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About this guidance note

As the global membership body for sustainability standardshtheest aim of the ISEAllianceis to improve
impacts for people and the environmeMle actively work with our members and researchers to understand the
impacts of standards both to demonstrate their value and to improve their impacts.

There is growing interest among extefmasearchersn understandng and evaluaihg the effectiveness and
impacts of sustainability standards. We welcome this interest as it builds the knowledge and evidence base on
standards’ i mpacts and supports | earning on how the

This notes aimed at researchersonsultantsstudents and others working in the field of research ariiforing

and evaluation (M&Ebn sustainability standards and certification. It provides an overwewhe world of
sustainability standards from a researcindeandshares guidance and resources that could prove useful in
advancing research efforts. We welcome additions and feedbadchkis note.

To learn more about ouesearch programme

Join | SEAL’ s Ragrowing online cdammenityiof researchers and practitioners

Visit | SEAL’ s —&space with loté of usefub resourdeisirésearchers

Connect with Vidya Rangandya@isealalliance.oy@r Sophie Mendesphie @isealalliance.oyg
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http://www.isealalliance.org/our-work/improving-impacts/join-our-research-discussion-list
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1. Glossary of key terms usedd the contex of sustainability standards

Sustainability standards are an increasingly technical field that use specific termitmtedgr to their work or
processes. This list might help navigate this world!

Assessment
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standard.

Assurance
Demonstrablesvidence that specified requirements relating to a product, process, system, person or
body are fulfilled (adapted from 1ISO 17000).

Audit

Systematic, documented process for obtaining records, statements of fact or other relevant informati
assessing them objectively to determine the extent to which specified requirements are fulfilled. (adag
from ISO 17000)

Certificate
Generic expression used to include all means of communicating that fulfilment of specified requireme
been demonsated (Adapted from 1SO 17000)

Chain of custody

The custodial sequence that occurs as ownership or control of the material supply is transferred from
custodian to another in the supply chain. (adapted from: WB, WWF Alliance for Forest Conserdation
Sustainable Use, 2002)

Entity
The product, process, business, or service that is the subject of the standard. (ISEAL Credibility Pring
2013).

Input

A resource mobilized by a standards system to support activities to further desiradronignpacts.
Examples of inputs include physical, human, financial, and capital resources. (Adapted from Rainfore
Alliance Glossary, 2013)

Monitoring and Evaluation System

An ongoing process through which an organisation draws conclusions about its contributitemded
outcomes and impacts. A monitoring and evaluation system consists of a set of interconnected functiq
processes and activities, including systematic collection of monitoring data on specified indicators ang
implementation of outcome anithpact evaluations.

Oversight
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(adapted from ISO 17000)

Performance Monitoring

A continuing function that uses systematic collection of data onifspé indicators to provide indications o
the extent to which outputs and short and medit®nm results are being achieved. (Adapted from OECO
Glossary, 2002)




Scheme owner

The organisatiothat determines the objectives and scope of the standards system, as well as the rule
how the scheme will operate and the standards against which conformance will be assessed. In most
this is the standargetting organisation. However it maysal be an assurance provider, a governmental
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Standard

Document that provides, for common and repeated use, rgigiglelines or characteristics for products or
related processes and production methods, with which compliance is not mand$@rF; It may also
include or deal exclusively with terminology, symbols, packaging, marking or labelling requirements a
apply to a product, process or production method. (Adapted from Annex 1 of the WTO TBT Agreemel|

StandardSetting Organisation
The organisation responsible for managing the development or revision of a standard.

Standards System

The collective of orgasations responsible for the activities involved in the implementation of a standarg
including standaresetting, capacity building, assurance, labelling, and monitoring and evaluation. (ISE
Credibility Principles).

Qustainability Claim

Amessageised to set apart and promote a produptpcesspusiness or service with reference to one or
more of the three pillars of sustainability (social, economic and/or environmental).

Claims may be consumer facing or business to business. Claims whichcieameand accurate may
provide the user with misleading or even false information.

Sustainability Standard
A standard that addresses the social, environmental or ecorfactmrsof a defined entity, or a
combination of these. (ISEAL Credibility Priesjpl

Third-party assurance
Assurance activity that is performed by a person or body that is independent of the person or organis
that provides the object of assurance and of user interests in that object (adapted from ISO 17000)

Traceabilitysystem

Themethods and tools employed tecord and follow the trail as products, parts, and materials come frg
suppliers and are processed and ultimately distributed as end proddeyshbe electronic, but does not hay
to be.

