
extensive research that has been conducted using 
CARs was an analysis in 2005 by newsom and 
hewitt of 2,099 preconditions and conditions 
that were given by the FSC certifier Smartwood 
to 129 forestry operations in 21 countries. Both 
certified plantations and certified natural/semi-
natural forests were reflected in the analysis, in 
both more- and less-developed countries. 

The top three environmental issues addressed 
through the CARs were: the maintenance and 
improvement of aquatic and riparian areas, 
including buffer zones (CARs on these topics 
were present in 63 percent of forest operations); 
the identification and protection of sensitive sites 
and high-conservation-value forests (62 percent); 
and the identification and protection of threat-
ened and endangered species (62 percent). The 
research concludes that, “The specific wording 
of over half of the 2,099 conditions required sub-
stantive, on-the-ground change to occur [versus 
changes in procedures and processes]. when 
conditions involving environmental and forest 
management issues were examined alone, the 
percentage of conditions requiring on-the-ground 
change increased to 76%” (newsom & hewitt, 
2005). while the results are promising, the limita-
tion of any study of CARs is that it may skew an 
analysis of impacts to those problems that the 
certification system was successful in addressing.

A study of CARs for seven plantation firms in 
Argentina and three firms in Chile showed that 
firms certified by the FSC and the pEFC under-
went similar changes in practices; but this study 
also documented more changes in practices 
than were covered in the CARs (Cubbage, Diaz, 
yapura, & Dube, 2010). These included many 
items related to planning, monitoring, and docu-
mentation. A study of Canadian forestry suggests 
that pEFC-endorsed certification systems—when 
compared to FSC-endorsed systems—are more 
oriented toward forest productivity and long-term 
economic returns to firms than social or ecologi-
cal issues (Clark & Kozar, 2011). 

Some studies highlight the difficulty in correlating 
management improvements with long-term eco-
system health. For example, studies comparing 
pEFC and FSC operations in norway and Sweden 
provided some early indicators of changes in on-
the-ground practices, but also found that more 
information was needed to judge the environ-
mental impacts and effectiveness of certification 
(Gulbrandsen, 2005a). likewise, a review of the 
FSC concluded that while the process led to 
management improvements, the inability to 
attract sufficient numbers of producers or create 
incentives for protection in the tropics meant it 
was unclear that pursuing certification was better 
than conventional approaches to conservation 
(Gullison, 2003). 

A more-recent study in Sweden combined forestry 
inventorying data with certification information to 
examine changes in indicators of forest conditions 
over time (Johansson & lidestav, 2011). overall, 
the study found only minor improvements, and 
confirmed earlier patterns of greater prevalence 
of improvements on smaller properties that were 
pEFC certified (see Appendix F). This study also 
found that certified plots were twice as likely to be 
harvested as noncertified plots, with likely negative 
implications for biodiversity. Despite the use of 
multiple lines of evidence, the methods were not 
sufficient to establish cause/effect relationships  
with certification (Johansson & lidestav, 2011). 
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Biodiversity

This section focuses on the results of studies that 
address field-level biodiversity as an indicator 
of a healthy ecosystem. numerous case stud-
ies across sectors provide evidence of positive 
impacts on target species. however, measuring 
these types of impacts as well as understanding 
impacts on nontarget species has often proved 
challenging.

The literature reveals that corrective action 
requests issued by the FSC may include actions 
that would benefit biodiversity, such as changes 
in practices around high-conservation-value areas 
and actions to address threatened and endan-
gered species (Auld, Gulbrandsen, et al., 2008; 
world wildlife Fund, 2005). Several studies, vary-
ing in breadth and quality of evidence, have been 
conducted on this topic. 

A study in Estonia compared old-growth stands 
with FSC-certified stands and found evidence for 
convergence on several indicators of ecosystem 
function, including tree species diversity, volumes 
of woody debris, and decomposition indicators 
(lohmus & Kraut, 2010).

Another study, based on field data of forest condi-
tions in norway, found some clear differences in 
a few ecological variables measured before and 
after certification. In this case, the forests were 
certified to norway’s national “living Forests” 
standard, which is associated with the pEFC 
(Sverdrup-Thygeson, Borg, & Bergsaker, 2008). 
In the united States, reviews of two field-based 
studies also document how environmental prac-
tices were better under either Sustainable Forestry 
Initiative (SFI) or FSC certification than without 
certification (Cubbage, et al., 2010). 

Evidence from research in developing countries is 
more limited and usually more indirect. A study of 
forest certification in Bolivia, for example, docu-
mented limited improvement in specific forest 
management practices following certification, 
with deforestation, overall, continuing (nebel, 
Quevedo, Jacobsen, & helles (2005). 

A 2009 study of plantation forests in the 
southern part of Brazil (Rio Grande do Sul and 
Santa Catarina) compared variables on seven 
Rainforest Alliance-certified operations and seven 
noncertified operations, using a combination of 
field observations, interviews with owners, and 
interviews with workers. Researchers found that 
certified forestry operations outperformed non-
certified ones in the following areas:

▪ Invading species control plan (present in  
100 percent of certified operations and in  
33 percent of noncertified)

▪ Studies on flora and fauna (71 percent of 
certified; 29 percent of noncertified)

▪ planting with native species (71 percent of 
certified; 50 percent of noncertified)

▪ legal reserves established or being established 
(100 percent of certified; 57 percent of 
noncertified)

▪ occurrence of hunting (57 percent of certified; 
71 percent of noncertified) (Barbosa de lima, 
et al., 2009) 

In South Africa, as part of meeting anticipated 
demand for certified forest products, some large 
forestry companies have implemented FSC stan-
dards and continue to seek voluntary certification, 
even as government regulations covering many 
of the same principles have come into force. In a 
set of steps partly attributable to certification, the 
forest industry in South Africa has now allocated 
a third of plantation holdings—largely grass-
lands—as corridors and nodes for conserving 
biodiversity and ecosystem services (Samways, 
Bazelet, & pryke, 2010).

In fisheries, when the South African hake fishery 
achieved mSC certification, it scored well on stock 
management and fishery management principles 
but scored poorly with respect to ecosystem 
impact (ponte, 2008). Attention was drawn to 
several ecological issues, including bycatch man-
agement, ecological relations, trawling impacts 
on benthic habitat, and seabird populations. A 
subsequent review of the fishery indicated that not 
all conditions had been met—for example, with 
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respect to managing bycatch pressures. however, 
significant improvements had been made in 
reducing seabird mortality relating to bycatch, 
with a decrease in mortality from approximately 
18,000 to 200 birds per year.

The 2006 review by the mSC of the impacts of 
certification found many process improvements 
that could lead to better biodiversity conservation, 
but only one example of a clear, major ecological 
improvement that could be attributed to certifica-
tion (Gulbrandsen, 2009). That example occurred 
in the tooth-fish fishery in the united States, 
where a reduction in the bycatch of an endan-
gered seabird was achieved. In some other cases, 
such as fur seal bycatch in the new Zealand hoki 
fishery, the improvements achieved turned out to 
be transitory. 

The 2011 mSC-commissioned review found 
post-certification improvements in 12 percent 
of performance indicator scores relating to eco-
system effects (marine Resources Assessment 
Group, et al., 2011). For example, the review 
concluded there was evidence of reductions in 
Chinook salmon bycatch in the Gulf of Alaska 
pollock fishery. In contrast, another study of 22 
mSC-certified fisheries concluded that certifi-
cation had not led to major improvements in 
biodiversity conservation (ward, 2008a). 

one study of the impacts of a “dolphin-safe” 
tuna certification used a model to help compare 
practices a decade apart; the study suggested 
that u.S.-flagged and certified ships changed their 
tuna-fishing practices, resulting in fewer dolphin 
deaths (hicks & Schneir, 2008). The change pri-
marily involved changing fishing grounds to avoid 
dolphins.

In the agriculture sector, the bulk of the literature 
focuses on organic standards. organic certifi-
cation is expected to have positive impacts on 
biodiversity and soil conditions at the field level—
for example, from reduced chemical use and the 
management of non-cropped habitats (hole, et 
al., 2005). organic farming is practiced across 
the world in a wide variety of agro-environmental 
and climate contexts, including temperate zones, 
and unlike the studies focusing on Fairtrade and 

Rainforest Alliance, much of the evidence base 
on impact originates from developed countries 
(niggli, Jawtusch, & oehen, 2011). Thus, extrapo-
lating from these results for developing country 
or tropical contexts needs to be undertaken with 
care, for agronomic and socio-economic reasons.

In the literature, local environmental impacts 
stemming from the implementation of organic 
agriculture are almost always found to be positive 
(Bengtsson, Ahnstrom, & weibull, 2005; hole, 
et al., 2005). In a qualitative review of 76 stud-
ies, hole et al. (2005) concluded that, broadly 
speaking, the management practices involved in 
organic farming are beneficial for farmland wildlife 
and biodiversity. They also noted, however, that it 
is difficult to prove and assess the scale effects 
of environmental impacts of organic standards 
(hole, et al., 2005). 

Similarly Bengtsson, Ahnstrom, and weibull’s 
meta-analysis (2005) included 66 studies com-
paring organic and conventional farming systems 
and found that: 

Organic farming usually increases species rich-
ness, having on average 30% higher species 
richness than conventional farming systems. 
However, the results were variable among stud-
ies, and 16% of them actually showed a negative 
effect of organic farming on species richness…. 
Birds, insects and plants usually showed an 
increased species richness in organic farming sys-
tems. However, the number of studies was low 
in most organism groups (range 2–19) and there 
was significant heterogeneity between studies. 
The effect of organic farming was largest in stud-
ies performed at the plot scale. In studies at 
the farm scale, when organic and conventional 
farms were matched according to landscape 
structure, the effect was significant but highly 
heterogeneous.

Studies of coffee have documented both increased 
soil conservation and higher levels of soil ero-
sion, which may have been a consequence of 
preexisting site differences (Jaffee, 2008). A study 
reviewed by Blackman and Rivera that compared 
ten certified organic and ten noncertified coffee 
farms in nicaragua found no differences in bird 
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diversity or bird abundance. A study by Gabriel et 
al. (2010) of certified organic farming in England 
is one of the few investigations to include a care-
fully constructed control group—in this case from 
pairing across 32 environmental variables. They 
found that organic farms had better biodiversity 
overall, but with effects that varied across taxo-
nomic groups.

Researchers in El Salvador compared bird density 
and use in five land uses: Rainforest Alliance-
certified coffee farms; sun-grown coffee farms; 
open farmland; small forest fragments; and large 
forest areas. They found that the number of dis-
persing birds in RA-certified farms was the same 
as in the small and large forest areas and higher 
than in sun coffee farms and open farmland. They 
also showed that migrant bird species showed a 
significant preference for RA-certified farms and 
the small and large forest areas (Komar, 2010). 

Pollution and Waste

This section looks at the impacts of production 
on key ecosystem services such as soil, water, 
and air, most notably through the management of 
pollution and waste that result from production. 
while research on specific issues, such as agro-
chemical use and effects, are prevalent, and most 
of the findings are positive, this area is generally 
not well studied.

Studies of organic certification schemes in agri-
culture have frequently documented long-term 
positive effects associated with changes in farm 
practices—in particular associated with eliminat-
ing the use of most agro-chemicals (International 
Trade Centre, 2011b; Tallontire, Dixon, nelson, 
& Benton, 2012). Blackman and naranjo (2010) 
used statistical matching techniques to address 
selection bias in a sample of 6,000 farms in Costa 
Rica to look at the impacts of organic certification 
on the environment. They found clear evidence 
that organic certified farms reduce pesticide and 
herbicide use and adopt environmentally friendly 
management practices—for example, using soil 
conservation measures and shade trees. 

A review of ten years of Fairtrade studies also 
suggests that certification is often associated with 

the use of fewer agro-chemicals, and the safer 
use of them (nelson & pound, 2009). Research 
in Ecuador compared 23 certified banana farms, 
including ten farms certified to Rainforest Alliance 
standards, with 24 noncertified control farms. 
using likert-scale measures of environmen-
tal “risks” related to land management, water 
quality, agrochemical management, and waste 
management, the authors found that certified 
farms generate lower environmental risks than 
noncertified farms (melo & wolf, 2007). 

Researchers in Colombia conducted a Stream 
Visual Assessment protocol (SVAp) on streams 
originating in 27 Rainforest Alliance-certified and 
27 noncertified coffee farms. This protocol looks 
at the integrity of the aquatic ecosystem, altera-
tions to the water body, vegetation, and evidence 
of contamination (among other things) and can 
be considered an index of stream health. The 
researchers found that certified farms had signifi-
cantly higher SVAp scores than noncertified farms 
(hughell & newsom, forthcoming). 

A few life-cycle assessments of the impacts of 
organic standards have been conducted. They 
have produced divergent results, including some 
that suggest that, as a consequence of lower 
yields, some types of negative impacts may be 
higher than with conventional production (niggli, 
et al., 2011; Tallontire, et al., 2012). on the other 
hand, whole farm energy use appears to be lower 
for organic than conventional farms per hectare 
and per unit of product in most sectors, apart 
from poultry and fruit (lynch, macRae, & martin, 
2011). 

In the aquaculture sector, few studies directly 
demonstrate that the adoption of better practices 
or entry into certification reduces these types 
of environmental impacts, when compared to 
nonparticipating farms. As most standards and 
recommended best management practices in 
aquaculture are based on relatively sound science, 
there is a strong expectation that the adoption of 
sustainability standards should reduce impacts at 
the farm level. however, the evidence base is not 
yet there. That certification will reduce aggregate 
waste and emission impacts at a larger scale, also, 
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does not necessarily follow, as it depends on the 
number of farms and the assimilation capacity 
of the receiving ecosystem, the latter of which is 
often poorly understood (see Appendix D). 

Summary

overall, there is reasonable evidence that certifica-
tion has had positive impacts on the environment 
in particular cases. however, many authors note 
the local variability in environmental conditions 
between sites that will affect specific results. In 
addition, many studies are limited by their meth-
odological approach, not allowing extrapolation of 
the findings beyond the immediate cases under 
review and not being able to attribute long-term 
changes to the certification intervention.

Some of the differences in types of impacts 
between sectors may arise from the nature of the 
resources. In forestry and fisheries, the harvesting 
of resources is tied most directly to ecosystem 
integrity at a broad scale, whereas cultured or 
human-designed systems such as agriculture and 
aquaculture are more likely to focus on site-specific 
biodiversity and pollution and waste issues.

ECONOMIC IMPACTS
Apart from Fairtrade and some other socially 
oriented systems, standards and certification 
schemes place little overt emphasis on economic 
impacts, recognizing that certification is inher-
ently a market-based tool. Fairtrade, by contrast, 
was established with the explicit purpose of giving 
a financial boost to small-scale farmers. That 
being said, there is actually fairly good data on 
the economic impacts of various standards and 
certification schemes, since it is comparatively 
easy to collect this type of information and con-
duct analysis.

In this section, discussion of the evidence regard-
ing economic impacts on certified enterprises is 
divided into two categories: net enterprise income 
(encompassing price premiums) and business 
opportunities. 

Net Enterprise Income

profitability is influenced by several interacting 
elements, including yield, quality, efficiency, cost, 
premium, price, volume, and market access. A 
high premium for 10 percent of a harvest and 
no sales for the rest, for example, could create 
serious problems for an enterprise. likewise, a 
premium may be insufficient to compensate for 
a lower yield. Reduced costs due to lower use 
of chemicals or less downtime for workers can 
contribute to profitability. In some cases, the pre-
mium paid for a higher-quality product may be 
more than that paid for a certified product. And, 
consumers’ preferences may change over time 
and thus so may their willingness to pay more for 
certified products. All of these factors may come 
into play for a given certification system, and they 
will differ depending on the specific system and 
the business environment.

In one comparative study from Consumers 
International, an analysis of environmental and 
social indicators in a sample of 28 certified coffee 
farms (Rainforest Alliance, Fairtrade, organic, and 
uTZ Kapeh) and ten noncertified farms showed 
that certified farms generate higher revenues and 
use more environmental practices (Consumers 
International & The International Institute for 
Environment and Development, 2005). 

In the Fairtrade system, the inclusion of mini-
mum prices aims to ensure welfare benefits to 
smallholder producers in developing countries 
(International Trade Centre, 2011b; nelson & 
pound, 2009). A review of 33 studies on the 
impacts of Fairtrade certification concluded that, 
in almost all cases, there was some positive eco-
nomic benefit, most commonly through higher 
prices and improved economic stability (nelson 
& pound, 2009). In another study, guaranteed 
minimum prices for Fairtrade-certified farmers 
producing Rooibos tea in South Africa were an 
important buffer against f luctuations in world 
prices for tea, especially during the sharp declines 
of 2006 and 2007 (Raynolds & ngcwangu, 2010). 
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The switch to Fairtrade markets for Rooibos tea 
tripled earnings for these producers. 

Blackman and Rivera reviewed three studies of 
Fairtrade-certified bananas in peru, Costa Rica, 
and Ghana, respectively. In each case, the authors 
had developed credible counterfactuals by match-
ing certified and noncertified farming households 
on multiple characteristics (Blackman & Rivera, 
2010). Three divergent outcomes were observed. 
The study in peru found that Fairtrade farmers 
had higher net incomes than a control group with 
organic certification. But the higher incomes were 
due to higher productivity, not higher prices. In 
comparison to farms without organic or Fairtrade 
certification, the Fairtrade-certified farms had 
higher incomes that could be attributed to higher 
prices. The study in Costa Rica found no dif-
ference in profits between households growing 
certified and noncertified bananas, while the study 
in Ghana found that households participating in 
certified cooperatives received lower salaries, but 
also worked fewer hours. 

Blackman and Rivera also reviewed five studies of 
Fairtrade-certified coffee that had credible coun-
terfactuals and dealt with economic indicators. 
of them, only two found significant economic 
benefits (Blackman & Rivera, 2010). one was 
a study of Fairtrade cooperatives in nicaragua, 
peru, and Guatemala; it found clear evidence that 
certification generated a price premium (Arnould, 
plastina, & Ball, 2009). 

