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We all want to know:

DO STANDARDS SYSTEMS MAKE 
A DIFFERENCE?

® Responsible Jewellery Council, Rainforest Alliance, Marine Stewardship Council, Better Cotton Initiative



How do standard systems 
deliver impact?



Impact on certified enterprise / producer

Sustainability impact in sector, landscape, etc.
Adapted from Aidenvironment, WWF, ISEAL Alliance (2018)

Certification pathway

Standard
Training

Compliance check
Market access

Premiums
…



Enterprise / producer unit impact

Sustainability impact in sector, landscape, etc.

Adapted from Aidenvironment, WWF, ISEAL Alliance (2018)

Certification pathway Systemic  pathway

Standard
Training

Compliance check
Market access

Premiums
…

Multi-stakeholder 
dialogue

Public & private 
sector engagement

Advocacy
…
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What counts as evidence of 
impact?



Evidence is data, facts, information that helps understand 
a problem, hold up a claim or accept or reject a 
hypothesis. 

It helps understand, verify, convince. 

Proof points. 



But what is 
‘good enough’ 
evidence?
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From a scientific perspective, what 
evidence is good enough depends on…

The question we 
are asking

The claim we 
want to make

More generally, how we want to 
use the evidence



Do standards systems make a difference?  
Are they having an impact?

Attribution and causality:

SUSTAINABILITY OUTCOMES THAT WOULD NOT 
HAVE BEEN REALIZED WITHOUT THE 
INTERVENTION OF STANDARDS



How much evidence is out there?

Systematic mapping and 
evidence synthesis:
Oya et al (2017)
Petrokofsky and Jennings (2018)
Komives et al (2018)
Evidensia (2019)
MSC Systematic Mapping (2019)
Aidenvironment (2019)



Here’s one graph from a systematic review done by 3ie and SOAS 
on the effects of agricultural certification. 

Other 
empirical 
studies

Strongest 
impact 

evaluations

The number of studies is increasing

Oya et al 2017 

Effects of certification schemes for agricultural production on socio-economic outcomes in low- and middle-income countries



Here’s one graph from a systematic review done by 3ie and SOAS 
on the effects of agricultural certification. Studies on agriculture dominate

Petrokofsky and Jennings (2018)

Especially 
coffee

The effectiveness of standards in driving the adoption of sustainability practices



Here’s one graph from a systematic review done by 3ie and SOAS 
on the effects of agricultural certification. There is strong evidence emerging on other sectors as well

Conservation Impacts of Standards   Komives et al (2018)

Especially 
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N
u

m
b

e
r 

o
f 

n
ew

 s
tu

d
ie

s,
 b

y 
ye

ar
 o

f 
p

u
b

lic
at

io
n



Here’s one graph from a systematic review done by 3ie and SOAS 
on the effects of agricultural certification. Which standards are the most studied?



Here’s one graph from a systematic review done by 3ie and SOAS 
on the effects of agricultural certification. 
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Petrokofsky and Jennings (2018)
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Here’s one graph from a systematic review done by 3ie and SOAS 
on the effects of agricultural certification. 
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Especially 
coffee

MSC systematic mapping (2019)

Topics covered in articles 
looking at impacts of MSC…

Economic

(40%)

Governance

(27.8%)

Environment

(25.3%)

Social

(6%) 



Here’s one graph from a systematic review done by 3ie and SOAS 
on the effects of agricultural certification. 
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Profitability / net crop income
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Good production practices
Yield

Tree cover change
Biodiversity



Here’s one graph from a systematic review done by 3ie and SOAS 
on the effects of agricultural certification. Where do studies take place?

Hectares certified – ISEAL’s agriculture members

Where do you think most studies of economic impacts of agriculture 
standards take place?
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Here’s one graph from a systematic review done by 3ie and SOAS 
on the effects of agricultural certification. 

Economic impacts of agriculture standards: Africa is the most 
studied region, followed by Asia.  

Hectares certified – ISEAL’s agriculture members

Where do studies take place?



Here’s one graph from a systematic review done by 3ie and SOAS 
on the effects of agricultural certification. 

Where do studies take place?

Especially 
coffee

Forestry certification 
and tree cover change

All studies in emerging 
or developing 
economies.

Agriculture certification 
and biodiversity

All studies in Latin 
America

Komives et al 2018



Is that a lot of research? 



What does the available evidence 
say?



Research shows that standards 
systems can and do have an 
impact
Not always, not in every place
Not on every outcome, on every scale



Complexity makes it hard to study standards 
systems and draw simple conclusions.

Clear yes/no answers are rare. 



Compared to control, intervention performed:

Significantly betterNo detectable difference

Certified farms perform better on biodiversity
conservation and tree cover loss.

Significantly worse

Individual study results reported in Komives et al 2018



Standards and 
certification 

interventions vary a lot –
by design and in practice

Context affects results



Conservation Effectiveness:  Mongabay, Zuzana Burivalov and colleagues

Environmental impact of tropical forest 
certification is mostly positive.

Tropical forest certification MOSTLY POSITIVE

Protected areas MOSTLY POSITIVE

Payment for environmental services MODERATELY POSITIVE, SOME RED FLAGS

Community forest management MOSTLY NO CHANGE OR POSITIVE 
CHANGES



On complex 
outcomes, there 
are limits to how 
far standards can 

go alone



Higher prices and better operations lead 
to higher crop incomes from agricultural 
certification.  

Aidenvironment 2017, Oya et al 2017, Evidensia 2019

Household income effects are mixed and often 
inconclusive. 

How far can supply chain initiatives focused on a 
single crop take us?



Nuanced conclusions provide the detail we 
need to innovate and improve

and to drive collaboration.



Where do we need to go 
next with research?



Here’s one graph from a systematic review done by 3ie and SOAS 
on the effects of agricultural certification. Filling the gaps

Agricultural products:
• Sugar cane
• Palm oil
• Cotton
• Soy

Issues of interest:
• Resilience
• Labour rights and wages
• General health and safety
• Climate change / GHG emissions
• Species conservation

Sectors:
• Textiles
• Mining
• Manufacturing / labour
• Green building

Geographies:
• Various (to match research 

intensity with certification 
footprint)



Integrating context, 
structure, and 

implementation 
fidelity

Looking at combined 
effect of multiple 

interventions

Continued focus on synthesis
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