In addition to these terms thatvould apply to most standards, some may have particular definitions of terms
associated with them. For i faistt ache’e, andtheriaist aadef f
that is associated with products carrying the Fairtrade lagd associated with Fairtrade Standards. Also, the
terpme mi um’ may be wused differently by different sc
organi sat i,whichwould uswlly thever adglossary of terarsd definitions they commonlyise.You

can also check out S E A L ' sfor moreotermsaa get familiar with!


http://www.isealalliance.org/online-community/resources/iseal-glossary-v1-jan-2015-0

2. What are sustainability standards? K| ¢ ' NB Waidl yRIFINR aeéal

A sustainability standard is a set oriteria defining good sociand environmental practices in an industry or

product supply chainThey are markebased tools and interventions seeking sustainability and development
outcomes. They are also referred toriesearch as VSS (Voluntary Sustainability Standards). They fall within the
subset of ‘voluntary’ and ‘private’ standards but wi
is the global membership organisation farch sustainability standard®rming a growing credible movement

At their core,sustainability standardsare about the practiceand performance leveldefined in their standard
These could includsocial, environmental or economic aspects of sustainability. However, there is more to a
sustainability standard than just the standatskelf!

U A good standard is complemented dygertification programme(or alternate assurance modéd) assure the
market of compliance

U Astandardsystem could include kbel or claim on producthat conveys the message to consumers or
businesses about what its standards aim to achieve (although many standards do tadielsg

0 Many standards implementapacitybuilding programmes or specific trainintp support uptake of their
standard

U Some standards may also be involvegdaticy, advocacy and outreachork

These support elements are the reason whdya rsdt asnydsatrednss
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Multi Stakeholder input
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Standard

Standard Criteria

teeeee
Capacity-building
organisations

Useful Resourcé, Watchthis short video from ISE/in whata Sustainability Standard is.

Useful Resourced, Read this book chapter b\SEALfor an introduction to voluntary sustainability
standards



http://www.isealalliance.org/our-members/full-members
https://vimeo.com/54659852
https://www.google.co.uk/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=1&ved=0ahUKEwjcnvLj6Y3MAhUDuhoKHY9rAI8QFgggMAA&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.springer.com%2Fcda%2Fcontent%2Fdocument%2Fcda_downloaddocument%2F9783642357152-c1.pdf%3FSGWID%3D0-0-45-1461610-p175250455&usg=AFQjCNGqW8IOPj5oFr_LkyP0tVHxn9nVng&cad=rja
https://www.google.co.uk/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=1&ved=0ahUKEwjcnvLj6Y3MAhUDuhoKHY9rAI8QFgggMAA&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.springer.com%2Fcda%2Fcontent%2Fdocument%2Fcda_downloaddocument%2F9783642357152-c1.pdf%3FSGWID%3D0-0-45-1461610-p175250455&usg=AFQjCNGqW8IOPj5oFr_LkyP0tVHxn9nVng&cad=rja
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Many researchersnterested in this field begin with a review of tletandard itself. Whilghis isuseful and
certainly an important part of the puzzle, it might be worth beginning with a n dTaeoes of Change or

statements of intended change.

Most sustainability standards that are ISEAL members have already dede{op are in the process of
developing aTheory of Changéor their system as part of their compliancewithS EAL > s |.Memb éss Cod
Theaies of Change are publicly available from their websitegathe links below.

ISEAL Member

Link to Theory of Change

Link to otherresearchresources

Standard
Alliance for Water
Stewardship

adws.org/ourwork/aws-system/impactsmonitoring
and-evaluation/

Agquaculture
Stewardship Council

www.aseaqua.org/wp
content/uploads/2017/07/TOC infographic _final.pdf

https://www.ascaqua.org/whatwe-
do/how-we-makea-difference/

Bonsucro

http://www.bonsucro.com/wp-
content/uploads/2017/01/Bonsucrd heoryof-Change

http://www.bonsucro.com/en/monitoring
evaluation/

Descriptiontl.pdf

Better Cotton

bettercotton.org/aboutbetter-

Initiative cotton/better-cotton-standard
system/resultsand-impact/

Equitable Origin www.equitableorigin.org/odand-gasin-
our-lives/overview/

Fairtrade www.fairtrade.net/fileadmin/user_upload/content/2009 www.fairtrade.net/impactresearch.html