Several studies illustrate the tradeoffs that may 
result from certification. one, for example, com-
pared the impacts of Fairtrade, Rainforest Alliance, 
and C.A.F.E. practices (Starbucks) certifications 
on 315 smallholder coffee producers in nicaragua 
(Ruben & Zuniga, 2011). It found that although 
Fairtrade provided better prices, farmers grow-
ing under the other two labels had higher yields 
and better-quality products. Another study that 
randomly sampled conventional, organic, and 
organic/Fairtrade-certified cooperatives, also in 
nicaragua, found that higher prices did not clearly 
translate into higher profitability, and that organic 
and organic/Fairtrade farmers had become 

relatively poorer than conventional producers over 
the last decade (Beuchelt & Zeller, 2011).

price premiums for certified organic products 
are frequently reported in the literature. In some 
cases, price premiums might also be attributable 
to superior product quality. overall, the effects of 
organic standards on quality and yield are vari-
able and difficult to attribute to the standard per 
se, since most study designs are confounded 
by possible differences in preexisting conditions 
(International Trade Centre, 2011b). 

Although engagement in fair trade or organic 
production may raise farmer incomes relative 
to conventional systems, the low volumes of 
coffee produced in low-intensity systems means 
that, for most marginalized farmers, any gains 
are insufficient to escape poverty (Valkila, 2009). 
In relative terms, farmers may receive a smaller 
fraction of the retail price for fair trade coffee than 
those who grow conventional product, though in 
absolute terms, this is still usually greater (Valkila, 
haaparanta, & niemi, 2010). In certification sys-
tems, costs for distributors and retailers—for 
example, for logistics—may be higher because of 
marketing costs and lower volumes (International 
Trade Centre, 2011b). 

In the forestry sector, the impact of forest certi-
fication on the profitability of forestry operations 
has received little attention. But one recent study 
attempted to assess the impacts of forest certifi-
cation on the short-term and long-term financial 
performance of Canadian and u.S. firms (Bouslah, 
m’Zali, Turcotte, & Kooli, 2010). In the short term, 
forest certification had no significant impact. In the 
long term, however, the study found evidence that 
financial performance depended on the certifier: 
with non-FSC schemes, financial performance 
was worse than for uncertified firms, whereas 
with FSC certification there was no “penalty” of 
certification.

In a study of the Rio platano Biosphere forestry 
cooperative in honduras, researchers measured 
a variety of socio-economic indicators before 
and after technical assistance by the Rainforest 
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Alliance (Fortín, Butterfield, & hodgdon, 2010). 
They found that:

▪ with only a 33 percent increase in volume, the 
cooperative obtained a 128 percent increase in 
income.

▪ Sawmill performance improved by 12 percent, 
from 170 board feet/m³ in 2005 to 190 board 
feet/m³ in 2008. 

▪ Rejects decreased from 83 percent in 2005 
to 49 percent in 2008, while medium-quality 
output increased from 2 percent to 36 percent 
over the same period and high-quality output 
increased to 15 percent. 

In aquaculture, the costs of certification usually 
fall on the farmer, and there are small or no price 
premiums. The main economic benefit, if any, 
appears to be access to market channels (see 
Appendix D). In wild fisheries certification, the 
costs are borne by the organization that repre-
sents the users of the fishery—which may even 
be a government agency. Few studies have looked 
at the impacts of fisheries certification on profit-
ability. Certified wild-caught fish have occasionally 
commanded a price premium (ponte, 2008). 

many certification systems require environmental 
management techniques that sometimes reduce 
yield. In some cases, the cost savings and any pre-
mium earned (even through guaranteed-premium 
systems like Fairtrade) might not make up for 
that loss in yield. overall, the effects of standards 
on yield and quality are variable and difficult to 
attribute to the standard per se, since most study 
designs are confounded by possible differences in 
preexisting conditions.

Business Opportunities

often the primary economic benefit to produc-
ers of joining certification systems is stable and 
secure market access (Asfaw, mithofer, & waibel, 
2010; International Trade Centre, 2011a; nelson & 
pound, 2009). The extent to which this holds true 
in coffee chains varies with buyers (that is, roast-
ing firms), as some establish durable relationships 
with producers, whereas others are much more 
market-oriented, switching back and forth and 

only making short-term contracts (Raynolds, 
2009). 

Joining a certification scheme may enhance busi-
ness opportunities in other ways as well. one 
study of fair trade coffee in peru suggests that 
farmers in the certification scheme were more 
satisfied with technical assistance and trade man-
agement practices compared to those in a control 
group (Fort & Ruben, 2008a). After adjusting for 
confounding variables using statistical match-
ing techniques, significant effects on business 
organization and risk attitudes were also found 
(Ruben & Fort, 2011). Several other studies have 
identified technical assistance, credit access, and 
opportunities to diversify income sources as other 
economic benefits (nelson & pound, 2009). In 
the peru case, changes in land and labor use over 
time resulted in greater specialization in fair trade 
coffee and reduced off-farm employment (Ruben 
& Fort, 2011). 

As an example of the various benefits that may 
accrue, a 2009 case study examined the opinions 
of 11 nicaraguan coffee farmers and their families 
who had been Rainforest Alliance-certified since 
2004 (Znajda, 2009). Farmers noted the following 
differences since becoming certified:

▪ Improved quality of coffee and higher yield

▪ Better ability to get loans, and to use loans to 
expand their farms with small parcels 

▪ Ability to reinvest money into the farm

▪ Construction of a permanent coffee-processing 
apparatus (with the help of loans and support 
from the cooperative) 

Another positive economic impact of fair trade 
schemes is access to credit (nelson & pound, 
2009). under Flo standards, for example, the pre-
financing of production by buyers is an important 
potential benefit for small producers. In practice 
it is not always available, however, especially in 
market-driven buyer relationships and for com-
modities apart from coffee (Raynolds, 2009). 

In the aquaculture sector, requirements for 
traceability are believed to be one of the main 
impediments to small-scale producers joining 
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certification schemes and markets, although there 
are few clear studies of these impacts (Belton, 
haque, little, & Sinh, 2011; also see Appendix D). 
In fisheries, the relative costs of certification, data, 
and human resource requirements for assess-
ment have the potential to discriminate against 
small producers—in particular, those in develop-
ing countries (ponte, 2008; Standing, 2009). Full 
certification of fisheries can be time and resource 
intensive (Gulbrandsen, 2009). As a consequence, 
comparatively fewer fisheries in developing coun-
tries have been certified.

Summary

A common economic benefit of standards and 
certification systems is better access to market 
channels as well as other related business oppor-
tunities. price premiums are rarer, being most 
consistently available for high-profile consumer 
goods such as certified coffee and tea and for 
agricultural products grown under fair trade 
schemes. Though not strictly speaking an impact 
of certification, the challenges faced by small 
producers in meeting certification standards is 
important to note, as it prevents access to some 
markets and points to a challenge in scaling up.

SOCIAL IMPACTS
The social impacts of standards and certifica-
tion schemes have been studied much less than 
either ecological or economic impacts. here the 
evidence is organized into three broad categories: 
working and living conditions; rights and benefits; 
and relationships with the wider community. 

Working and Living Conditions 

Evidence of the positive impacts of certification 
and standards on living and working conditions 
comes primarily from the study of fair trade 
and ethical trade systems. These systems were 
designed, in part, with the objective of improving 
the welfare of farmers in developing countries. A 
few studies of these systems have sound research 
designs that enable clear attribution, and these 
reveal mixed evidence. 

The study of Fairtrade-certified bananas in 
Ghana reviewed by Blackman and Rivera, which 

had matched controls, found no difference in 
self-reported levels of job safety, satisfaction, or 
fairness (Blackman & Rivera, 2010). however, 
Arnould and colleagues’ study of small producers 
in Fairtrade cooperatives with matched controls 
in nicaragua, peru, and Guatemala documented 
significant positive impacts of certification on 
education and health (Arnould, et al., 2009). That 
study also showed that participation increased 
the likelihood that children would be in school. 
Associations for health were complex and related 
to other factors like wealth, but long-term partici-
pants in the Fairtrade system had higher health 
indices and were more likely to receive treatment 
when ill (Arnould, et al., 2009). Another study of 
fair trade coffee in peru found that cooperatives 
invested some of the premiums in scholarships 
for students as well as roads and loans, but less 
than a quarter of farmers claimed to have received 
any benefits from the premiums (Ruben & Fort, 
2011). overall, the impact on welfare measures at 
the household level were limited and consistent 
with a lack of differences in household income. 

In Kenya, a study of EurepG.A.p. (a voluntary 
standard for food safety and farm management 
practices, now called GlobalG.A.p.) noted that, 
apart from financial benefits, adopters also ben-
efited from improved hygiene and safety on the 
farm (Asfaw, et al., 2010). Although GlobalG.A.p. 
in general appears to help improve health and 
safety on farms, questions have been raised about 
the effectiveness of other certification programs 
in achieving this objective, especially for women 
and temporary workers (Bain, 2010). 

As most studies of forest certification have 
adopted a case study approach, with their own 
sets of measures, generalization about social 
impacts is difficult (see Appendix F). nevertheless, 
by tracing historical processes across multiple 
studies, some consistent patterns emerge. These 
patterns suggest, for instance, that certification 
has empowered previously marginalized indig-
enous groups and farmers. For example, studies 
in Brazil, Bolivia, and mexico suggest that CARs 
in developing countries more frequently address 
workers’ rights (Auld, Gulbrandsen, et al., 2008). 
Also, forest certification has been shown to 
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improve worker health and safety in the field (see 
Appendix F). 

Very little research has been done on the social 
impacts of fisheries and aquaculture certifica-
tion (see Appendices D and E). In the case of 
fisheries certification this is not surprising, as the 
mSC does not make any claims related to social 
impacts.

Rights and Benefits

Standards differ in the extent to which they 
address benefits and rights issues, and the details 
of how they do so. Claims that standards and 
certification empower, expand benefits, or secure 
rights are widespread, but evidence is limited and 
of modest quality. 

The social benefits of standards cannot be 
assumed to be equally distributed between men 
and women (Tallontire, et al., 2012). Distribution 
may sometimes be improved by engagement in 
fair trade compared to conventional coffee net-
works, but not invariably (Bacon, 2010; Ruben 
& Zuniga, 2011). A set of case studies of flowers 
in Kenya, fruit in South Africa, and flowers and 
vegetables in Zambia suggest that various codes 
of conduct (including EurepG.A.p. and the Ethical 
Trading Initiative) did not necessarily lead to 
better outcomes for women or informal workers 
(Tallontire, Dolan, Smith, & Barrientos, 2005). 
women’s access to labor rights, for example, can 
be constrained because of their “casual” status 
and the use of third-party labor contractors 
(Barrientos & Smith, 2007). 

A comparative study of FSC certification in 
Ecuador and Bolivia concluded that certification 
is more likely to be successful (in the sense of 
compliance to standards) when government 
provides land tenure security (Ebeling, 2009). 
Similar suggestions have been made with respect 
to oil palm (lee, Rist, obidzinski, Ghazoul, & Koh, 
2011). Standards and certification systems may 
make land tenure more secure. In one study, for 
example, certified organic and Fairtrade coffee 
farmers in nicaragua believed that their land 
tenure was more secure (Bacon, 2005). A key 
incentive for actors in the Baja California red rock 

lobster fishery in mexico to certify was to improve 
their chances of maintaining exclusive access 
(perez-Ramirez & lluch-Cota, 2010). Studies in 
a South African fishery also pointed to a set of 
motivations and consequences of certification 
relating to the control of key aspects of the fishery 
(ponte, 2008). 

Community and Development

Some voluntary standards aim to have positive 
impacts at the local community level (International 
Trade Centre, 2011b). under fair trade schemes, 
for example, some funds are directly assigned 
to local communities. producer groups growing 
Rooibos tea in South Africa receive a “social pre-
mium” per kilo, which differs depending on their 
size: small farmer cooperatives receive a $uS 
0.66 premium per kilo, whereas on estates using 
hired labor the premium is $uS 1.57 per kilo, to 
reflect different production costs and ensure that 
benefits go to workers (Raynolds & ngcwangu, 
2010). Social premiums are used to fund pro-
cessing improvements, local schools, and other 
community projects (Blowfield & Dolan, 2010). 

A key issue for empowerment is whether growers 
or local residents have a say in how the social pre-
miums from fair trade schemes are spent. here 
the findings are mixed (Bacon, 2010; International 
Trade Centre, 2011b). one study of Fairtrade tea in 
Kenya characterized the allocation of premiums to 
development as largely “by patronage and exclu-
sion” (Dolan, 2010). Decisions on how benefits 
would be shared were made by a Social premium 
Committee—the composition of which was criti-
cal. Tea farmers themselves would rather receive 
higher prices and resented that benefits went to 
others living in the community who did not grow 
tea (Blowfield & Dolan, 2010). 

moberg (2005) describes how social premiums 
from the sale of certified bananas were returned 
to windward Island communities and contributed 
to development projects. The funds were spent 
on weeding machinery to replace herbicides as 
well as to build schools, improve roads, provide 
training programs for youth, support travel to 
school from remote areas, and provide health 
insurance. At the same time, farmers in this 
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study noted that the higher prices received for 
certified bananas were, at the individual level, 
largely offset by higher labor costs and in some 
cases lower yields. less-tangible social benefits 
included opportunities to be part of democratic 
community organizations. 

Studies of forestry certification suggest that 
CARs are more likely to address communica-
tion and conflict resolution with stakeholders 
and communities in developing than developed 
countries. The majority of plantation firms in 
Argentina and Chile, for instance, responded to 
CARs with changes in social practices, including 
having stakeholder meetings, carrying out social 
impact studies, and releasing management plans 
(Cubbage, et al., 2010). Studies of private planta-
tions in Australia also have documented positive 
impacts of certification on levels of community 
engagement by plantation firms (Dare, Schirmer, 
& Vanclay, 2011).

Summary

The social impacts of standards and certification 
systems have been more comprehensively studied 
for those systems, such as fair and ethical trade 
initiatives, that target the social welfare of small 
producers. There is some evidence of improve-
ment in working and living conditions, but the 
impacts are highly system- and place-specific, 
making generalizations difficult. 

Looking Forward
Standards and certification systems are complex 
and dynamic. many systems are relatively new, and 
studies of them are in short supply. For the most 
part these systems were designed to influence 
the practices of producers, not to affect impacts 
directly. Impacts are hard to compare, as studies 
use different indicators and make measurements 
at different scales (Tallontire, et al., 2012). It is 
therefore not surprising that only very modest 
evidence exists in the literature of significant 
impacts on the ground—that is, improvements 
in the ecological, economic, or social dimensions 
of sustainability. 

An issue about which very little is known is the 
durability of impacts, or whether positive changes 
are maintained and likely to be secure over time or 
whether they can be easily lost. This can be con-
sidered at the level of a whole standards system, 
if it depends on donor support, or at the level 
of an individual enterprise, if market demand is 
variable. 

Another issue is the need for a common under-
standing of how to measure success. while most 
research focuses on the extent of positive change, 
benefits are also derived where certification slows 
or impedes harm, particularly in those cases 
where a resource is very much under assault. 
under these conditions, certification may not fix 
the problem, but it does buy time and, in combi-
nation with other interventions, may eventually 
lead to positive change. 

In addition, impact measurement challenges are 
not unique to voluntary standards and certifica-
tion. Independent and peer-reviewed evaluation 
of the long-term, large-scale impacts of public and 
private policy instruments being deployed in pur-
suit of sustainability are also scarce. measuring 
success also is driven by expectations for a dem-
onstration of impact. while better data collection 
is essential for voluntary standards systems, care 
should be taken not to disproportionately make 
demands of these systems relative to public, gov-
ernmental interventions or programs.

overall, there is reasonable evidence in the 
literature for positive changes in management 
systems and the practices of individual produc-
ers. however, the evidence for direct impacts 
from those changes is much smaller. In many 
cases it is possible to argue that these changes 
are likely to lead to particular ecological, social, 
and economic impacts, but that is not the same 
thing as demonstrating that it is in fact the case. 
Difficulties in identifying appropriate counterfac-
tuals imply that questions about attribution and 
relative performance will often remain. moreover, 
studies with more rigorous designs do not always 
find the impacts expected. This state of affairs 
is not unique to standards and certification sys-
tems but pertains to many public and private  
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policy instruments being deployed in the pursuit 
of sustainability. There is clearly scope for more 
research on impacts. 

Despite limitations in the current state of knowl-
edge, existing research does provide some useful 
insights for thinking about the future of standards 
and certification systems. 

First, it is unlikely that major gaps in understanding 
will disappear before new certification schemes 
are proposed or old ones modified. The chal-
lenge of incomplete knowledge can be expected 
to persist, even as some critical gaps may be 
closed with targeted investments in research and 
assessment (as discussed in Chapter 6). In these 
circumstances it is important to acknowledge the 
role of learning and adaptive policy in improving 
evolving certification and standard systems. For 
this process to even begin, it is important that 
systems document what they do and evaluate 
their own performance.

So far this seems to have been rare, with most 
systems having gathered very little systematic 
evidence about their own outcomes and impacts. 
however, this is changing with the introduction of 
ISEAl’s Code of Good practice for Assessing the 
Impacts of Social and Environmental Standards2 
and a related program aimed at supporting its 
members to implement monitoring and evaluation 
programs. The Impacts Code offers a framework 
for standards systems to provide evidence of 
their contributions to social and environmental 
impacts while learning about and improving the 
effectiveness of their system. Compliance with the 
Code is an ISEAl membership requirement.

