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Who is this document for?

This document is for people interested in increasing the value and 
integrity of the data and information their organisation curates and 
manages. It summarises a use case piloted as part of the Information 
and Data Standard for Sustainability project. The ISEAL Core Metadata 
Set was developed through the Information and Data Standard 
for Sustainability project, led by the Forest Stewardship Council in 
partnership with ISEAL. 

More information on the ISEAL Core Metadata set can be found 
at: www.iseal.org/isealcoremetadata

To review and download the ISEAL Core Metadata Set please 
visit: https://iseal-community.github.io/iseal-core/

The Information and Data Standard for Sustainability project was 
possible thanks to a grant from the ISEAL Innovations Fund, which is 
supported by Swiss State Secretariat for Economic Affairs SECO.
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The purpose

The purpose was to test the use of an application programming interface 
to allow automatic transfer of relevant metadata from the FSC research 
repository into Evidenisa reporting formats. It also provided a detailed 
review of the metadata elements applied in each system, and outlines 
a plan to resolve identified discrepancies and include the Evidensia 
metadata elements in the ISEAL Core Metadata Set. 

Many ISEAL members monitor and curate research reports on their 
particular sustainability system. As a result, the community sits on a 
gold mine of research results, which could be used for both standard 
development and impact verification.

Evidensia is a platform designed to aggregate and share research results, 
cross-reference the information, and enable the community to learn 
from and utilize the research results. However, many of the research 
papers curated by individual ISEAL members are not included in the 
Evidensia platform. They remain in isolated databases only accessed by 
individual teams and organisations.

By comparing the metadata elements used by FSC and Evidensia, a 
detailed cross walk was achieved. This cross walk can now be used to 
designate data elements in the ISEAL Core Metadata Set as informing 
the Evidensia platform. With broad uptake by ISEAL Members and 
others, this metadata can systematically expanded Evidensia with new 
research papers at minimum effort for the participating partners (in this 
case FSC). 

With the sustainability 
movement gaining ever more 

attention, the indisputable 
proof of impact on the ground 

is more important than ever.

Evidensia1 is a platform 
launched to facilitate learning 

and summarize impact 
results based on independent 

research.

1 https://www.evidensia.eco/ 3
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The case in a nutshell

In 2019 ISEAL, World Wildlife Fund and Rainforest Alliance jointly 
initiated Evidensia - a global knowledge and learning platform. The 
aim was to gather and disseminate credible evidence and to better 
understand the impacts of market-based sustainability systems like 
certification schemes.

The platform is an online research library and repository which enables 
users to access different resources like research reports, webinars, and 
podcasts.

External research is a common tool for demonstrating the impact of 
sustainability systems. Cataloguing these resources using standard 
metadata elements allows for the compilation and comparison of results 
across sustainability themes, geographies, ISEAL Members and time. This 
is a core value proposition of Evidensia.

Behind the Evidensia platform sits an evidence typology - a specified 
metadata set that describes each resource. These metadata are requisite 
for users being able to find the evidence and put it to use, and most are 
included in the ISEAL Core Metadata Set as part of the Impact or Global 
cluster data elements.

Similarly, FSC has been and continues to monitor external research. 
From 2019 onwards a large effort was made to improve access to 
these resources. With a collection of +600 research papers that are 
now catalogued using consistent metadata, FSC’s ability to utilize this 
important collection is substantially improved.

While FSC may have access to these resources, a large proportion of 
them were not available through Evidensia. Because Evidensia and FSC 
had both identified distinct metadata for curating research reports, 
resources couldn’t easily be shared between the two platforms.

To bridge this gap, FSC staff compared their metadata elements to 
those in the ISEAL Core Metadata Set that apply to Evidensia. Since both 
collections of research papers used a consistent metadata framework, 
cross walking them was a relatively straight forward exercise. The aim 
was both to develop a method for resolving any discrepancies as well 
as ensure the transfer of relevant data between the two platforms as an 
immediate result.
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The opportunity for standardization

Because the two systems were developed in parallel and with a slightly 
different focus, they had two different metadata frameworks. In 
some cases, the framework for FSC was much more detailed than the 
framework on Evidensia.