[resources/1612Fairtrade_Theory of Change.pdf

Forest Stewardship
Council

ic.fsc.org/en/fsetheory-of-change

ic.fsc.org/en/whatis-fsc/whatwe-
do/demonstratingimpact

Global Coffee www.globalcoffeeplatform.org/resources
Platform
LEAF www.leafuk.org/resoures/000/935/841/Leaf Sustainall http://www.leafuk.org/leaf/farmers/LEAF

ility LOWRES.PDF#page=23

marguecertification/MonitoringandEvaluat
ion.eb

Marine Stewadship
Council

www.msc.org/documents/msbrochures/msetheory-

www.msc.org/businessupport

of-change/view?searchterm=theory%200f%20change

Rainforest Alliance

www.san.ag/biblioteca/docs/SAN_RA Impacts _Repo

http://www.rainforest-

df#page=16 alliance.org/work/impact

RJC www.responsiblejewellery.com/files#RJETheoryof- http://www.responsiblejewellery.com/mo
Change.pdf nitoring-and-evaluation/

RSB rsb.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/03/1502-02-RSB http://rsb.org/about/what-we-

Theory of Change.pdf

do/measuringour-impact/

Union for Ethical
BioTrade (UEBT)

ethicalbiotrade.org/dl/2016.08.23 UEBT
TOC V2 red.pdf

uTZ

www.utz.org/betterbusinesshub/strengtheningyour-

https://www.utz.org/what-we-

reputation/utzstheory-of-changeakahow-sustainable

offer/measuing-impact/

farming-helpsyour-bottom-line/



http://www.isealalliance.org/our-work/defining-credibility/codes-of-good-practice/impacts-code
http://a4ws.org/our-work/aws-system/impacts-monitoring-and-evaluation/
http://a4ws.org/our-work/aws-system/impacts-monitoring-and-evaluation/
https://www.asc-aqua.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/07/TOC_infographic_final.pdf
https://www.asc-aqua.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/07/TOC_infographic_final.pdf
https://www.asc-aqua.org/what-we-do/how-we-make-a-difference/
https://www.asc-aqua.org/what-we-do/how-we-make-a-difference/
http://www.bonsucro.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/01/Bonsucro-Theory-of-Change-Description1-1.pdf
http://www.bonsucro.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/01/Bonsucro-Theory-of-Change-Description1-1.pdf
http://www.bonsucro.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/01/Bonsucro-Theory-of-Change-Description1-1.pdf
http://www.bonsucro.com/en/monitoring-evaluation/
http://www.bonsucro.com/en/monitoring-evaluation/
http://bettercotton.org/about-better-cotton/better-cotton-standard-system/results-and-impact/
http://bettercotton.org/about-better-cotton/better-cotton-standard-system/results-and-impact/
http://bettercotton.org/about-better-cotton/better-cotton-standard-system/results-and-impact/
http://www.equitableorigin.org/oil-and-gas-in-our-lives/overview/
http://www.equitableorigin.org/oil-and-gas-in-our-lives/overview/
http://www.fairtrade.net/fileadmin/user_upload/content/2009/resources/1612-Fairtrade_Theory_of_Change.pdf
http://www.fairtrade.net/fileadmin/user_upload/content/2009/resources/1612-Fairtrade_Theory_of_Change.pdf
http://www.fairtrade.net/impact-research.html
https://ic.fsc.org/en/fsc-theory-of-change
https://ic.fsc.org/en/what-is-fsc/what-we-do/demonstrating-impact
https://ic.fsc.org/en/what-is-fsc/what-we-do/demonstrating-impact
http://www.globalcoffeeplatform.org/resources
http://www.leafuk.org/resources/000/935/841/Leaf_Sustainability_LOW-RES.PDF#page=23
http://www.leafuk.org/resources/000/935/841/Leaf_Sustainability_LOW-RES.PDF#page=23
http://www.leafuk.org/leaf/farmers/LEAFmarquecertification/MonitoringandEvaluation.eb
http://www.leafuk.org/leaf/farmers/LEAFmarquecertification/MonitoringandEvaluation.eb
http://www.leafuk.org/leaf/farmers/LEAFmarquecertification/MonitoringandEvaluation.eb
http://www.msc.org/documents/msc-brochures/msc-theory-of-change/view?searchterm=theory%20of%20change
http://www.msc.org/documents/msc-brochures/msc-theory-of-change/view?searchterm=theory%20of%20change
http://www.msc.org/business-support
http://www.san.ag/biblioteca/docs/SAN_RA_Impacts_Report.pdf#page=16
http://www.san.ag/biblioteca/docs/SAN_RA_Impacts_Report.pdf#page=16
http://www.rainforest-alliance.org/work/impact
http://www.rainforest-alliance.org/work/impact
http://www.responsiblejewellery.com/files/4-RJC-Theory-of-Change.pdf
http://www.responsiblejewellery.com/files/4-RJC-Theory-of-Change.pdf
http://www.responsiblejewellery.com/monitoring-and-evaluation/
http://www.responsiblejewellery.com/monitoring-and-evaluation/
http://rsb.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/03/15-02-02-RSB-Theory_of_Change.pdf
http://rsb.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/03/15-02-02-RSB-Theory_of_Change.pdf
http://rsb.org/about/what-we-do/measuring-our-impact/
http://rsb.org/about/what-we-do/measuring-our-impact/
http://ethicalbiotrade.org/dl/2016.08.23_UEBT-TOC_V2_red.pdf
http://ethicalbiotrade.org/dl/2016.08.23_UEBT-TOC_V2_red.pdf
http://www.utz.org/better-business-hub/strengthening-your-reputation/utzs-theory-of-change-aka-how-sustainable-farming-helps-your-bottom-line/
http://www.utz.org/better-business-hub/strengthening-your-reputation/utzs-theory-of-change-aka-how-sustainable-farming-helps-your-bottom-line/
http://www.utz.org/better-business-hub/strengthening-your-reputation/utzs-theory-of-change-aka-how-sustainable-farming-helps-your-bottom-line/
https://www.utz.org/what-we-offer/measuring-impact/
https://www.utz.org/what-we-offer/measuring-impact/