Second, impact analyses of voluntary standards 
are still insufficient and incomplete, and some 
impact indicators have been studied much less 
than others. It seems that the extent of impacts 
differs considerably from case to case. Therefore, 
studies that identify the key factors driving suc-
cess would be helpful. Studies must involve more 
cases to ensure statistically relevant data for a 
whole sector or area. In addition, a longitudinal 

2 www.isealalliance.org/our-work/codes-of-good-practice/
impacts-code

dimension and adequate control groups are 
important. Finally, a common systematic meth-
odology is needed to avoid methodological biases 
and to be able to better compare results.

Third, the impacts of certification are not indepen-
dent from government regulations, stakeholder 
support, or market development (Bartley, 2010; 
2011b). The design and reform of certification 
systems cannot be effectively undertaken without 
proper appreciation of interactions and pathways 
of change (as discussed in Chapter 4). Standards 
and certification systems arise out of interactions 
among stakeholders in complex power relations 
that shift across diverse local conditions and 
politics. For example, certification arose in aqua-
culture as a response to criticisms of the industry 
by other stakeholders. But private voluntary stan-
dards also impact government regulations, the 
work of extension agents, and the development 
of markets. Attention to the governance issues 
of transparency, accountability, and legitimacy 
remains critical for efforts aimed at improving the 
impacts of standards and certification systems.

Fourth and finally, a shift toward measuring 
performance rather than practices and activities 
would make evaluating the contributions of stan-
dards and certification systems to sustainability 
less ambiguous. while standards and certification 
systems will continue to have a mix of perfor-
mance goals that allow relatively more flexibility 
in how producers address problems and more 
narrowly prescribed practices, impact monitor-
ing data should focus on impacts on the ground 
relevant to sustainability.



Chapter 4
Pathways to Impact:  
Synergies with Other Approaches
Certification systems do not work in isolation. Such systems influence, and are influenced 
by, the policies and strategy decisions of governments, nongovernmental organizations 
(NGOs), and businesses, as well as the workings of global supply chains. 

In this Assessment, the Steering Committee 
reviewed case examples of these mutual influences 
from the sector reviews (on agriculture, forestry, 
fisheries, and aquaculture—see Appendices 
D–G) as well as in the literature documenting 
the evolution and interactions of standards and 
certification systems in other sectors. In examin-
ing the interactions of voluntary standards and 
certification systems with other kinds of regula-
tion and governance—for products as diverse as 
building materials, food, personal care products, 
and appliances—Steering Committee members 
sought to understand certification’s role in the 
“toolbox” of approaches that can be used to 
enhance sustainability performance. Members 
also sought to explore how certification systems 
have been, or could be, designed to interact with 
other governance systems to improve sustain-
ability practices and performance in ways that 
could not be achieved by a certification system (or 
another system) alone.

While research is beginning to address these 
issues, it is more nascent than the study of certifica-
tion’s direct impacts, which were the emphasis of 
the preceding chapter. Some examples of indirect 
impacts noted in the literature include spurring 
managers to improve practices, supporting alter-
native production models, influencing dispersed 
investment or land use decisions, reconfiguring 
supply chains, shaping government regulations, 
and providing points of leverage for challengers. 
Many of these types of impacts involve complex 
interactions resulting in innovation, learning and 

demonstration, proof of concept, and policy and 
market adaptation (see Appendix C). 

To those looking to evaluate the effects of certi-
fication systems, these indirect impacts can be 
much less obvious than direct impacts. They can, 
however, be quite significant. While they can arise 
in a variety of ways, they are often the result of 
interactions between certification systems and 
other existing governance regimes. These other 
regimes can include traditional governmental 
public policy and regulation, as well as industry- 
or firm-level governance.

This chapter looks in depth at five case examples 
that illustrate how standards and certification sys-
tems can affect sustainability indirectly through 
interactions with other governance systems. 
In two of the cases, certification and voluntary 
standards have become embedded in or admin-
istered by public regulatory agencies. In another 
two cases, certification systems were designed 
as part of, or to reinforce, existing public policies. 
And in the final case, leaders at a multinational 
corporation interacted with a leading certifier 
to put policies in place for its own value chain. 
These cases support a finding that certification 
and voluntary standards, in combination with 
other tools, have additional impacts compared 
to either certification or the other approaches 
operating alone. 

What are some of the mechanisms that lead to 
these improvements in impacts? In some cases 
the certification or standard provides proof of 
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concept. This has involved demonstrating that 
technology exists or can be developed to improve 
performance to a degree sufficient to meet an 
ambitious standard; demonstrating the business 
case for enhanced sustainability performance by 
generating ancillary benefits such as reductions 
in energy, packaging, or transportation costs, or 
enhanced supply chain security and brand value; 
and demonstrating that market demand exists or 
can be created for the certified product. In some 
cases, management and production practices 
that were originally developed and disseminated 
for the purpose of complying with standards have 

been adopted even by those not seeking certifica-
tion, based on observed benefits of the practices. 
Directly or indirectly, certification and standards 
systems have enabled large private and public 
institutions to implement “green” purchasing pro-
grams and “greener” buildings. These systems 
have also fostered the growth of infrastructure 
that supports “greening,” including designers, 
suppliers, accreditors, auditors, and watchdogs, 
among others. 

There is also evidence that certification has been 
a force in the governance of corporate supply 
chains, facilitating a transformation to “value 
chains” and a shift from more direct control by 
buyers over producers, to hands-off control, in 
which the third-party certifier enforces standards 
that may be set inside or outside the company. 
perhaps most important, by mobilizing coalitions 
of producers, wholesalers, retailers, scientists, 
and sustainability advocates, certification systems 
have helped to create space for collaboration and 
negotiations that identify feasible and beneficial 
steps to take. There are also examples of certifica-
tion and standards systems that have failed to 
foster sustainability, where performance does not 
improve, or where competing values and interests 
in the public and private arenas result in certifi-
cation that recognizes one aspect of improved 
performance, such as the elimination of synthetic 
pesticides and fertilizers in organic food, while 
overlooking others, such as unsustainable prac-
tices like monocropping or aquifer overdrafts. 
by examining the interplay among certification, 
private governance within firms and their value 
chains, and public regulation and incentives, this 
chapter aims to shed light on certification’s role 
in the “toolbox” of public and private instruments 
applied to promote more-sustainable production 
and consumption. 

Although real-world cases do not always fit neatly 
into a typology, categorization is useful to identify 
key questions and strategies, and so this chap-
ter begins with the typology in figure 4.1. each 
case that follows describes certification systems’ 
interactions with other kinds of standards and 
regulation and discusses strategic implications for 
practitioners. The chapter concludes with lessons 

Figure 4.1: A Typology of Interactions 

Certification
body

Certification
body

In some cases, another governance entity takes over, or supersedes, the 
certif ication system. The system itself might persist—for example if 
regulators require or create incentives for firms to adhere to practices 
established by the certification system. Or the government itself might 
become the owner of the standard and the certification system. The cases 
in this chapter suggest two potential causes worthy of further scrutiny: 
policy learning and norm generation. Symbiotic interaction occurs when 
a certification system interacts with another entity, with both maintaining 
independence and autonomy, to address a policy problem in which the 
actions of each entity reinforce the legitimacy and authority of the other. 
This can occur when certification programs fill gaps in an existing policy 
arena. This is important because the earliest scholarship treated certifica-
tion as attempting to bypass governmental arenas considered to be slow, 
cumbersome, or not open to establishing sustainability standards. But 
these cases imply that certification can interact with government in mutu-
ally reinforcing ways. Hybrid interaction is characterized by an explicit or 
implicit division and sharing of functions with another governance entity, 
as when a certification program ensures compliance to government poli-
cies. Given the complex array of policy ends and means, overall goals, and 
preferences for different types of instruments, the possible interactions of 
this type are almost limitless.

SuPerSedIng SymbIOTIc HybrId
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from the cases about the types of strategies most 
likely to foster interactions and positive indirect 
impacts, and strategies and conditions that fail 
to ameliorate the problem at hand, or end up 
crowding out other approaches that might have 
been more effective. 

empirical examples: real-
World Pathways of Interaction 
The cases presented here represent but a handful 
of instances in which certification and voluntary 
standards systems have interacted with govern-
ment, business associations, and individual 
firms. one study found more than 70 examples 
of governmental use of voluntary standards, 
including cases in which governments adopted 
standards as part of their regulatory codes (Carey 
& Guttenstein, 2008). figure 4.2 provides a snap-
shot of the case examples to follow.

Leed cerTIFIcATIOn 
The leadership in energy and environmental 
Design (leeD) building certification program, 
developed by the u.S. Green building Council 
(uSGbC), has grown dramatically since its intro-
duction in 1993, with more than 4,000 projects 
certified and another 23,000 registered. leeD 
certification verifies that a building, home, or 
community was designed and built using strate-
gies aimed at achieving high performance in key 
areas of human and environmental health, includ-
ing sustainable site development, water savings, 
energy efficiency, materials selection, and indoor 
environmental quality. The leeD standard, which 
mandates elements of building and sustainability 
technology, is continuously updated by a group 
of more than 2,000 volunteers who are experts in 
green building technologies and practices.1

1 www.usgbc.org/Displaypage.aspx?CategoryID=19  

Figure 4.2: case examples

case example Type of Interaction Outcomes

leadership in energy and 
environmental Design 
green building certification

Superseding
has demonstrated the feasibility and benefits of improved 
practices, and has resulted in green building standards 
being incorporated into building codes.

energy Star
hybrid (government as 
certifying body )

has effectively signaled to consumers the economic returns 
on investment in energy efficiency.

Clean Development 
Mechanism (CDM) Gold 
Standard

Symbiotic

has “raised the bar” on environmental criteria for projects 
qualifying for CDM emissions-reductions credits by 
providing an additional certification that reduces risk and 
adds economic value to the credits.

forest product legality 
verification

hybrid (government and 
third-party certifier)

has enabled certifiers to fill the verification/assurance role 
for compliance with developing countries’ own standards, 
in the process building alliances that strengthen global 
capacity for supply-chain tracking.

unilever/rainforest Alliance 
tea certification

hybrid (corporate 
governance and third-party 
certifier)

for a major player in the global supply chain, has provided 
credibility and capacity for the implementation and 
verification of sustainability standards and practices and 
has assisted in maintaining differentiation of products in a 
market that is becoming more commoditized.  
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leeD has garnered significant attention, although 
the number of leeD-certified projects still repre-
sents a small fraction of construction each year. 
As more leeD-certified buildings have demon-
strated economic, environmental, and health 
value, jurisdictions that regulate building codes 
and standards have taken note, enacting or con-
sidering mandates and incentives for meeting 
leeD or other green building standards, thereby 
changing the underlying paradigm of government 
building regulations.

In the united States, municipal building codes 
vary considerably. until very recently, most codes 
focused on reducing risks from infractions such 
as the use of substandard or dangerous materials, 
or mandating technologies appropriate for the 
risks of a particular area (such as earthquakes in 
California or hurricane-force winds along the u.S. 
east and Gulf Coasts). leeD has contributed to a 
changing view of building standards, in that the 
environmental and health impacts of construc-
tion and building use are increasingly considered 
to be legitimate elements of building codes. 

Different municipalities have incorporated leeD 
or leeD-like green building practices in differ-
ent ways. In some locales, building codes now 
require that new buildings (and in some cases, 
major renovations) obtain leeD certification. A 
less-direct integration has occurred in places that 
require adherence to leeD building codes (which 
can be verified during inspections), without 
actual third-party certification. Another popular 
approach is to provide incentives, such as lower 
fees or tax credits, for meeting leeD standards. In 
other cases, building codes have been amended 
to contain many of the concepts and practices in 
leeD, but without reference to the standard itself.

To date, the policy goals and standards developed 
by leeD have been incorporated, in various ways, 
into the policies of 414 jurisdictions.2 for example:

2 www.usgbc.org/publicpolicy/Searchpublicpolicies.
aspx?pageID=1776. Jurisdictions include universities, 
school districts, towns/villages, cities, counties, states, 
and federal agencies, etc.

1. San francisco’s 2008 Green building ordinance 
requires all new residential and commercial 
construction to use green building practices, 
documented either through “Green points 
rated” (for smaller projects) or leeD certifi-
cation (for larger residential and commercial 
projects). The ordinance also applies to interi-
ors and major alterations and is more stringent 
than the newly enacted, state-level CAlGreen 
Standard.

2. In florida, the construction and renovation 
of state buildings must now follow guidelines 
from leeD or systems such as Green Globes 
or the florida Green building Coalition. 

Strategic Implications

These approaches have differing implications, 
especially in terms of tradeoffs regarding which 
institutions retain authority over the functions 
involved in setting building code policies. The 
more authority a municipality grants to the leeD 
system, the less control that municipality has over 
the content of its regulations and the changes to 
that content over time as the leeD standard is 
updated. on the other hand, leeD has a network 
of trained inspectors and consultants that can 
supplement the capacity of local governments, 
which may lack the expertise to develop or imple-
ment green building codes on their own. And, if a 
municipality disagrees with changes in the leeD 
standards, they can always revoke their decision 
to align with it. The use of leeD standards in 
building codes also raises questions for leeD 
itself. for instance, if leeD is formally adopted on  
a wide scale, will leeD auditors have the capacity 
to keep up with short-term spikes in demand?  
or, if leeD concepts and practices are increas-
ingly incorporated into local codes but without 
naming leeD or requiring certification, will this 
diminish the market demand for formal leeD 
certifications?

leeD has also influenced policy by providing a 
venue for learning and enhancing regulatory capac-
ity. The leeD program has demonstrated many 
of the technologies required for green building, 
making it easier for governments to incorporate 
the concepts into their regulatory structures. It 
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has also verified the value of green buildings to 
communities, users, owners, and investors, and 
stimulated a growing market of individuals and 
firms that can provide the goods and services 
required. A 2009 study by booz Allen hamilton 
calculated that the green building sector as a 
whole was directly responsible for 1.04 million 
jobs and $57 billion in GDp from 2000 to 2008, 
and that leeD was directly responsible for 6,600 
of those jobs and $153 million in GDp. The study 
also estimated growth in the sector to reach 3.3 
million jobs (102,000 leeD) and $181 billion ($2.2 
billion leeD) from 2009 to 2013. This does not 
even take into account indirect and induced jobs 
and GDp growth, both of which would be multiple 
times larger than directly attributable GDp and 
jobs (booz Allen hamilton, 2009).

As noted above, adoption of the leeD stan-
dard as a requirement provides an option for 
municipalities and other jurisdictions that do not 
have internal capacity to set or enforce their own 
green building codes. but this comes with a risk: 
Some aspects of the leeD standard may be inap-
propriate for particular local conditions, or may 
disadvantage certain groups, such as those with 
less ability to access the required technical exper-
tise, within the regulatory context. recognition of 
some of the limitations of leeD is spurring new 
efforts to further expand the paradigm to include 
more of the social elements of sustainability.3

energy STAr 
In the case of the energy Star program, the 
regulator and the certification program reside in 
the same government institutions. energy Star 
was launched in 1992 by the u.S. environmental 
protection Agency (epA); since 1996, the u.S. 
Department of energy (Doe) has been a partner 
in the program. 

energy Star certifies that labeled products per-
form better than market standards on specified 
dimensions of sustainability (e.g., energy con-
sumption, water consumption). Together, the epA 

3 for example SeeD (Social, economic, & environmental 
Design). See http://socialeconomicenvironmentaldesign.
com/.

and Doe set energy-efficiency criteria for various 
categories of durable goods, including appliances, 
electronics, lighting fixtures, and new homes, 
among others. They then confer the energy Star 
label on product models that meet or exceed 
the criteria. In some cases, energy Star-labeled 
products may be accompanied by other con-
sumer incentives, such as tax credits or rebates. 
Many of the certified products are also subject to 
minimum efficiency standards that affect all such 
products (certified or not). 

The epA’s 2006 annual report estimated that, 
by 2016, the program will have saved consum-
ers $202 billion (in 2006 u.S. dollars) in energy 
bills and prevented the emission of 491 million 
metric tons of carbon dioxide. Consumer surveys 
show that among those who knowingly bought 
energy Star-labeled products, 75 percent said the 
label was an important factor in their choice (u.S. 
environmental protection Agency, 2007). 

Most experts agree that the energy Star pro-
gram has improved energy savings, increased 
consumer awareness of energy efficiency, and 
provided some impetus for manufacturers and 
property owners to improve energy efficiency. 
The program’s standards and processes have also 
come under fire, however, for being insufficiently  
rigorous. There is also a question of whether 
energy Star is “crowding out” more effective 
enforcement overall. 

Audits in 2009 and 2010 by the epA and Doe them-
selves, as well as the Government Accountability 
office (GAo), highlighted these concerns (u.S. 
Department of energy, 2009). Most energy 
Star-labeled products did, in fact, meet the pro-
gram’s standards, but so also did the majority 
of noncertified products on the market, and the 
calculated energy savings could not be verified. 
The GAo found the program highly vulnerable 
to fraud, citing evidence of the certification of 
bogus products and lack of controls to prevent 
labels issued for one product from being also 
applied to others. responding to these issues, the 
program instituted third-party certification based  
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on testing in an epA-recognized lab, and required 
energy Star manufacturing partners to participate 
in verification testing programs run by recognized 
certification bodies. The new requirements went 
into effect January 1, 2011, so it is too early to 
assess their impact. 

Strategic Implications

energy Star is a popular program that clearly signals 
to consumers the economic return on investment 
in energy efficiency. The lack of real difference 
between labeled and unlabeled products raises a 
question as to whether energy Star has upgraded 
its standards quickly enough to keep pace with 
technology or even de facto market norms. Its 
successful brand, official status, and public fund-
ing combine to form significant obstacles for new, 
competing standards. This case thus highlights 
the tensions between a positive effort to shift the 
market’s expectations regarding energy efficiency, 
and the potential downsides if a relatively low bar 
is set for continuous improvement in product 
differentiation. 