As an example, FSC had far more granularity when describing forest 
ecosystems - a difference which is quite natural given the fact that 
forest ecosystems are FSC’s core focus as a sustainability system. In 
other cases, Evidensia included metadata elements which hadn’t 
been incorporated in FSC’s database. Other metadata elements like 
bibliographic data were completely aligned and standardized between 
the two databases.

Each FSC metadata element was matched with an equivalent in 
Evidensia’s set. Where needed controlled vocabularies were collapsed or 
expanded.

The level of open accesses needed for each research paper was also 
determined. This was to ensure that copy-right protected research data 
was not shared as part of the data exchange.

To test the options for ongoing interoperability, an application 
programming interface (API) was tested.

An API transfer would support automatic and real-time harvest options 
between the two repositories. The trial included successful transfer of 
roughly 250 resources from FSC’s research repository into Evidensia.

The next steps will be to determine, whether and how to adjust specific 
metadata elements in either FSC’s or the ISEAL Core Metadata Set to 
account for the identified discrepancies.

While less elegant and efficient, the cross walk can alternatively serve as 
a tool to inform an FSC specific API for information exchange.
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Example of metadata comparison and condensation between 
FSC’s research portal and Evidensia

Forest 
ecosystems

Forest cover

Reduced impact logging

Conservation areas

Endangered species

FSC  
metadata fields

Evidensia  
metadata field



Key lessons

The exercise highlighted how metadata frameworks that describe 
evaluation results can easily be harmonized.

The cross walk developed as part of the pilot affords a map for future 
interoperability between the two platform repositories.

At the same time, it demonstrates an approach that other sustainability 
systems can apply to map their resource curation process to Evidensia, 
including how to expand and collapse controlled vocabularies.

The exchange of data between the two systems isn’t yet automated 
via an API at the time of writing. However, the cross walk provides 
the requisite translation for doing so. It identified the discrepancies 
in metadata structure that can be harmonized to realize seamless 
automated sharing in the future.

It is not likely that data will be able to flow between the two systems 
without human interaction in the near term, as missing data fields will 
have to be filled as part of the transfer process.

However, the time and specialist skills required to add additional 
research papers to Evidensia has been vastly reduced. This pilot has 
provided a roadmap to achieve more automated and faster knowledge 
sharing within the sustainability community.

Evidensia is designed to 
reduce the time between 

obtaining a really powerful 
insight and sharing that 

insight with practitioners 
and policy makers.

The faster, the smoother, 
the better we get at sharing 

research information, the 
quicker we bridge the gap 

between evidence and 
practice.
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Value to be derived

For sustainability systems there is strong value proposition connected 
to systematically logging and tagging research evidence on their system 
and/or operating area. It enables better standard setting as well as more 
informed decision making:

• Ensure easy access to evidence of the impact of their system to 
stakeholders of all kinds if utilized in public realm.

• Ensure that policy makers and standard development groups have 
access to relevant impact evaluations when creating or updating 
certification requirements.

• Ensure that staff, management, and the board of directors in 
of the sustainability system have the best possible insight into 
relevant research to foster data driven decision making.

For sustainability systems who catalogue and save research and 
impact evaluation assets in an open repository, applying the Evidensia 
metadata elements from the ISEAL Core Metadata Set can have multiple 
advantages:

• Research information on their sustainability system or certification 
scheme is aligned with Evidensia, thus it can be easily uploaded to 
the platform. As a result, the sustainability system gets increased 
visibility on the Evidensia platform. The platform attracts a 
large variety of users and serves as an independent source of 
information for many decision makers.

• The sustainability system would be able to use the advanced 
functionality on Evidensia when interacting with research on their 
own system.

• They would be recognised as active contributors of impact 
research and continuous learning about sustainability.

 
Looking forward

For both FSC and Evidensia the largest obstacle for 
information sharing was not the standardisation of metadata 
elements but the ability to share information within the copy 
rights of individual papers.

With paid access being one of the main funding drivers for 
the research community, sharing results on open access 
platforms becomes difficult, if not impossible.

This is an area in which the pilot did not venture, and as a 
result only open access research papers were included.

For lasting optimized knowledge sharing this is a topic which 
will need further exploration by the ISEAL Community.

Until then, the application of the relevant metadata elements 
of the ISEAL Core Metadata Set can enable optimized and 
timely sharing of impact research insights through platforms 
like Evidneisa and system specific research portals. This allows 
the community to build solutions based on evidence.
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