Sandards Theories of Bange are complex because standaogerate in complex environments where lots of
differentactorsalsooperatd. hey ar e al so compl ex because they addr e
child labour, deforetstion, sustainable livelihoods and so on.

Taking the time to review and understand a system’s
clarify what they do, how they see their role, what tremekto change and also what they monitor and evaluate
themselves. Analysis of their Theories of Change will also help distinguish amongst standards working in the same
sector and highlight commonalities and differences.

4. Are Wtandard€public?Do standardsstay the same or do they change?

Sustainability standards that are ISEAL Members are required to conduct regular consultation and revision of their
standards as part of complyingwithSEAL ' s St andard Setting Code

This means that for research purposes, ieisommendedo read the corect and latest version of thdandard
that is the subject of researcfihe detailed content ofitese standards are all usually public and available on
organisation websites with informatiomboutongoing standards consultations as well.

Useful Resourcé, Watchthis short video from ISEAin Good Standardseting.

5. Do standard systemsollect data? Is this accessible?

Many standards now have inteahsystems in place to collect Monitoring aneakiation(M&E)data regularly
from their certified units.

They also regularly commission outcome and impact ed@in studies that they invite external researchers to
conduct Thesestudiesare published regularly through Annual Monitoring Reports or as and wheatudies
are complete. ISEAL monitors and compiles all reports and research from our members arsltimiske
information publicly available.

Useful Resourcﬁ Accesslata from standard systems and their research reports here
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As highlighted in the introduction, sustainability standast®uld becomplemented by a good certification
scheme or assurance model that assures the user of that standard ofieoeelvith it. The field of certification

and assurance is vast and many terms and concepts are used interchangeably. In addition to the glossary in this
note, this table can help you navigate commonly used teFrasmore information about what crediblssurance

looks like please refer to th&EEAL Assurance Code.



http://www.isealalliance.org/our-work/defining-credibility/codes-of-good-practice/standard-setting-code
https://vimeo.com/54658940
http://www.isealalliance.org/our-work/improving-impacts/impacts-reports-and-studies/by-iseal-members
http://www.isealalliance.org/our-work/defining-credibility/codes-of-good-practice/assurance-code

Term Synonyms

Assurance Certification, verification

Assurance Provider Certification body, verification body, conformity
assessment body (CAB)

Audit Inspection, evaluation, verification

Auditor Inspector, verifier, assessor

Causal Pathway Results chain, Impact pathway

Certificate Statement of conformity, Assuranstatement

Client Operator, enterprise, entity, participant, producer,
member

Oversight Accreditation

Scheme Owner Standards system owner

Standards system Standards scheme

Understanding the assurance system thatpports astandard system can prove very useful for research
purposes. This is because many standard systems use their assurance mechanism such as audits to gather their
regular monitoring data. While these might not be the only tools used for M&E purposes, thegually one of

the most important as they generate dattaat is very useful for M&E and wider research purposes

Havinga goodunderstanding of the assurance processéitko the standard can also help clarify basic features

of the standard or the datd generateshaty ou mi ght be usi ng f omdengtandlhowr e s e a
often and how assurance is conducted, under what conditions an entity is granted a certifibateit is granted

a certificate and what its compliance path liscanalso help clarifwhat the unit of certification is—a crucial

difference between many standard systemds. st andar d’ s ‘ uni t mifidua ferm,factdryi c at i «
or management unit. It could also be an organisation of prodyseich asn the case of smallholderasherethe

unit of certification is thégroug. This can help understand whigswithin the scope of certification and what

outsidethe scope of certification.