In terms of program structure, energy Star began 
as a purely government program and has become 
more of a hybrid, with certain functions, including 
verification, being handed over to independent, 
third-party certifiers. The epA and Doe are thus 
ceding some of their authority in order to enhance 
the credibility and the impact of the program, 
although government is still by far the most pow-
erful player in the system. There are challenges 
with third-party certifiers, who have an incentive, 
due to their fee-for-service model, to give positive 
results. but the founding agencies still determine 
both the minimum legal standards for energy 
efficiency and the enhancements that qualify a 
product for the label. They are thus responsible 
for setting the balance between standards that 
maximize the number of products labeled, and 
those that would drive more rapid improvements 
in energy efficiency. 

THe cLeAn deveLOPmenT 
mecHAnISm gOLd STAndArd4 
The Clean Development Mechanism (CDM) Gold 
Standard uses private certification to enhance, or 
fill gaps in, an intergovernmental agreement. 

The CDM itself was created as part of the Kyoto 
protocol, to enable developed countries to meet 
their emissions-reduction targets by investing in 
“clean development” in less-developed nations. 
Such projects provide developed nations with a 
cheaper alternative to reducing carbon emissions 
in their own countries, with the additional benefit 
of improving conditions in developing countries. 
While well intended, the CDM was criticized 
for multiple shortcomings, including an eligibil-
ity formula that included (and even preferred) 
large-scale hydroelectric power and monocrop 
agriculture and forestry systems, with few ben-
efits and even adverse impacts to biodiversity and 
other environmental resources. The controversy 
damaged confidence in the integrity of the pro-
gram, undermining investor tolerance for political 
and reputational risks, as well as the price of the 
CDM credits (levin, Cashore, & Koppell, 2009). 

rather than attempting to reopen CDM nego-
tiations to engineer a solution, which could have 
risked derailing already fragile support, the World 
Wide fund for nature (WWf) in 2002 initiated 
the CDM Gold Standard to address these con-
cerns. The CDM Gold Standard aims to certify 
CDM emission-reduction projects that adequately 
address non-climate environmental and sustain-
able-development concerns (levin, et al., 2009). 

The Gold Standard eventually became an inde-
pendent organization governed by an advisory 
board and a steering committee. To qualify for 
Gold Standard certification, projects must gener-
ate emission reductions recognized by the CDM 
governing body, and then go beyond these to 
meet the Gold Standard’s additional criteria. Gold 
Standard projects must, among other criteria, 
result in emission reductions that otherwise  

4 for more detail on the CDM, please see levin, Cashore, 
and Koppell (2009).
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would not have occurred, avoid negative social 
and environmental impacts, and, where possible, 
promote environmental and social benefits. As 
of 2008, the Gold Standard had certified 200 
projects, representing a reduction of 15 million 
metric tons of carbon-dioxide equivalent emis-
sions (levin, et al., 2009). 

behind the Gold Standard experiment was the 
idea that an existing governmental policy instru-
ment—a hard-fought yet fragile intergovernmental 
agreement—might be improved. The WWf drew 
on certification as a way to “fill in the gaps” of 
the agreement, somewhat ironically reinforcing, 
rather than detracting from, the legitimacy of the 
governmental efforts, even though those efforts 
had failed to yield the desired results. Without 
the CDM, an independent certification would 
have a difficult time recruiting investors to a 
purely voluntary credit system (bozzi, Cashore, 
levin, & McDermott, 2012). In other words, as 
the CDM was made more attractive to investors, 
the impacts of the Gold Standard also increased 
(levin, et al., 2009). Similarly, the Gold Standard 
has made the CDM more attractive overall by 
addressing its perceived gaps. 

Strategic Implications 

In this symbiotic relationship, each program 
benefits from the existence of the other. If the 
CDM or a similar mechanism continues, then 
the Gold Standard or similar third-party standard 
would likely also continue, with the possibility of 
a “virtuous cycle” of uptake and a broadening of 
the impacts of the original CDM.5 If successful, 
the Gold Standard certification system addresses 
weaknesses in the original policy instrument, 
which resulted from the compromises required 
to come to an agreement. It also provides the 
possibility of building a more dynamic, contin-
uous-improvement paradigm into policies that 
might otherwise be static.

5 This also means that if the CDM were to disappear or be 
replaced in a post-2012 climate regime, the Gold Standard 
would either need to significantly change its orientation 
or cease to have any purpose.

The Gold Standard also illustrates some of the 
potential tradeoffs that occur when a formal insti-
tution (governmental or intergovernmental) and 
a third-party certification system work in tandem. 
The Gold Standard is setting sustainability goals 
and verification requirements that go beyond 
those negotiated by the parties to the original 
agreement, assuming functions, authority, and 
responsibility that otherwise would be the sole 
purview of those parties. While it is still possible 
to have a program CDM-certified without meeting 
the Gold Standard’s additional requirements, the 
Gold Standard became the de facto requirement 
for many projects during the 2000s. At the same 
time, the certification program accepts the author-
ity of the CDM as a public policy mechanism 
(Cashore, 2002). In doing so, the certification 
program avoided the need to establish legitimacy 
“from scratch.”

Whether the Gold Standard can be credited with 
“on the ground” environmental or social improve-
ments is still an open issue and is in need of 
research and analysis. however, a strong case can 
be made that it has improved the existing system 
and provided learning among stakeholders about 
how to link sustainable development with reduc-
tions of greenhouse gas emissions. 

FOreST PrOducTS  
LegALITy verIFIcATIOn6

“legality verification” is becoming an important 
policy instrument to combat illegal logging, espe-
cially in countries exporting to the united States 
and europe (Gulbrandsen & humphreys, 2006). 
Third-party certification systems are claiming a 
central role, because they have the credibility to 
assure that wood products are legally compliant. 

In the united States, the lacey Act, which 
regulates traffic in illegally hunted animals, was 
amended in 2008 to include illegally harvested 
plants. The law requires importers to show “due 
care” to ensure that wood products were har-
vested in compliance with laws and regulations 
in their originating jurisdiction. failure to do so 
can result in fines and, potentially, the seizure 

6 As cited in Cashore and Stone (2012).
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and forfeiture of shipments. The european union 
has legislated similar requirements. The e.u.’s 
forest law enforcement, Governance, and Trade 
(fleGT) initiative also offers enhanced access 
to e.u. markets to those countries with “good 
forest governance,” as well as those that enter 
into voluntary partnership agreements (VpAs) 
spelling out the terms of compliance (european 
union, 2005). 

In response, auditors of compliance with forest 
certification standards are creating departments 
to provide legality assurance. The rainforest 
Alliance’s SmartWood program, for example, 
which audits compliance to the standards of the 
forest Stewardship Council (fSC), has launched 
Verification of legal origin (Vlo) and Verification 
of legal Compliance (VlC) standards. VlC incor-
porates SmartWood’s social and environmental 
expectations, while the more basic Vlo audits 
only the payment of fees, legal right to harvest, and 
chain of custody (Donovan, 2010). The fSC is also 
modifying its standards and auditing processes 
to reflect the language of the fleGT initiative and 
the lacey Act (Cashore & Stone, 2012). 

This application of third-party certification as an 
instrument for meeting “due care” obligations 
illustrates an interesting interaction between the 
infrastructure of voluntary standards and certifi-
cation with standards established by government 
policies, including domestic forest policy in 
developing countries as well as regulations in 
importing countries. The goals and content of 
the policies are established by sovereign govern-
ments, or in the case of the VpAs, through bilateral 
negotiations. The general mechanisms for supply 
chain tracking are also set by government policy. 
however, the certification institutions fill certain 
policy enforcement roles, namely compliance 
auditing and the application of tracking methods. 

Strategic Implications

In the case of legality verification, certification 
systems fill the role of verifying performance. 
Their authority to do so derives from their global 
legitimacy and from performance records indi-
cating that they can provide assurance, which 
government officials, who lack capacity or may 

be undermined by corruption, cannot. The 
acknowledgement that other policy roles, such 
as standards development, remain the purview of 
governments, avoids a conflict over policy func-
tions, which might unravel the entire enterprise. 
That is, if the certifying organizations were to 
also demand a role in improving the country’s 
standards for legal harvest, it might result in a 
less-effective hybrid mechanism, because conflict 
could lead to less support in the exporting coun-
tries and hence reduce market relevance.

The case of legality verification highlights the risks 
as well as benefits of hybrid models. Certification 
systems might end up providing assurances that 
relatively modest standards were met, while creat-
ing a perception that environmental and social 
problems had been addressed when in fact they 
had not been. As Cashore and Stone note, how-
ever, even relatively modest standards for legality 
verification may provide prerequisites to improve 
the uptake and market share of products certified 
to more comprehensive environmental and social 
standards. They argue that the modest standards 
required for legality verification should engender 
greater support from firms and managers, and 
thus a stronger coalition working to build global 
supply chain tracking systems, since firms oper-
ating legally will benefit from weeding out the 
worst (illegal) practices from global markets. This 
in turn could reinvigorate third-party certifica-
tion systems, because the difficulty of building 
global tracking systems is one of the key barriers 
to forest certification more generally (Cashore & 
Stone, 2012).

rAInFOreST ALLIAnce/
SuSTAInAbLe AgrIcuLTure 
neTWOrk cerTIFIcATIOn OF 
TeA, In reSPOnSe TO unILever 
cOmmITmenT7

Individual firms are a key element in the develop-
ment and adoption of standards and certification 
systems. As discussed in the business section 
of Chapter 2, a variety of motivations underpin 
their involvement. firm-level decisions regarding 

7 Adapted from Jay (2008).
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certification are an important determinant of 
uptake and eventual impacts. but firms’ deci-
sions to engage with standards and certification 
systems take place in the context of their overall, 
internal systems of “private governance.” Systems 
of private governance or regulation are consid-
ered to be an increasingly important element 
of environmental governance. for this reason, 
it is important to consider how standards and 
certifications interact with governance decisions 
made by nongovernment actors outside of the 
traditional public sphere. 

The work of unilever and the rainforest Alliance 
(rA) provides an illustration of the interaction 
between certification development and imple-
mentation and company self-regulation. In 2006, 
unilever approached the rA for assistance with 
the certification of tea. unilever had been con-
cerned about the growing commoditization of tea, 
driven by cheap tea from China and other regions, 
as well as the low growth rate of its lipton’s and 
pG Tips brands (which represent 12 percent of 
the black tea market). Their stated motivation 
for pursuing certification by a major agricultural 
products accreditor was to distinguish their tea 
from competitors’, build the market for sustain-
ably produced tea, and potentially push up prices 
and improve environmental and labor standards 
throughout the industry.

unilever has asserted that lack of internal tech-
nical expertise was not a major driver in their 
decision to engage with a certification program 
(Jay, 2008). The company had been working 
on sustainable agriculture initiatives in differ-
ent parts of its supply chain, including tea, for 
a decade. They considered the issue to be the 
need for credibility in their operations. This cred-
ibility could, for example, prevent allegations of 
“greenwashing,” which have sometimes occurred 
when firms have relied on internal sustainability 
standards systems.8 Given that unilever already 

8 one example is the recent controversy around S.C. 
Johnson’s Greenlist, which was discussed in Chapter 2, 
Section C. While this internal program has won awards, 
including the presidential Green Chemistry Challenge 
award, S.C. Johnson recently settled a lawsuit that 
charged that by labeling their products with the Greenlist 
logo, they had misled customers (bardelline, 2011). 

had an extensive set of internal standards around 
sustainability issues, the alignment of their inter-
nal governance policies with any potential tea 
certification program was a key constraint on their 
choice of systems.

The eventual choice of the rA over other 
established standards (including uTZ Certified 
and fairtrade) was based on the fact that its 
Sustainable Agriculture network (SAn) standards 
were consistent with unilever’s sustainable agri-
culture standards, and because SAn incorporated 
indicators applicable to both small farms and 
large estates—important because unilever buys 
half its tea from external suppliers, which include 
both small farmers as well as large plantations. 
Also, any premium paid for rA-certified prod-
ucts is optional. because of unilever’s concern 
about commoditization, its managers were wary 
of certifications that set a fixed premium, which 
they felt could drive too many suppliers to certify, 
with oversupply further driving down prices (Jay, 
2008). 

The rA-SAn standard-setting process begins with 
a generic standard (applicable to any crop) for 
about 80 percent of the requirements, and then 
involves developing requirements for a particular 
crop through a stakeholder engagement process 
recommended by the ISeAl Alliance and ISo 65, 
followed by additional consultations to produce 
guidance specific to each crop/country combina-
tion. rA-SAn experts worked with unilever, the 
ethical Tea partnership, producer groups, nGos, 
and others to develop the additional guidance for 
tea, which was issued in 2007. The organization 
then developed country-specific tea guidance, 
which is necessary because of variations in how 
tea is produced in different continents, climates, 
and elevations. unilever was involved with the 
development process, but once they had made 
the decision to support its development, the pro-
cess was the same multi-stakeholder one that has 
been used for other rA-SAn standards. 

unilever leveraged its internal experience with 
sustainable agriculture to quickly certify a few of 
its own large tea estates to this new standard. 
Work has also progressed with the certification 
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of small producers. In Kenya, a tea producers’ 
group with 500,000 members has had more than 
40,000 small producers certified to date. Work 
continues to certify the rest over the next few 
years. The rA-SAn tea certification system is 
expanding quickly within a large, global supply 
chain involving about 2 million people. This rapid 
expansion presents both an opportunity and a 
challenge for the certifying organization, which 
is committed to maintaining high standards and 
quality staff as it grows.

Strategic Implications

This case is an example of the potential for align-
ment between a firms’ internal governance system 
and needs and the development and implementa-
tion of a standard and certification system. The 
commitment of firms that control large sections 
of the value chain, as unilever does for tea, can 
be an important driver behind the creation of 
certification systems for commodities that do not 
have specific ones in place, and also in the speed 
of their uptake.

The unilever example illustrates some of the 
tradeoffs that occur when a single firm is the 
initial impetus for the development a new system 
that may (or may not) drive the bar beyond the 
firm’s own internal standards. This is a somewhat 
different dynamic from that in which many differ-
ent parties, including nGos, come together to 
develop a standard, such as was the case for the 
fSC, or when development is driven by particular 
industry groups, as with the programme for the 
endorsement of forest Certification. unilever 
could have used other private governance mecha-
nisms, such as contracting, to make sure that its 
suppliers complied with its standards. however, 
to gain credibility and have a chance to achieve its 
market goals, the firm decided to cede authority 
over standard setting to a third party. unilever did 
this once it found a partner with whom its goals 
and market strategy were aligned. 

one possible risk with this strategy is the potential 
for capture (or perceived capture) of the system 
by corporate interests, which in turn can result 
in allegations of greenwashing. Such allegations 
would undermine the credibility that was an 

important incentive for participation in the first 
place. unilever’s response to this potential threat 
was to work with an existing, respected stan-
dards organization, and to adhere to best practice 
development standards (ISo and ISeAl). The rA 
attempted to avoid the risks to its own reputation 
by adhering to its existing technical standards 
and the ISo and ISeAl processes, including the 
addition of other major stakeholders, in the final 
development of the tea certification program. 
While unilever was the driver behind the initial 
expansion into tea, it ceded power to the process 
as it progressed, which helped to protect both its 
own credibility and that of the standard. 

There is a second potential challenge to the 
credibility of a standard that develops along this 
model. The rA faced the challenge of building the 
capacity to develop and deploy a new standard 
in a very short time. If the standard were poorly 
received, or if capacity proved unable to reliably 
meet demand, the rA’s credibility would suffer 
(as would unilever’s). 

While there are risks for both parties, this model, 
if successful, has the potential for substantial 
sustainability benefits, given the size and scope 
of unilever’s demand for certified tea.9 uptake, 
which has benefits in terms of both sustainability 
and the financial viability of the certification pro-
gram itself, is faster when it is being supported 
by a major market actor (as opposed to relying 
on many smaller actors in the tea market to join 
the system). The commitment by a major brand 
can also put pressure on other large tea suppliers 
to seek certification.10 The danger, however, is 
that certification and the end of market com-
moditization could crowd out smaller producers 

9   It remains unclear if the benefits are greater than they 
would have been if unilever had elected a different route 
(i.e., contracts plus extension work), or chosen a differ-
ent standard and certification provider.

10   This dynamic has been present in the chocolate industry, 
where several of the largest firms (including nestlé and 
Mars) have made commitments to certify their supplies 
(potts, van der Meer, & Daitchman, 2010, and www.
marsdrinks.com/mars-drinks/en/Sustainability/news/
flAVIA-rainforest-Alliance-Certified-coffee.htm). 
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that are unable to afford the costs of compliance 
or certification.

An important final note is that this particular 
model is most applicable for those products for 
which there are actors with significant market 
power, as opposed to those that consist almost 
entirely of small actors who require coordina-
tion to reach a critical mass of the market. but it 
highlights both the risks and opportunities that 
occur when firms, especially major players in 
global supply chains, consider the certification of 
major inputs or products. In value chains with sig-
nificantly large actors, the ability to find synergies 
between internal corporate governance systems 
and the certification systems’ elements can lead 
to the potential for important positive feedbacks 
between the two.

Overview: Interactions and 
Indirect Impacts
The cases suggest that when certification interacts 
with other forms of governance, the outcome is 
often magnified beyond what either system could 

accomplish on its own. This takes place through 
the following mechanisms. (See also figure 4.3.)

1. Learning and demonstration: leeD and energy 
Star provide venues through which firms are 
exposed to best practices. Certified firms 
that have invested in greener technologies or 
management programs can provide examples 
of success—or at least of basic technical and 
economic feasibility—that others can emulate. 
Certified firms can also demonstrate the value 
for participation.

2. Capacity development: Another impact relates 
to the capacity of certifiers themselves, as 
with leeD. Capacity development may also 
spill over into other governance mechanisms, 
such as regulation or industry decision making. 
Some of the actual certification capacity can 
be used by governments who may lack this on 
their own. This effect can be seen in legality 
verification. 