Useful Resourcé, Watchthis short video from ISE/in Credible Assurance inadards

Another complex concept in the field of assurance is linked to chain of custody and traceHumgtyification

covers only the first stepsofaprocct ' s | i fe but t hat cer t-ceftifiedérdategpar o d u ct
in a complex supply chairhow do you know that the product you are buying contains certified materials? Some
standard systems are able to track this process by certifyingaeling of the certified product along its supply
chain. This is referred t Undasandingthearaceabilityfmechansm thadsits o r
behind the standard you are researching useful if your researchs looking at queons relating to product

labelling, consumer demangroductprovenance andelated themes.

Useful Resourcé, Watchthis video from ISEAen Effective Chain of Custody and Traceability

Useful Resourcé, Read SEAL’' s Sustainabi | i thatdetailsgheseconcéptso d Pr a


https://vimeo.com/54658557
https://vimeo.com/54659735
http://www.isealalliance.org/online-community/resources/iseal-sustainability-claims-good-practice-guide

7. What are some methodological learnings in this fieldl r@search?

Research on the effectiveness and impacts of sustainability standards is a growing area of interest that brings its
own methodological debates and challenges. While many challenges are similar téettedén all development
research, somera specific to research on standards and certification and useful to fbtse include:

Preponderance of case study based research with very few longitudinal research
Lack of good quality meta reviews or systematic reviews on key questions

Selfselecton bias

)

)

)

8 Proven difficulty in locating or constructing counterfactuals

8 Control groups becoming certifiexier the course of the research period

8 Difficulties in def i ni nogrtificaboa waekliniinmpact evaduatidnsaccount i n
0

Difficulies in disentangling thémpacts of certification alone (as distinct from other development
programmes in the region or landscape)

& Difficulties in generalising across the standard system from-speeific research
& Difficulties in comparative research across standards in the same sector

Some of these methodological issues are captured in already published research in this field.

Useful resourceﬁ Read theresearch design papers of impact evaluations ISEAL has commistioned

understand the poverty impacts of standards

Useful resouice A Read3IEs new guidance on power calculation and causal infer¢maapplies to this

field aswell

Photo: Temperate Rainforest © JaSn NormanmfRasst Aliance 2009


http://www.isealalliance.org/online-community/blogs/iseal%E2%80%99s-three-poverty-impact-studies-complete-baseline
http://www.3ieimpact.org/media/filer_public/2016/04/06/wp26-power-calculation.pdf

8. What are key research priorities for standard systems? What are sominef

knowledge gaps”?

The standards community has made reasonable advances in researching its own impacts in recent years. This is
matched by a growing interestom external researchers in the field of sustainability and development that has
resulted in considerable literature emerging from vasodisciplinary fields of study.eBpite these efforts,
substantial knowledge and evidence gaps persist in our unaiedstg of the impacts of sustainability standards.
Research efforts in this field are often sector specific, uncoordinated, regularly restricted in geographic and
thematic scope, and fall short methodologically both in terms of rigour and scope. Thisthast o0 a st at e
researching’ in some sectors and themes and a comp
relevance both to this community and to scholarship in this field. Methodological limitations and resource
constraints have radted in a plethora of case studies that explain impacts at a local level but limit our ability to
interpret findings and draw conclusions at a more general level.

ISEAL has developed a collaborative research agenda with inpuitéramembersand from researchers already
working on sustainability standardbhis research agendiats the priority research questions in six key thematic
research areas this field of work and can conltriite ideas and help focus research efforts.

We encourage you to piclkugstions from this agenda for your research purposesthnd contribute to helping
us fill these knowledge and evidence gaps.

We welcome inputs to our research agendal

Useful resource% Readour draft collaborative research agenda for understanding the effectiveness and

impacts of sustainability standards

Useful resouce A Read ourdraft research agenda on the gender impacts of sustainability standards

Photo: Barracuda fish swimming in a swirl © Marine Stewardship Council
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https://www.isealalliance.org/online-community/resources/researching-sustainability-standards-what-are-our-priorities
https://www.isealalliance.org/online-community/resources/researching-sustainability-standards-what-are-our-priorities
http://www.isealalliance.org/online-community/resources/research-agenda-on-the-gender-impacts-of-sustainability-standards