3. Credibility: Interactions can increase the cred-
ibility of systems and/or their participants. for 
example, the CDM Gold Standard has improved 

Figure 4.3: mechanisms of Interaction and Indirect Impacts
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the credibility, and thus the attractiveness, of 
the original CDM program. 

4. Support/coalition building: Certification pro-
vides a venue through which actors can build 
support and coalitions for action that can lead 
to even more formal regulatory processes. for 
example, when regulators combined a voluntary 
standard such as energy Star with less-strict 
(but continuously improving) minimum stan-
dards (regulations), the regulatory action was 
less contentious than it might have been if 
the stricter product standards were manda-
tory. by allowing firms to participate voluntarily, 
eventually a de facto industry minimum will 
be set by market expectations. Governments 
could face less resistance to regulation in cases 
where involvement with certification can create 
a coalition of supporters. 

5. Infrastructure development: Interactions 
between certification systems and other gov-
ernance mechanisms can create the political 
and technical infrastructure to support future 

certification. This could be an important out-
come of legality verification, where the tracking 
capabilities required to enforce legality, if devel-
oped, will make certification much easier in the 
future. It also demonstrates to government and 
industry that this infrastructure is possible, and 
potentially can be created without large costs.

These cases also show that end consumers (indi-
viduals or firms) do not always drive the market 
penetration of a standard or its core practices. 
Governments may adopt components of certifica-
tion systems in regulatory approaches, to the 
extent that certified products come to dominate 
the market (as with energy Star). or, voluntary 
standards may establish a “gold standard” for 
best performance while regulators set minimum 
standards or barriers to entry to weed out the 
worst. (See figure 4.4.)

The cases here are certainly not the only examples 
of significant impacts that result from different 
interactions. for example, the fisheries sector 
offers an interesting example of how intersecting 
public and private policies, standards, and initia-
tives can interact in ways, that, over time, end up 
reinforcing sustainability goals. (See Appendix e.) 
Most of the initial fisheries certified by the Marine 
Stewardship Council (MSC) were located within 
jurisdictions that exercised relatively strong man-
agement policies and were already well managed. 
They therefore required few changes to meet the 
standard. The MSC has acknowledged the rela-
tive importance of drawing problematic fisheries 
(which would require more substantial improve-
ments) into certification, noting that this is where 
the system will deliver its greatest contributions to 
environmental sustainability. 

The driver of this is not so much the MSC itself, 
but rather new, market-based infrastructure to 
support fisheries in their transition toward sus-
tainability, using the MSC as both an end goal 
and a framework for improvement. Sometimes 
called “fishery improvement partnerships,” or 
fIps, these efforts typically involve marshaling 
major actors in the seafood supply chain to apply 
pressure to commit to the improvement of a par-
ticular fishery or set of fisheries. The WWf and 
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the Sustainable fisheries partnership (Sfp) have 
aggressively expanded the fIp approach over the 
last five years. At the same time, industry leaders 
engage with certification and advance plans to 
assure long-term supply and gain other benefits 
from improving sustainability, and regulators 
come under pressure to enforce and raise bar-
riers to market entry by those whose practices 
are farthest from the standard. This combination 
of forces, pushing up from the bottom and pull-
ing up the top, has the potential to improve the 
sustainability of all fisheries exploited for the inter-
national and developed country markets, which 
account for 40 percent of global fisheries.

In the past, market penetration has been seen the 
indicator for success for a certification system, 
because it suggested that high demand for certifi-
cation led to high impacts. As this fishery example 
illustrates, however, such a view does not take 
into account those working toward the standard, 
those practicing in accordance with the standard 
without seeking certification, the strength of the 
standard, and the important interacting effects 
that may result in benefits for sustainability even 
if “uptake” remains relatively low.

Lessons from the cases
Voluntary standards and certification systems can 
interact with other governance arenas to produce 
results in many ways. This chapter has offered 
a framework to guide those designing or adapt-
ing certification systems to consider interactions 
and indirect effects as part of system design, to 
maximize sustainability benefits. 

deSIgnIng FOr gOvernmenT  
TO TAke Over
As shown in this chapter, standard systems may 
serve as a learning laboratory to test standards, 
verification systems, technologies, results, and 
other aspects at a reasonable scale, before broad 
mandatory application. by observing how the 
voluntary standards work to solve a given prob-
lem, and how innovation, new technology, and 
infrastructure develop or need to be developed, 
regulators and other stakeholder groups can test 

and adapt their approaches to achieve their goals. 
by demonstrating feasible solutions, a certifica-
tion system can also offer proof of concept for new 
norms. (of course, these are not, on their own, 
positive or negative outcomes. The test is whether 
new norms and standards are sufficient to achieve 
sustainability goals.) Certification programs can 
also build consensus among stakeholders and 
help to identify key areas for improvement. This 
gives the government a focused starting point 
for its own regulatory actions, which will then 
presumably be supported by key stakeholders. 
finally, government can provide a harmoniz-
ing function when there are a proliferation of 
competing and potentially confusing standards. 
This occurred in the development of the u.S. 
Department of Agriculture’s organic standard in 
the united States, as discussed in Chapter 1.

Another key advantage is that the development 
of standards and certification systems can allow 
stakeholders to coalesce around a limited number 
of key issues. for government actors, this pro-
vides a key function of defining the scope of the 
problem and also a subset of potential actions 
that already enjoys support from key actors. This 
dynamic can make the policy-making process 
easier from technical and political standpoints.

deSIgnIng FOr Synergy And 
muTuAL reInFOrcemenT
The cases illustrate the importance of understand-
ing how to nurture the legitimacy and authority 
of certification systems and other governance 
mechanisms, and what types of policy gaps 
are best addressed by this strategy. Synergistic 
relationships can be especially beneficial when 
opening or reopening a public policy debate 
is either politically impossible or too risky (i.e., 
because existing standards might be watered 
down). If a certification system addresses policy 
problems that governments have already agreed 
are important, and develops a limited range of 
additional standards that complement rather than 
compete with what has been established, the 
system may gain strong support from govern-
ment officials whose programs gain legitimacy 
and support. The challenge is to analyze the 



ChApTer 4: pAThWAyS To IMpACT   86 

Toward SuSTainabiliTy: The roleS and limiTaTionS of CerTifiCaTion

needed and potential impact on the problem in 
question, and focus on the most critical gaps. 

deSIgnIng HybrId APPrOAcHeS
The key to hybrid approaches is to understand 
what functions are best served by each entity, 
and how to share and administer them. Conflict 
over authority can undermine support for hybrid 
mechanisms between government and the private 
sector. Certification systems can provide assur-
ance of compliance to policy measures (such as 
established regulations) or can support policy 
ends or goals by addressing gaps in the over-
all system’s functional capacity—for example, 
for enforcement, management, or monitoring. 
Certification can also be used to develop the 
infrastructure useful for other regulatory actions.

Greenwashing is a legitimate concern in hybrid 
governance, if certification programs verify com-
pliance but the actual standards are insufficient to 
achieve sustainability objectives. The numerous 
possibilities for hybrids means that strategists 
must ask the right questions and ensure that the 
“bar” is not set too low.

TrAdeOFFS And TenSIOnS
Impacts, and their scale and scope, are at least 
partially determined by the division of responsibil-
ity for policy functions, and which actors in the 
system gain or cede authority. Tradeoffs often 
involve functional elements on one side, and 
aspects of authority on the other. for legality 

verification, for example, governments give up, at 
least temporarily, some of their sovereign power 
in order to gain improvements in enforcement 
capacity. legality verification has been embraced 
more easily in cases where those involved 
understand this tradeoff and are careful to limit 
the degree of authority that states are asked to 
sacrifice, or which balance the sacrifices with 
functional improvements that make the overall 
tradeoff beneficial.

of course, certification systems themselves, in 
addition to governments and firms, face trad-
eoffs. for example, when governments regulate 
or adopt a standard, the increase in uptake may 
be offset by a loss of independence or loss of 
voice on the part of certain stakeholder groups 
involved in the certification system. Also, tensions 
may arise between different functions. figure 4.5 
highlights some elements that have been “traded 
off” when certification interacts with other forms 
of governance.

Most certification systems were not designed 
to interact with other governance mechanisms. 
(energy Star, legality verification, and the CDM 
Gold Standard are exceptions.) The next genera-
tion of certification systems may well be designed 
differently in order to take advantage of the 
strengths of different actors to perform different 
functions. The strengths of private certification 
systems (as opposed to ones that are wholly or 
largely under government control) are credibility, 
the engagement of a cross-section of experts 
and stakeholders, and flexibility—i.e., the ability 
for continuous improvement and responsiveness 
to changing external conditions. Voluntary sys-
tems may also be more effective in arenas where 
traditional regulation can be difficult (as with 
transboundary and global environmental issues). 
Governments, on the other hand, have author-
ity and resources that may not be available to 
other actors. They can compel adherence, have 
a range of enforcement mechanisms, and often 
have access to resources that are unavailable to 
private certification. 

Functional Authority

• efficiency 

• responsiveness 

• Capacity 

• Credibility

• uptake

• Sovereignty

• Independence

Figure 4.5: Tradeoffs
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cOmbInATIOnS OF  
TOOLS And APPrOAcHeS
The case examples offer clues but do not answer 
entirely the question of which combinations, 
under which circumstances, are most or least 
effective. The contributions of standards and 
certification in a system combining several tools 
or approaches can be examined by asking first 
whether, and how, sustainability outcomes would 
change if the of standards and certification had 
never existed, and second, whether, and how, 
sustainability outcomes would change if they were 
taken away. 

Data from various epA and other studies show 
that energy Star helped to drive energy efficiency. 
This could have been accomplished via a change 
in minimum product standards. but it is not 
clear how much of a change in these standards 
would have been realistically feasible, since at the 
time energy Star was developed, environmental 
regulations were highly contentious and difficult 
to implement. In this context, the epA and Doe 
made a decision to pursue a lower minimum 
regulatory standard and to drive the top of the 
market by pairing it with a voluntary aspirational 
standard. The evidence indicates that energy 
Star played a key role in catalyzing widespread 
improvements in energy efficiency for consumer 
goods, including changing the expectations of 
consumers. And it is not clear that without energy 
Star, this change would have occurred (at least in 
the absence of other actions). 

Addressing the second question, almost all prod-
ucts on the market, certified or not, now meet the 
energy Star requirements. So if the program were 
to suddenly disappear, it would not be expected to 
significantly impact the status quo. This indicates 
a need for different approaches going forward. 
one would be to update energy Star so that it 
continues to move the market—for instance, by 
benchmarking energy Star minimums at the top 
20 percent of industry performers. A second route 
would be to leave energy Star unchanged, but to 
implement a more stringent minimum efficiency 
standard. A third option would be to develop a 
new standard aimed at incentivizing the top of 
the market. 

This example shows the importance of the 
dynamic impacts of a standard, and the need  
to be clear about the roles of different forms of 
governance. for example, are local regulations 
incorporating leeD standards being used to pro-
vide incentives for the best performers (such as 
tax credits in Maryland)? or are they being used to 
set minimum standards for anyone involved with 
building projects? The answers to these questions 
have very different implications for leeD, and 
for regulators, about how the regulations will be 
formulated, how the certification will evolve in the 
future, and the nature of the relationship between 
the two.

LOck-In vS. PrOgreSSIOn
The evidence of these cases neither confirms nor 
refutes the proposition that certification poses 
a risk of “locking in” suboptimal outcomes. The 
CDM Gold Standard is an example of certification 
keeping governance programs from getting stuck 
in configurations that under-deliver. leeD is a 
good experiment in making a regulatory program 
less vulnerable to lock-in. If governments simply 
copy leeD at a given time, and never update, 
they might lock in technologies that are no longer 
best practice in 10 or 20 years. but a government 
regulation can also be indexed to leeD in such 
a way that it incorporates leeD’s changes and 
updates. While there are many contextual fac-
tors to consider, the risk of getting stuck in an 
underperforming or stagnant system appears to 
be higher in cases in which certification replaces 
regulation, or where certification reduces the 
necessity to regulate, such as was seen with 
energy Star and the fact that the success of the 
certification program appears to have replaced 
improvements in the government’s minimum 
standards. The risk is higher if the certification 
does not update or improve at a pace at least as 
rapid as what would be achieved by market forces. 
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conclusions
These cases, along with others presented 
throughout this report, provide enough insight to 
construct a set of key strategic questions that could  
be used by promoters and supporters of certifica-
tion, as well as those considering whether to get 
involved with a particular program (see box 4.1). 

Answering these questions will help decision 
makers understand their own goals, the kinds 
of impacts and challenges they should be look-
ing for, and whether or not there are leverage or 
influence points that could make the certification 
program more (or less) successful, as well as 
appropriate for their needs.

The cases in this chapter demonstrate how the 
impacts of certification can extend beyond the 
direct environmental and social benefits of better 
practices. earlier chapters demonstrated how the 
different internal factors, including design, and 
the range of actors involved, can influence effec-
tiveness. but external context is also important. 
Certification systems interact with other policies 
and regulatory regimes and are inf luenced by 
them. This has implications at a number of levels, 
including how one thinks about, and measures, 
the impacts of certification, the goals appropriate 
for certification in different areas, and even the 
strategies taken by different stakeholders when 

they choose to engage (or not) with certification 
programs.

These cases present examples of how the impacts 
of certification can be broader than the simple 
calculation of the expected environmental and/
or social benefit per certified good, multiplied 
by their market uptake. In many of the examples, 
certification has acted as a kind of laboratory 
for learning about, and demonstrating, differ-
ent kinds of best practices. It has also helped to 
build capacity, provided venues for dialogue, and 
altered problem definitions. This, in turn, has led 
to situations in which government bodies have 
implemented elements of certification into their 
regulatory regimes, or have even chosen to take 
the lead in developing third-party certification pro-
grams as part of their larger regulatory strategies. 

This kind of regulatory “pick-up” can increase 
a certification program’s impacts well beyond 
its market share, especially when government 
includes elements of the standard in non-voluntary 
programs. part of this process may also involve 
changes in expectations and behavior, such as 
when energy Star led consumers to pay more 
attention to the energy consumption of appli-
ances, with an accompanying shift in the overall 
efficiency of products on the market. In certain 
cases, the adoption of a certification system, or its 
underlying practices, by public or private regula-
tory programs can release such a system from the 
problem of the need to increase uptake, and the 
need for stringency. In fact, government pick-up 
may even allow a certification system to increase 
the speed or amount that it “ratchets up,” to align 
with the “ratcheting up” of minimum standards 
on the part of the government.

Interactions between regulatory systems and 
certification schemes can also improve regulatory 
systems that are fractured, missing, or unable 
to meet their goals in their current forms. This 
appears to be a problem especially in international 
contexts, where products move across borders, 
and there is no clear authority. Certification may 
also contribute to the creation of critical informa-
tion infrastructure within a supply chain. 

 

BOx 4.1 

Strategic Questions for decision makers

1. What kinds of interactive pathways are present, or can we 
anticipate developing, in this case?

2. What kinds of impacts are desired from certification? 

3. Will the current trajectory support those impacts? 

4. Is there a way that changing the trajectory or types of 
interactions would change those impacts for better or worse, 
and what might cause those changes?

5. What tradeoffs are present in the current interactions 
between the certification system and other regulatory 
mechanisms?

6. how will those tradeoffs influence the ability of certification to 
deliver the hoped-for sustainability impacts?
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An important note is that, in these cases, certifica-
tion is not replacing other regulatory programs. 
The different systems combine to result in better 
outcomes than either might have been able to 
achieve on its own. Certification always exists in a  
regulatory context of some sort, even where those 
regulations and their enforcement might be weak. 
That context is very important to understanding 
what kinds of additional, indirect impacts certifi-
cation could have.

Different impacts can be expected in different 
situations. for example, certification’s role in 
fostering learning and demonstration are more 
in evidence when governments pick up certifi-
cation as part of their own strategy—either by 
developing their own programs or by implement-
ing practices through other regulatory avenues. 
Improvements in regulation and enforcement 
seem to occur when certification and regulatory 
programs coexist, but remain largely independent 
from each other.

There is evidence that while it may be difficult in 
many contexts for certification to achieve trans-
formative change on its own, it may very well be 
an important element in a long-term dynamic 
strategy of interacting governance tools. This can 
be an important way to meet the goals of different 
stakeholders that go beyond levels of uptake of 
particular practices or particular products, and 
address the need for broader, or even transforma-
tive change.

however, it is also important to note that the 
cases provided here are examples of positive 
synergies, which are by no means guaranteed. As 
mentioned in the beginning of this chapter, it is 
also possible for certification to lead to much less 
positive outcomes, such as greenwashing or the 
use of certification to deflect or replace stricter 
regulation. The goals and value of a certification 
system may differ from those of the governments 
with which they are evolved, which can lead to 
conflicts. It also means that elements beyond 
just a certification’s “business plan” could be 
crucial to its effectiveness. Changes to regula-
tions can make certification systems redundant. 
on the other hand, if certification threatens 

the sovereign authority of governments, one 
response could be the development of compet-
ing, government-determined (and/or -mandated) 
standards. Certain kinds of interactions can also 
present challenges to the legitimacy and even the 
functional capacity of certification. understanding 
the external context is important for certification 
systems, not just to identify leverage points for 
greater impacts, but also to understand potential 
vulnerabilities and the kinds of interactions, and 
changes in these interactions, that could chal-
lenge their viability and impact in the future. 

Moving forward, there is a need for further research 
to better understand how different contextual 
factors—including the sustainability problems, 
the nature of the supply chain, the governments 
in question, the economics, the social issues, and 
the history of the certification systems—can be 
used to better anticipate some of the complex 
of outcomes that result from dynamic interac-
tions. In particular, many of these cases are largely 
drawn from examples in which the markets, and 
often the governance institutions involved, were 
in wealthier, more developed countries. More 
research is needed on interactions that occur 
in areas where governance actors involved are 
weaker and the consumers involved are poorer. 



Chapter 5
Trends
This chapter on trends is intended to shift the focus of this report from a review of the 
state of knowledge and the Steering Committee’s analysis of the evidence base to offering 
recommendations (in the next chapter) for how to build upon this knowledge. As such, the 
Steering Committee did not approach this chapter as it did the preceding ones.

While the Committee considered undertaking 
a more in-depth scenario-building effort, mem-
bers decided, given limited time and resources, 
to draw upon what already is available (e.g., the 
Millennium Report (United Nations 2000)) and 
to identify or “spot” trends that Committee mem-
bers themselves are experiencing, have observed, 
or have been told by others are already beginning 
to take place and may ultimately affect standards 
and certification.

All standards and certification programs operate 
in a complex global context and are influenced by 
a variety of economic, environmental, and social 
trends. This chapter identifies a number of poten-
tial future trends that, if they come to pass, could 
affect certification directly by 2020 and beyond.

Many of the trends discussed in this chapter are 
far from certain, and they may reflect the perspec-
tives of only one or a few Steering Committee 
members. The Committee does not intend to 
propose these trends or observations as absolute, 
but rather to identify the types of trends that, if 
they come to pass, will have significant implica-
tions for standards and certification systems. In 
addition, the Committee has not tried to prioritize 
the trends identified in this chapter. And, the list 
is meant to be indicative rather than compre-
hensive. The purpose of contemplating possible 
trends was to consider the information gathered 
in reviewing the history and progression of the 
certification movement and to consider how the 
role of standards and certification may change in 
the future.

The chapter identifies three types of trends that 
could affect certification or the context within 
which certification programs operate: (1) shorter-
term trends regarding the development of 
standards and certification systems themselves, 
or that may affect such systems directly, (2) 
shorter-term but more general global trends that 
could affect the context within which certification 
programs operate, and (3) longer-term global 
trends. Key trends in each category are identified 
in the tables below and then discussed in more 
detail. The three types are split into two tables 
according to the likelihood of their taking place, 
with Figure 5.1 showing those trends that are 
somewhat likely to occur, and Figure 5.2 show-
ing those the Committee sees as less likely but 
potentially impactful. 

Certification Trends—by 2020 
One overarching trend likely to affect certifica-
tion systems is the increasing awareness that the 
Earth’s resources are finite. This, as much as any-
thing, will likely be the primary driver of interest 
in sustainable production and use of resources, 
and in turn of the role certification could play in 
verifying sustainability.

Given that the private sector buys and sells 
resources daily, they will likely recognize the sig-
nificance of finite resources more quickly than 
government. Lack of access to resources, as well 
as increasing prices, could threaten companies’ 
existence or at the very least change their business 
models. For such companies, the increased prices 
that result from scarcity may be less important 
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Certification Trends—by 2020 Global Trends—by 2020 Global Trends—by 2050

Concerns are increasingly raised 
regarding the proliferation of 
certification programs.

Concerns are raised that 
certification does not guarantee 
measurable reductions in 
negative impacts; the private 
sector seeks stronger verification 
of sustainable performance.

Focus continues to shift from 
practices to performance. 

Certification is increasingly used 
to address supply chain security 
and transparency issues.

Increased efficiency and proven 
business cases are pivotal for the 
expansion of certification globally.

harmonization begins across 
some standards.

Standards are routinely revisited 
every 3 to 5 years to reflect 
learning, new issues, and science. 

Governments become more 
involved in certification (e.g., 
through purchasing, helping 
producers become certified, 
and addressing the lowest 
performers). 

More programs move from niche 
to mainstream.

population, economic growth, 
income, and consumption 
increase, especially in the global 
South.

prices for food and energy 
increase and, as a result, global 
awareness of resource scarcity 
increases.

The private sector realizes that 
resource scarcity is an issue and 
adopts supply chain management 
strategies that better assure 
access to raw materials.

The sector shifts from spot-
market purchases of commodities 
to longer-term contracts.

Shifts are made toward more 
transparency, traceability, and 
information availability generally.

Consumers in the global South 
become more concerned 
about health and safety issues 
associated with the food they eat.

Companies see sustainability 
as “precompetitive”1 and work 
together more extensively on 
issues such as illegal products 
in the supply chain, disease, and 
productivity.

Growth slows in Europe and  
the U.S. 

population increases.

per capita income increases.

Consumption increases, and the 
consumption of animal protein 
increases even more quickly.

Climate change has a significant 
impact on what can be grown and 
where it is grown.

International trade in food and 
commodities more generally 
increases.

South-to-South trade increases.

China once again is the world’s 
largest economy.

There are increased concerns 
about food security, while at the 
same time pressure increases to 
divert food to other uses (e.g., 
animal feed, biofuels, bioplastics).

Information technology is in 
every village globally and provides 
communications as well as health 
and market data and information 
on better management practices. 

1 Many companies are beginning to see sustainability, particularly within the procurement of raw material supplies, as being a precompetitive 
issue—one on which they need to cooperate together and work as groups of companies or even entire industries if they are to address it 
satisfactorily. For such companies, the products they make, how they position those products and advertise them, as well as their brands 
and brand reputations, are still competitive issues. however, whether raw materials are available for any/all companies is a precompetitive 
issue. Some reputational risk issues can also be seen as precompetitive too, as they need to be addressed at an industry level (e.g., child la-
bor in cocoa production). The same is true for disease issues that no single company is big enough to solve on its own (e.g., citrus greening 
disease in the orange juice industry). As procurement becomes more global and the finite nature of the planet becomes better understood, 
several other supply chain management issues that have previously been seen as competitive issues are likely to be addressed as precom-
petitive issues by the companies affected.

Figure 5.1 Trends the Committee Sees as Somewhat Likely to Occur within the Timeframe Indicated
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Certification Trends—by 2020 Global Trends—by 2020 Global Trends—by 2050

Companies develop their own 
certification programs, reducing 
the influence of third-party 
systems. 

China develops its own 
certification standards. 

1 percent of food globally is 
certified.

Governments use certification 
programs to address health and 
safety issues. 

Certification programs begin 
to address larger-scale, landscape-
level issues (e.g., water, climate).

The development of meta-
standards is a likely outcome of 
processes aimed at harmonizing 
across standards or creating 
standards for other globally 
significant commodities. 

productivity and nutrition are 
included in standards.

Companies begin to work 
together on sustainability.

Climate change is taken seriously, 
and carbon emissions-reduction 
programs proliferate. 

Global information access and 
awareness of reputational risks 
increase.

5 to 7 countries produce most of 
the food surplus for export each 
year.

The use of open-source data 
systems increases as companies 
attempt to manage “common” 
resources.

The business case for 
rehabilitating degraded, 
underperforming, or abandoned 
land is proved.

programs are tested to reduce 
waste and increase efficiency, 
as ways to reduce the need to 
produce more food or produce 
more with less.

Countries open up politically and 
economically (e.g., China).

Increased political instability 
reduces the ability of countries to 
act decisively on economic issues 
(e.g., India).

Currency woes and financial 
instability occur.

Food shortages unleash political 
upheaval and pushback on 
non-food uses of food as well as 
sustainability more generally.

The World Trade Organization 
rules on the issue of voluntary 
standards as a trade barrier.

Climate change and climate 
variability result in shifts in where 
key commodities are produced.

10 crops account for more than 
70 percent of calories globally.

Global efforts take place 
to rehabilitate degraded, 
underperforming, or abandoned 
land.

Codex planetarius is created.2

2 The proliferation of third-party ecolabels, standards, and certification programs, as well as the independent development of corporate and 
industry-wide standards and government sustainability requirements, has led some observers to question whether society is at a point in 
time similar to 60 years ago when the proliferation of food-related health and safety standards by companies, industries, and various levels 
of government resulted in the creation of a single set of such standards—the Codex Alimentarius. Clearly, if we are to successfully manage 
the planet for 9–10 billion people and still have biodiversity and basic ecosystem services, then one way to achieve that would be to develop  
a set of minimum standards—a Codex Planetarius—that is used to evaluate the production of food and fiber and other renewable products.

Figure 5.2 Trends the Committee Sees as Less Certain but that Could Have Considerable Impact
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than an overall lack of resources globally. This 
lack can result from a decline in either renewable 
resources (i.e., those that are no longer being 
produced sustainably and thus are becoming 
more scarce) or nonrenewable resources. Also, 
state-owned enterprises may have a significant 
advantage in a resource-constrained world.

Companies are already responding to increases in 
global consumption and demand for renewable 
raw materials by shifting from one-off, spot-mar-
ket purchases and toward longer-term contracts 
with specific producers (Jason Clay, personal 
communication). This issue was brought home 
in the period from 2005 to 2008 when many 
companies (e.g., large players like Kraft and Sara 
Lee as well as much smaller bakers and candy 
makers) were unable to buy sugar and some other 
key commodities (or where high prices reduced 
their overall profitability by 10–20 percent) and 
had to shut down production facilities in markets 
as diverse as the United States and pakistan (Sun 
Journal, 2005; Schmeltzer, 2005). Today, compa-
nies want to know where their raw materials and 
other supplies are coming from, and increasingly 
they are working closely with producers to ensure 
the long-term viability or sustainability of those 
supplies. The transactional costs of spot-market 
purchases and the risks from not having raw 
materials in a timely way are simply too high on a 
planet where increased population and consump-
tion are beginning to outstrip the ability of the 
environment, much less producers, to produce 
products sustainably over time.

Forward-looking companies want to use their 
purchases not only to ensure access to raw 
materials in the short term, but also to help line 
up sustainable supplies in the medium to long 
term. For such companies, the implicit promise 
of certification is that it will help them do just 
this—i.e., certification will ensure that producers 
are more sustainable than they might have been 
otherwise or, at the very least, that they are more 
sustainable than their noncertified competitors. 
however, if these companies are going to invest 
more in certification programs—or even go “all 
in” in terms of sourcing mostly or only certified 
raw materials—they will most likely require some 

proof that the certification programs are mea-
surably reducing key environmental, economic, 
and/or social issues on the ground and making 
producers more efficient. 

This trend has three key implications: first, that 
producers of certified products must measurably 
reduce the negative impacts of production rela-
tive to a credible baseline; second, that certified 
producers must be more efficient and productive 
than their noncertified counterparts; and third, 
that certified producers should be more profitable 
as a result of increased productivity, increased 
efficiency of resource use, and/or the adoption 
of better practices to reduce impacts. To date, 
no certification program addresses these issues 
directly through their standards, nor monitors 
these impacts separately. 

Governments are also beginning to look at their 
roles vis-à-vis certification. Initially, many gov-
ernments were skeptical or even hostile toward 
certification programs, as they feared such 
programs would usurp the role of the state in 
maintaining renewable resources. Indeed, some 
certification programs (the Marine Stewardship 
Council (MSC) in particular) explicitly judged 
the effectiveness (or not) of government-run 
programs to manage common resources. More 
recently, however, governments have come to real-
ize that certification programs can complement 
and even encourage more sustainable behavior 
on the part of producers than government alone 
(as reported by the Steering Committee through 
various personal communications). In some parts 
of the world, certification programs have become 
de facto extension agents, working directly with 
producers to improve their performance. As virtu-
ally every government in the world has reduced 
its extension services, and this situation is likely 
to deteriorate further, successful certification pro-
grams may be able to help fill this void. 

Governments are becoming more directly 
engaged with certification in several ways. In some 
cases, they support certified products through 
government procurement programs that target 
them—for example, through the purchase of 
paper certified by the Forest Stewardship Council 
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or coffee certified to Fairtrade or organic stan-
dards. Governments are also exploring whether 
they can use regulations to support certification 
systems. In India, for example, nongovernmental 
organizations and the private sector are pushing 
government to reduce by half (to about 4 percent) 
the import tariff on palm oil certified according to 
the standards of the Roundtable on Sustainable 
palm Oil (RSpO), relative to noncertified palm oil. 
Vietnam has recently stepped in to assure global 
markets that 50 percent of exported pangasius 
will be certified against Aquaculture Stewardship 
Council (ASC) standards by 2015 and 75 percent by 
2020. The government is now exploring whether 
it should take the same approach with shrimp 
and other products destined for lucrative export 
markets. The U.S., brazil, and Mozambique have 
reached out to the World Wildlife Fund to ensure 
that aquaculture regulations in those countries are 
harmonized with the ASC standards, so that pro-
ducers can begin a stepwise approach to ensure 
improvement, gain access to markets, and even-
tually become certified (Jose Villalon, personal 
communication). This trend is likely to expand to 
other countries and across multiple commodities. 

Another key certification trend is the proliferation 
of standards and certification programs, which is 
becoming an increasing problem in both producer 
and consumer countries. In producer countries, 
the existence of multiple programs often increases 
the costs of compliance due to multiple moni-
toring and reporting requirements. And, such 
programs appear to be more about access to 
markets than sustainability. For example, banana 
producers in Central America need to be certified 
against eight standards in order to sell into differ-
ent markets globally (david McLaughlin, personal 
communication). In consumer countries, the 
number of competing programs has increased 
at such a rapid pace that there is confusion in 
the marketplace. Retailers in Europe have even 
considered putting charts on the wall to identify 
and explain each of the different food certification 
programs (Jason Clay, personal communication). 
To the extent that government or other actors 
want to independently verify certification claims in 
order to protect consumers against, among other 

things, product health and safety issues or fraud, 
then the proliferation of systems will also make 
independent verification more expensive. One 
trend, then, might be that government will step in 
to the field to take over and harmonize competing 
(and sometimes conflicting) standards, as the 
U.S. government did with the creation of a single 
organic agriculture certification program. It is also 
likely that governments will begin to take a harder 
look at health and safety and truth-in-advertising 
issues related to certification programs. 

The largest increases in consumption globally, 
beginning now and over the next 40 years, will 
be in the global South. It is not clear that the 
certification programs that dominate today will be 
relevant to consumers in the South. To date, con-
sumers in the South have not been as concerned 
about environmental issues as those in the North. 
Consumers in China are beginning to be more 
concerned about health and safety, but so far 
these issues are not addressed in most standards. 
It is possible, perhaps even likely, that certification 
in the global South might be dominated by a mix 
of private and public labeling and certification 
systems (Marimon, Casadesús, & heras, 2010). 
China appears to be taking a lead on this issue so 
far. It would be insightful to track market growth 
for certified products not only in China but in 
countries such as brazil, Chile, India, Indonesia, 
and Russia. 

To date, no government is known to be collect-
ing data about the percentage of products that 
are certified (i.e., certified products produced 
for domestic markets, those for export, or those 
imported). China has said that it intends to do 
this in 2012, and officials in the Netherlands have 
expressed interest in undertaking a similar survey 
(Jason Clay, personal communication). Given that 
“we manage what we measure,” it is possible that 
the mere documentation of trends in certification 
will create not only a baseline of information about 
certified products but also general awareness of 
the importance of certification. 

Another trend of note is the increasing impor-
tance of global trade—in commodities in general 
and food in particular. Global trade of foodstuffs 
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has doubled in recent years from 6 percent of 
global production in 2002 to 12 percent (Food 
and Agriculture Organization, 2007). As interna-
tional trade has increased, the amount of product 
originating in developing countries and being sold 
through South-to-South trade has also increased 
(Ahmad, 2011; Canuto, 2011; Lynn, 2009; 
Mohindra, 2011). This trade is being stimulated 
by economic growth in China, but India is also 
playing a role and is the largest importer of palm 
oil and gold globally. by 2011, nearly three dozen 
economies had Gdp growth rates of 7 percent or 
more per year, and none of these economies were 
in North America or Europe (World bank, 2012). 
To a lesser extent, there has also been an increase 
in the quantity and value of certified products 
that are produced in developing countries and 
destined for developed country markets. It is logi-
cal to expect these trends to continue.

historically, certification programs have focused 
on rewarding the best producers. however, most 
of the issues that certification programs were 
established to eliminate or reduce do not result 
from the actions of the better producers but 

rather from the worst ones. As governments see 
that certified producers can be more efficient 
and actually reduce their costs and increase their 
efficiency, government agencies may begin to 
explore ways to “move the bottom” through regu-
lations, permits, and licenses. Governments may 
not require performance levels that are equal to 
certification programs (or there would be no need 
for certification), but they can start a stepwise 
approach “upward” and at the very least take 
illegal products off the market by focusing regula-
tions on reducing the same impacts as those 
targeted by private voluntary programs. This trend 
would allow the entire performance curve to be 
shifted toward more sustainable production (see 
Figure 5.3).

The nature and scope of certification systems 
themselves may also change going forward. Some 
Steering Committee members report “fatigue” 
regarding the development and implementation 
of additional standards for agriculture and food 
products, in particular. Large, science-based, 
multi-stakeholder standards-setting processes 
take years, cost a million dollars or more, and 
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involve tough, prolonged negotiations. There is 
thus a growing perception that the lessons learned 
across the different standards-setting processes 
to date should be combined into some sort of 
“meta-standards.” Meta-standards would focus 
on the common impacts that have been identi-
fied through multiple credible processes. Those 
interested in applying certification to additional 
commodities would then have to identify relevant 
performance-based standards against those key 
impacts, as well as perhaps one or two more that 
might be unique to the commodity. 

Finally, three other significant trends regarding 
certification programs are worth noting. The first 
relates to the impacts of certification systems. 
Some Steering Committee members perceive an 
increasing desire on the part of many parties to 
demonstrate the impact of improved producer 
performance beyond the level of the individual 
property. This means shifting the focus to include 
cumulative impacts at the watershed or landscape 
level. The MSC already focuses on cumulative 
impacts rather than individual producer-level 
impacts, but land-based certification programs 
have focused on the farmer or individual land-
owner rather than on watershed-level impacts. As 
a result, such programs could not measure the 
impact of their standards beyond the individual 
properties even if they wanted to. 

The second issue is that, on a finite planet, it 
is increasingly important to produce more with 
less: higher-quality, more-nutritious food using 
less water, less land, and fewer inputs such as 
fertilizers and pesticides. None of the certifica-
tion programs to date actually have standards for 
productivity, and none address nutritional quality 
directly either. Increases in productivity are impor-
tant from an environmental perspective, as they 
are an indication of efficiency. productivity is also 
related to producer income, well-being, and even 
poverty alleviation. (While increased productivity 
does not guarantee increased income, it is one 
indicator. At the least, flat or declining productiv-
ity suggest that producers may not be improving 
their overall viability.) And, quantity is not the only 
measure of a productive sustainable agricultural 
system. Certainly, the nutritional quality of crops 

must be maintained or increased in order to meet 
the nutritional needs of a growing population.

The third issue is that the Earth will not be able 
to “subsidize” production indefinitely. What have 
to date been seen as environmental externalities 
(e.g., habitat and biodiversity loss, soil erosion, 
by-catch, greenhouse gas emissions, water take, 
pollution, etc.) cannot simply be passed on to 
nature (or future generations); they will need to 
be incorporated into pricing. At this time, none 
of the certification programs bundle these costs 
into the price of the product being produced, 
although Fairtrade does attempt to include the 
costs of sustainable production into its minimum 
Fairtrade price calculations, including require-
ments that might raise costs, such as switching 
to more expensive but less dangerous chemicals 
(Fairtrade International, 2012). Few programs 
measure water use, greenhouse gas emissions, or 
water or air pollution, either in absolute terms or 
per unit of production. Some Steering Committee 
members expect this will have to change. 

Global Trends— 
by 2020 and 2050
In addition to the certification-specific trends 
outlined above, certain global trends could shift 
the political and economic context in which 
certified products and certification systems oper-
ate. perhaps the most significant such trends 
are increased population, increased per capita 
income, and increased per capita consumption. 
population could reach 9+ billion by 2050 and 10 
billion or more by 2100 (Kaiser, 2011). per capita 
income is expected to increase 2.9 times globally 
by 2050, but in many developing countries the 
per capita increases in income are expected to be 
more than five times what they are today. In the 
meantime, individual consumption is expected to 
double by 2050 and continue to increase until the 
end of this century (Clay, 2010). 

population increases will not be spread evenly 
either. population growth and consumption 
increases are expected to be most pronounced 
in Africa and the Asian subcontinent, as those 
populations are also generally younger. China will  
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once again be the world’s largest economy (it has 
been for all but 200 to 300 years of the last 2,500). 
India’s population and consumption should also 
grow considerably. brazil, Indonesia, and Russia 
will produce considerably more exports. In all, only 
a few countries—e.g., Australia, brazil, Canada, 
New Zealand, Russia, Thailand, and the United 
States—are expected produce sufficient food in 
excess of domestic consumption to consistently 
meet variable food production and deficits in 
other countries each year (Clay, 2010). Added 
to this issue, and in spite of global food security 
issues, there will likely be some pressure to divert 
food to other uses (e.g., animal feed, biofuels, 
bioplastics, etc.).

In terms of food consumption, some 15 differ-
ent foods currently represent 70 to 80 percent 
of global calories each year. All are plants. That 
is unlikely to change (Clay, 2011). In fact, it is 
possible that the number of crops that provide 
most calories globally may decline. In addition, 
while animal protein is likely to increase as a per-
centage of calories consumed, it is unlikely to 
exceed 15 percent by 2050 (Kruse, 2010). beef 
production (not including grains grown for feed) 
represents about 60 percent of all land used by 
humans to produce food, and yet beef is less 
than 2 percent of global calories (Clay, 2010; Food 
and Agriculture Organization, 2007; Kruse, 2010). 
While fish consumption is likely to increase its 
share of total calories, projections suggest that 
it will move from 0.9 percent of calories in the 
diet to 1.0 percent (Kruse, 2010), though in some 
regions seafood accounts for a larger proportion 
of calories and certainly a larger portion of pro-
tein. Globally, fish protein represents less than 15 
percent of all animal protein and has been declin-
ing. As of 2011, about half of seafood consumed 
by humans was produced from aquaculture, not 
wild-caught fisheries (Clay, 2010; Simpson, 2011). 
Also, 80 percent of all seafood is consumed in 
developed countries, and 50 percent is exported 
from developing countries, with that percentage 
rising. Thus far, consumers in developed coun-
tries have more disposable income to pay more 
for the food, particularly the protein sources, they 
want to eat. This will not change any time soon. 

As food prices increase—and a number of ana-
lysts believe that the rise in commodity, food, and 
energy prices is not a bubble, but rather a perma-
nent response to resource scarcity (Grantham, 
2011a; 2011b)—it will be more feasible to bring 
degraded or abandoned land back into produc-
tion. This could probably happen on a large scale 
and with relatively low investments in Eastern 
Europe and Russia, where, after the collapse of the 
USSR, much farmland was abandoned as individ-
uals chose to move to cities and pursue different 
careers. In many countries, it will also likely be 
cost effective to rehabilitate degraded, underper-
forming, or abandoned lands. Tens of millions of 
hectares have already been rehabilitated in brazil, 
China, Ethiopia, Indonesia, and South Africa and 
historically in Australia, the Netherlands, and 
the United States as well (Food and Agriculture 
Organization, 2005; New Agriculturalist, 2008).

The increasing transparency of supply chains is 
another large-scale trend. Three factors will likely 
contribute to this trend: the integration of com-
modity production and trade into the information 
age, the scarcity of global resources, and increas-
ing concerns about health and safety. The impetus 
for increased transparency will likely come from 
the private sector. It is the private sector that, for 
example, defined specifications for each com-
modity (such as the exact color of yellow corn and 
white cotton) 50 to 100 years before governments 
began to regulate them. There is no reason to 
assume that the private sector will not step into 
global trade issues, anticipating and shaping sub-
sequent government actions. While the precise 
types of data to be collected about supply chains 
and the availability of that data (e.g., open source 
and public vs. rigidly controlled and private) are 
still to be determined, it will probably include 
information such as the location and volume of 
production, inputs used, costs of production, 
key impacts, nutritional information, health and 
safety factors, productivity and efficiency per 
unit of inputs, and so forth. The shift toward 
more transparency and information availability 
will require some fundamental rethinking, not 
only about the role of certification systems and 
the information generated in those systems, but  
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also about the role and transparency of traders 
in company supply chains. In fact, the biggest 
changes in business models for a more sustain-
able future will most likely need to be with traders, 
as they have traditionally made money by trading 
homogeneous commodities and taking positions 
in markets that are, simply put, not transparent. 

It’s also likely that climate change will increasingly 
dominate our world and our thinking. Climate 
change may affect where and when commodi-
ties are planted, how much it costs to produce 
them, and how much is produced. Growers today 
may not be growers tomorrow. Even countries 
that dominate the production of some com-
modities today will probably not dominate those 
same commodities by 2050. Studies have already 
shown shifts in wild populations of plants and 
animals in response to climate change (Chen, hill, 
Ohlemuller, Roy, & Thomas, 2011; Rosenzweig, et 
al., 2007). In coffee production, climate change is 
already affecting land values, in that the value of 
higher-elevation land is increasing faster than the 
value of what used to be prime land. Such trends 
could require adaptation, along with increased 
food prices. Also important are weather variability 
and the extremes that may accompany climate 
change—e.g., too wet one year, too dry the next—
and the associated instability of crop production.

Climate change may also force us to address carbon 
emission and sequestration issues. Some certifi-
cation programs do this (e.g., the RSpO is now 
beginning to measure greenhouse gases (GhGs) 
in both production and processing facilities, and 
bonsucro is beginning to develop GhG measures 
as well), but the majority of standards still do 
not. The UN Framework Convention on Climate 
Change system has only recently embraced for-
estry through REdd (Reducing Emissions from 
deforestation and forest degradation), and has 
decided to define the parameters for how it 
will work on agricultural carbon by 2012. Those 
certification programs that already address the 
issue of carbon and greenhouse gas emissions 
use different carbon calculators with different 
methodologies and boundaries. These issues will 
need to be clarified and addressed.

A bigger issue may be the development of 
carbon taxes and full carbon accounting, which 
may undermine markets for products that might 
heretofore have been thought of as sustainable. 
For example, the MSC does not currently include 
carbon as a sustainability criterion. yet there may 
be considerable carbon emissions associated 
with catching, processing, and refrigerating many 
kinds of seafood. (And this would most likely be 
an issue with all sources of animal protein, not 
just seafood.) In short, certification programs that 
ignore carbon footprints or push people in the 
direction of sustainability only if climate is ignored 
will likely be disfavored over those systems and 
products that acknowledge and incorporate 
carbon as a criterion. 

As 2050 draws closer, a number of other trends 
and uncertainties could well affect certification 
systems. And while these are harder to predict, 
their impact could be as significant as anything 
else raised in this chapter. Such trends could 
include, for instance, global trade contractions, 
particularly in the North where developed coun-
try consumers have shown a modest willingness 
to pay for certified products. If the dynamism 
and growth in global trade shifts more to South-
to-South trade, then the ability of Northern 
consumers to drive the uptake of certification 
programs sufficiently for them to become more 
global in nature is likely to decrease. This is already 
taking place with palm oil, wherein the E.U. and 
U.S. combined represent only 13 percent of global 
production. This potential erosion of the influ-
ence of markets in developed countries to drive 
certification and standards could be lessened, 
however, if Northern-based multinationals see a 
business-to-business advantage in using certifica-
tion to gain access to more sustainable products 
as well as financially viable long-term producer 
partners, or if they see certification as a way to 
differentiate their brands in the rapidly expanding 
markets of the global South. 

Another possible trend that could affect certifica-
tion is that global awareness of a single issue 
will overshadow others. In short, one issue may 
so overshadow public opinion that there will be 
an attempt to maximize one issue rather than 
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optimize several. Climate change is but one 
example. As the risks from the impacts of climate 
change become more apparent, GhG emissions 
may trump all other issues, and labeling systems 
will have to respond to demands from consumers, 
brands, and governments. 

Financial instability could also have a range of 
impacts on global trade and certification pro-
grams. Such instability might reduce the demand 
for higher-end products. It could also lead to cur-
rency value fluctuations, which could raise costs 
in some producer countries, while consuming 
countries find that their money purchases less 
than it did in the past. As mentioned previously, 
economies in the global South are heating up. 
China has posted around 10 percent growth 
rates for a decade (World bank, 2012). This type 
of growth will eventually be accompanied by 
increased currency values relative to other global 
currencies like the dollar. Similarly, the U.S. dollar 
could lose value due to the country’s inability to 
address its debt issues and credit rating. A weaker 
U.S. dollar would make imports more expensive. 
Since the U.S. is the single-largest consumer of 
certified products, this could dampen overall 
demand.

political instability is another uncertainty that is 
very hard to respond to in a timely way, much 
less anticipate or predict with any accuracy. Given 
finite resources such as arable land and freshwa-
ter, combined with more people and increased 
consumption, food security could very likely 
become a key issue that could topple govern-
ments. For example, rising food prices caused 
by drought and the closing of wheat exports 
from Russia (along with inflation and other griev-
ances) were thought to be one important trigger 
of the political upheaval in Tunisia, which then 
spread across the Middle East in 2011 as the 
Arab Spring (International Food policy Research 
Institute, 2011; 2012). developing country govern-
ments could come under increasing criticism for 
allowing the export of luxury foods and flowers if 
their own citizens are without food. It is likely that 
increasing incomes in the South will generally 
offset these issues. however, sudden shifts in 
food availability due to drought or the reduction 

of exports from major exporters could result in 
more violent reactions and political unrest. This 
issue could be accentuated by the fact that most 
projections suggest that at least 70 percent of the 
global population in 2050 will be living in cities, 
where only a week or two of stored food supplies 
often exist.

Conclusion 
The only certainty is that things will change. While 
no one can predict what changes are likely in the 
next 10 years, much less the next 40, anticipating 
change and reacting to it more effectively are 
important. The goal of this chapter is to help 
identify the types of issues that are likely to affect 
certification and standards systems directly, as 
well as those that are likely to affect the overall 
political, social, economic, and environmental 
context in which certification systems operate. 
The intent of this discussion is to help readers 
understand how to think about certification and 
the factors that will likely affect it going forward, 
rather than what to think about them. 

The key trends that will have the most indirect 
impacts on certification programs are likely to be 
population growth, economic growth, increases 
in income, and concomitant increases in con-
sumption. And, climate change has the potential 
to rewrite the ground rules for most certification 
systems. however, if per capita consumption 
doubles globally as many analysts predict (Clay, 
2010), and production does not expand accord-
ingly around the world, then production per 
unit of input will need to be intensified. Thus 
productivity will be a key indicator of sustain-
ability. And as yet no certification program has 
productivity as a criterion. In the near term, to be 
more sustainable and to protect natural habitat, 
we will have to produce more with less. This is the 
challenge not only for certification programs but 
for all production. 



Chapter 6
Recommendations
This final chapter of the Assessment report begins by articulating the Steering Committee’s 
observations about how standards and certification systems can and do drive change. It 
then sets forth recommended actions that actors can take to improve the performance of 
standards and certification systems directly, as well as to improve the environment or context 
in which these systems operate. Finally, the chapter concludes with recommendations on 
priority areas for future research. 

All of these recommendations build on Chapters 
1–4 of this report, which highlighted the Steering 
Committee’s findings, and Chapter 5, which 
shifted the focus from a historical review toward 
expected future trends.

Many of the proposed recommendations regard-
ing standards and certification systems are 
incremental in nature. This reflects the fact that 
no single or simple answer exists to the ques-
tion of when and how certification systems can 
be deployed most effectively, given the complex 
context in which such systems operate. Also, the 
Steering Committee does not believe that such 
systems are in need of major overhaul, but rather 
that they can benefit from continued innovation 
and incremental improvements. 

The recommendations regarding research needs 
are broader in scope, reflecting the major gaps in 
knowledge that exist about the direct and indirect 
impacts of certification and the conditions under 
which standards and certification can be effective. 
The lack of solid, quantitative evidence speaks to 
the importance of collecting impacts data more 
systematically. 

Of course, it is unlikely that the gaps in under-
standing will disappear before new certification 
schemes are proposed or old ones modified. 
The challenge of incomplete knowledge can be 
expected to persist, even as some critical gaps 
may be closed with the targeted investments in 

research and assessment proposed in this chap-
ter. It is thus important to acknowledge the role 
of learning and adaptive policy in improving stan-
dards and certification systems, and to promote 
the dissemination of findings for evaluation and 
integration.

How Standards and 
Certification Systems  
Create Change
As discussed in Chapter 1, voluntary standards 
first appeared in the early 20th century but began 
to proliferate about 20 years ago. At that time, 
coalitions of civil society groups and businesses 
set out to use standards and certification to 
address unmet public demand for the governance 
of natural resources and social concerns. Issues 
ranging from protecting old growth forests to pro-
moting safer working conditions to stopping the 
decline of fish stocks spurred the establishment 
of these systems. By participating in such sys-
tems, enterprises seeking certification expected 
to receive a benefit, such as a price premium or 
increased market share, or at least to prevent a 
negative effect or competitive disadvantage. 

As participating companies realized these types 
of benefits, it was expected that more businesses 
would be encouraged to join in these systems. 
In the best-case scenario, increased consumer 
demand for certified products would entice more 
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and more companies to join, followed by an asso-
ciated increase in the supply and overall market 
share of certified products. The increasing market 
share would result concurrently in improvements 
in the social or environmental conditions tar-
geted by the standard—for example, increased 
fish stocks, more hectares of old growth forests 
protected, or a reduction in child labor. The con-
tinued “scaling up” of participating enterprises 
and market share would lead eventually to a tip-
ping point, after which products and services 
derived from businesses not compliant with the 
standard would be at a competitive disadvantage 
in the marketplace. for this dynamic to occur, 
certified products had to be differentiated and 
recognizable in the marketplace. Thus, standards 
and certification systems spent extensive time 
and resources distinguishing certified products, 
primarily through on-product claims and labels.

In recent years, many experts and practitioners 
have come to understand that the context in which 
standards and certification operate is in fact much 
more complex than that scenario would suggest. 
In fact, findings from the Steering Committee’s 
investigation indicate that changes resulting from 
standards and certification are far more dynamic 
and diffuse than anticipated even at the beginning 
of this study, and involve the interaction of these 
systems with the policies and strategy decisions 
of governments, nongovernmental organizations 
(nGOs), and businesses, as well as the work-
ings of global supply chains. Innovative nGOs 
and businesses are already leveraging the indirect 
impacts of certification, such as using it in combi-
nation with government standards to improve the 
practices of both market leaders and the lowest 
performers.

Based on their analysis of the evidence base, 
Steering Committee members hypothesize that 
innovation by practitioners has outstripped the 
understanding of how standards and certifica-
tion systems create change, and that an updated 
theory of change reflecting the current state of 
knowledge has not yet been articulated. The 
Steering Committee believes that a new theory 
of change is critical for guiding future action,  

and thus offers the following observations about 
how standards and certification systems can 
and do create change on the ground and in the 
marketplace:

▪ evidence of the direct impacts of standards 
and certification systems suggests significant 
though not universal positive changes in 
near-term social and economic well-being and 
environmental practices. 

▪ The evidence also suggests that indirect 
impacts are substantial and probably greater 
than the direct impacts. Sustainability 
standards have been adopted broadly through 
integration into company supply chain 
requirements and government regulations. 

▪ The evidence reveals cases of direct financial 
benefits for businesses engaging in standards 
and certification through market share or cost 
savings attributable to increased supply chain 
efficiencies. Businesses are also increasingly 
cooperating to address supply chain risk and 
assurance of supply.

▪ To scale up the positive impacts of standards 
and certification, enterprises must have the 
capacity to meet the standards and strong 
incentives to do so. Scaling up also requires 
exploiting interactions or synergies with 
complementary market and regulatory tools.

▪ Certification together with on-product labels 
continues to communicate the benefits of a 
standards system to consumers. however, 
on-product labels and price premiums 
are neither as essential nor as universal 
as previously assumed. new models of 
certification are emerging that do not rely on 
consumer-facing labels or marketing. 

▪ A more appropriate measure of the scale of 
impact may be the level of adoption of better 
management practices (whether certified or 
not), rather than the market share of certified 
products or the number of participating 
companies. however, even this is just a proxy 
for impact that may eventually be replaced 
by concrete data showing on-the-ground 
sustainability outcomes.
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These observations helped to inform the Steering 
Committee’s recommendations for action and 
future research, which are discussed in the 
remainder of this chapter. Generally, these recom-
mendations focus on improving the performance 
of standards systems through increased effi-
ciency, innovation, and continuous improvement 
and expanding knowledge about impacts and the 
conditions under which standards are more or 
less successful. 

Recommendations for 
Improving the Performance 
of Standards and Certification 
Systems
This first set of recommendations is directed 
toward specific actors, including standards and 
certification systems themselves, businesses, 
nGOs, foundations, and governments. The rec-
ommendations focus on actions these actors 
can take to improve the internal operation of, and 
external enabling conditions for, standards and 
certification systems, and thereby improve the 
performance of such systems. 

ReCommendatIonS  
foR StandaRdS and 
CeRtIfICatIon SyStemS
1. Standards and certification systems can most 

effectively contribute to positive outcomes 
if they include the following components or 
design principles: 

▪ A clear standard that spurs better manage-
ment practices and incorporates measurable 
outcomes

▪ Certification processes that provide the 
appropriate level of assurance while helping 
to build capacity for achieving better 
practices and outcomes

▪ Governance and stakeholder engagement 
structures that foster buy-in, while enabling 
the efficient operation of the standards and 
certification system

▪ A sustainable financial model

▪ An ability to reach and engage small and 
medium-sized enterprises as well as large 
ones

▪ Transparency in decision making, implemen-
tation, and evaluation, and mechanisms for 
preventing or addressing conflicts of interest

▪ A strong monitoring and evaluation system 
that contributes data to measure impacts 
and that feeds learning and continuous 
improvement

▪ Clear policies on claims and labeling that 
ensure the accuracy of claims being made

 Standards and certification systems should 
take account of these design principles when 
developing and improving their operations 
and should incorporate new principles as best 
practice evolves over time. 

2. Certification systems should make a more 
concerted effort to collect information on their 
results. This information should include data 
regarding impacts on the ground that could 
then be evaluated by external parties (see next 
recommendation). Open-source (but anony-
mous) data-gathering and reporting systems 
should be created to facilitate the availability of 
the necessary data. Also, a shift toward measur-
ing performance rather than practices would 
enable an easier evaluation of the contributions 
of standards and certification systems toward 
their sustainability objectives. while standards 
and certification systems will continue to have 
a mix of performance goals and more narrowly 
prescribed practices, the monitoring of perfor-
mance should focus on actual impacts relevant 
to sustainability. 

3. To be most credible, and to avoid conflicts of 
interest, evaluations of standards and certifica-
tion systems should be conducted by parties 
external to the system. however, this should 
not discourage standards systems from mea-
suring and analyzing their own progress, as 
this is critical for continuous improvement. 
Both internal and external evaluators should 
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follow protocols similar to those suggested for 
researchers (below), including establishing an 
appropriate comparator (i.e., a best alterna-
tive, as opposed to a perfect scenario) and 
measuring meaningful indicators or metrics. 
The resulting data and information should be 
used to improve the system. Of course, a key 
challenge will be balancing the need for an 
assessment of impacts with the need to keep 
the costs of the assessment reasonable.

4. Standards systems should also explore oppor-
tunities for coordination with each other, to 
encourage broader benefits—such as shared 
auditor registration—which starts to get at the 
efficiencies that scale can bring. Also, opportu-
nities should be expanded for learning across 
the different sectors in which standards and 
certification systems are active. experience 
regarding information management, multi-
stakeholder processes, and other institutional 
design issues would be valuable to share across 
domains.

5. In some cases it may be appropriate to develop 
systems that move supply chain actors in an 
incremental (or stepwise) fashion toward 
higher standards and certification. In these 
situations, it may make sense for companies 
to focus on capacity building, so that they can 
improve their operations with a goal of getting 
closer to higher standards at a steady pace. It 
is critical, however, that incremental or step-
wise approaches integrate strong incentives or 
requirements for participants to continue to 
pursue the higher standards—otherwise, these 
systems may fail to meet their sustainability 
goals and may even mask “greenwashing” by 
firms. 

6. The next generation of standards and certifi-
cation systems should be designed from the 
outset to interact with government bodies as 
appropriate, as well as with other sustainabil-
ity tools, to take advantage of the strengths 
of these actors and tools to stimulate greater 
impact and thereby achieve transformative 
change. 

ReCommendatIonS foR BuSIneSS
1. Companies are key drivers for scaling up stan-

dards and certification systems. As such, they 
are in an influential position to drive innovation 
and continuous improvement in standards. 
Also, companies are interested in efficiencies 
both within and between standards systems. 
They should use this position of influence to 
encourage efficiency gains through greater 
cooperation and harmonization among stan-
dards systems. Companies can also productively 
shape, influence, and inform standards and 
certification systems by engaging directly in 
their development.

2. In considering whether or not to take part in a 
certification system, companies should evalu-
ate the full range of benefits comprising the 
overall value proposition, including capacity 
building, risk management, increased efficien-
cies, and brand distinction in the marketplace, 
among others. Should they choose to take part 
in such systems, companies should also seek 
innovative ways to maximize this full range of 
benefits.

3. retailers and brand companies should be clear 
about the structure of their value chains and 
where standards and certification systems need 
to be applied to improve social and environmen-
tal performance. They should also understand 
who the participants are in their value chains 
and what their capacity and willingness is to 
engage with standards and certification. This 
will ensure that the right standards and certifi-
cation systems are selected and implemented 
and that social, environmental, and economic 
benefits are maximized. 

4. Traders and other enterprises in the “middle” 
of supply chains play a key role in those supply 
chains, as they typically have much more direct 
access to farmers, fishers, loggers, and other 
producers than retailers. Knowledge drawn 
from the evidence base is limited concerning 
the interests of traders and other “middlemen”  
and needs to be better developed. Companies 
engaged with certification systems should  
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 look for incentives and opportunities for 
encouraging traders to consider using certifica-
tion as a means of supply chain verification. 

ReCommendatIonS  
foR nGoS
1. nGOs play an array of key roles relating to 

standards and certification systems. To 
improve the performance of such systems, a 
critical role for nGOs is to help ensure the 
robustness of individual certification audits and 
improve the quality and effectiveness of the 
standards and certification systems through 
direct engagement in their development and 
implementation.

2. nGOs should identify where their strategies 
for social and environmental change may be 
consistent with the goals of standards and 
certification systems and should engage 
with these systems where there are overlaps. 
where nGOs engage with the private sector 
to improve companies’ practices, they should 
seek opportunities to encourage companies to 
adopt credible standards.

3. nGOs should be careful not to simply encour-
age the raising of standards on the highest 
performers, as this carries the risk of punishing, 
rather than rewarding, those top producers. 
Instead, nGOs can provide market benefits 
and recognition to these higher performers so 
as to signal to lower performers the benefits of 
improved sustainability practices. 

ReCommendatIonS  
foR foundatIonS 
1. foundations played a key role in the establish-

ment of standards and certification systems, 
and they have continued to play essential roles 
in support of the evolution of these systems. 
Going forward, foundations should focus on:

▪ helping systems to develop innovative 
and effective financial models so they can 
become self-sustaining;

▪ helping to clarify the “business case” for 
sustainability standards and more-sustain-
able practices; 

▪ managing the impacts of market transitions 
(i.e., when improving practices for the long 
term causes short-term displacements); 

▪ supporting the development of systems 
for measuring the impacts of standards, 
to encourage innovation and continuous 
improvement in standards and certification 
systems;

▪ identifying and mitigating constraints to the 
scaling up of standards and certification 
systems and the adoption of better manage-
ment practices; and/or

▪ supporting the research priorities identified 
later in this chapter.

2. In developing countries and the BrIC1 countries, 
where governments and civil society may be 
skeptical of certification systems, foundations 
should provide greater support to producers 
and certification systems to communicate the 
benefits of such systems. 

ReCommendatIonS  
foR GoveRnmentS
1. Government agencies should look to cer-

tification programs for demonstrations of 
technologies, practices, and approaches that 
could be used in the government’s own regula-
tory programs. 

2. Governments should recognize and leverage 
the fact that standards and certification sys-
tems create coalitions of support around areas 
of policy and regulation that can make it easier 
for governments to regulate areas that may 
have been more contentious previously.

3. Standards systems that focus on better 
practices often do not reach the lower per-
formers. Governments can work to fill this 
gap by developing public policies that regulate 
those lower performers, and they should thus 
be aware of when and how to play this role. 
legality verification mechanisms can enhance 
government capacity to implement regulations 
with assistance from “baseline” certification 

1 Brazil, russia, India, China
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systems. noncertification activities, such as 
direct capacity-building efforts, may also assist 
governments in improving the performance of 
these actors. 

4. If governments want to play a significant role in 
promoting standards and certification systems, 
they should use their substantial purchasing 
power to buy goods that have been certified 
through reputable systems. This will increase 
demand for effective certification and increase 
the positive impacts of the given certification 
program.

5. Governments should recognize when com-
petition among standards is productive and 
should ensure that consumers and purchasers 
have access to transparent and clear informa-
tion about each system. If competition and 
proliferation contributes to confusion in the 
marketplace and/or greenwashing, it may be 
appropriate for governments to encourage har-
monization among differing standards or even 
to develop government-sponsored standards. 

future Research
Given the current state of the knowledge base 
regarding the impacts of voluntary standards 
and certification (described in Chapter 3), the 
questions now are: where are the most critical 
knowledge gaps? what do we most need to know? 
what research is essential to advance our col-
lective understanding of when and how to best 
use voluntary standards and certification systems 
strategically to improve sustainability? 

As noted above, developing methodologies and 
processes for the systematic collection, analy-
sis, and application of impacts data is critical. 
research is key and could provide rich insights 
into the impacts and performance of certification 
systems and into their role in promoting sus-
tainability as compared with other interventions. 
This section describes the Steering Committee’s 
recommendations for future research. 

To begin, the Steering Committee offers the fol-
lowing overarching recommendations regarding 
research:

1. The research community collectively and col-
laboratively should conduct the series of critical 
studies identified below and share their find-
ings with colleagues, practitioners, and others 
interested in learning more about when and 
how voluntary standards and certification sys-
tems can best contribute to sustainability.

2. A consortium should be established to provide 
an open source of data gathered from the stud-
ies called for in this section as well as other 
relevant work that will provide new insights 
and, in turn, improvements to performance 
and an increase in positive impacts.

3. A collaborative effort among researchers and 
practitioners, with support from leading com-
panies and foundations, should be established 
to develop systematic, low-cost impact-moni-
toring methodologies to generate the data to 
be shared in the open-source database.

furthermore, the Steering Committee recom-
mends the following general considerations for 
conducting research:

1. when research is conducted on the impacts 
of a standard and certification system, it is 
important to construct a counterfactual (i.e., 
a comparative scenario) if possible. The coun-
terfactual should not be relative to a perfect 
world, but to what would have happened in the 
absence of certification.

2. research needs to consider how to address the 
fact that certification systems, and the context 
in which they operate, are always evolving.

As noted in Chapter 3, more is known about the 
practices of certified enterprises than about the 
individual or aggregate impacts of those practices 
on the ground. The Steering Committee thus sug-
gests that additional research on sustainability 
impacts be a key priority. Specifically, the follow-
ing four categories of research on impacts are 
recommended as important:
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1. Basic Discovery. Questions of basic discovery 
should focus on assessing the current status 
of relevant socio-cultural or ecological systems 
to develop the scientific basis for monitoring, 
understanding, and predicting changes. Such 
research might seek, for example, basic agro-
nomic data on the relationship between crop 
yields and prescribed management practices. 
A good deal of research of this type is already 
being conducted, so work needs to be done to 
determine where specific gaps remain.

2. Better Management Practices (BMPs). A great 
deal of research on BMPs has been and con-
tinues to be conducted and disseminated. 
however, this information is not well integrated 
into research on standards and certification 
systems, as there is no well-established or 
formal route for doing so. There is thus a need 
to identify and synthesize this research and 
make it available to researchers focused on 
certification and to standards and certification 
systems themselves. Specific recommenda-
tions on this point include:

▪ establish mechanisms to feed the results 
of existing BMP research into standards 
development or revision processes. 

▪ focus further BMP research on studies that 
examine the impacts of BMPs in tropical 
ecosystems, that are longer than one year in 
duration, and that tackle complex biological 
variables such as viability and fitness. These 
types of research have been underrepresented.

▪ Create a systematic catalog of BMPs from the 
standards of all relevant certification programs 
to use as the basis for expanding this meth-
odology to additional BMPs. Multi-program 
consensus on the core or priority BMPs would  
be a worthwhile result in and of itself.

3. Cumulative, Interactive, and Indirect Impacts. 
This research should include a focus on impacts 
beyond the certified enterprise, to determine 
whether there are trade-offs between different 
types of impacts, and what the indirect sustain-
ability effects of certification are. Questions 
could include the following:

▪ Are there important sustainability tradeoffs that  
result from the implementation of ecological, 
economic, and social standards or BMPs?

▪ Are standards systems contributing to the 
maintenance and delivery of key ecosystem 
services and, if so, how? And, what 
institutional arrangements are required 
to incentivize payment for environmental 
services at a scale that is viable?

▪ what are the tradeoffs between further 
improving the performance of individual 
top producers versus including many more 
producers in a less-stringent system?

▪ what are the main causal pathways to 
impact? how are these influenced by 
changes within systems and competition 
with other schemes? 

4. Methodological and Process Questions. Because 
of the methodological challenges inherent in 
researching the impacts of standards and 
certification systems (and other policy inter-
ventions), investigations of methodological 
questions themselves are needed. Issues that 
need to be investigated include self-selection 
bias, the ethical establishment of credible 
counterfactuals, longitudinal analysis, mea-
surement error, the use of spatial analysis and 
dynamic modeling tools, the standardization 
of methods for measuring core socioeconomic 
parameters at the production unit level, and 
how to accommodate “independent variables” 
like sustainability standards that regularly 
evolve in unpredictable but important ways. In 
addition, questions about processes that need 
to be improved include the following:

▪ how should emerging science on climate, 
agronomy, fisheries, habitat restoration, and 
so forth be embedded into standard-setting 
processes? 

▪ what are the key challenges to consistent, 
systematic data collection, and how can the 
efficiency and quality of data be improved to 
allow more real-time analyses of important 
variables along a supply chain to address 
defined sourcing challenges?



reCOMMendATIOnS   107 

Toward SuSTainabiliTy: The roleS and limiTaTionS of CerTifiCaTion

▪ what meta-data documentation is needed 
across the certification community to 
improve accuracy and options for cross-
sector and longitudinal analyses?

▪ what training guidelines are needed to 
ensure that data for core sustainability 
parameters are collected in a consistent, 
systematic, and rigorous manner?

▪ how can data collection and adaptive man-
agement strategies be better incorporated 
into production unit management practices 
for small and medium-sized enterprises?

finally, the Steering Committee recommends that 
research be conducted on the following additional 
topics relating to standards and certification 
systems.

1. Interactions with Other Systems of Governance. 
research is needed into the ways in which cer-
tification systems can best interact with other 
arenas of governance to address environmental 
and sustainability challenges. Such research 
would require working backward from the on-
the-ground problems a certification system is 
attempting to ameliorate in order to determine 
what policies and roles are needed to help 
address the problems. 

2. Contextual Factors. research is needed to 
better understand how different contextual fac-
tors—including the sustainability problems, 
the nature of the supply chain, the governments 
in question, the economics, the social issues, 
and the history of the certification systems—
can be used to better anticipate some of the 
complex outcomes that result from dynamic 
interactions. 

3. Emerging Markets. research should be con-
ducted to determine the market uptake of 
certified products in China, Brazil, Chile, India, 
Indonesia, russia, and other developing and 
emerging markets. There is also a need for 
more study on the engagement of developing 
country governments with voluntary standards 
and certification, as well as with other sustain-
ability tools.

4. Incentives and Drivers. research should be 
conducted to determine the conditions and/
or incentives that could encourage traders and 
others in the middle of supply chains to take 
part in standards and certification systems. 
Information is also needed about drivers for 
improved performance among the lowest per-
formers in a sector.

5. Small and Medium-Sized Enterprises. research 
is needed into how standards and certifica-
tion systems can best reach out to small and 
medium-sized enterprises and make certifica-
tion processes more accessible. 

Conclusion
Standards and certification systems have intro-
duced a new form of partnership between civil 
society organizations and businesses, shifting 
the landscape of sustainable production and con-
sumption in important ways. They have opened 
avenues for public and stakeholder interests to 
participate in defining standards that become 
societal and even regulatory norms. They have 
created mechanisms for standards to adapt as 
science and technology offer new insights and 
possibilities, and to respond to unanticipated out-
comes. They have offered regulators the ability to 
peg requirements to voluntary standards that are 
regularly updated. They have defined and tested 
“gold standards,” resulting in proof that raising the 
bar of existing norms is technically and practically 
possible. They have raised public awareness of 
and demand for more sustainable products. And, 
they have put the missing pieces of a sustainable 
supply chain in place, from technical assistance 
and extension to supply chain tracking systems. 

Globalization and other forces are changing mar-
kets at a rapid pace. Business decisions rely on 
best-available knowledge. The movement that 
coalesced behind voluntary standards and cer-
tification has much to gain by working together 
to fill gaps in that knowledge, especially about 
how to improve the effectiveness of standards 
and certification as one tool to achieve desired 
sustainability outcomes.
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