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Social issues across global supply chains have received more attention over the past years.
Social certification standards serve as a tool to ensure good social practices. Through
certification, you can show your buyers and end-consumers that you comply with
sustainability requirements. There are many different certification schemes out there, each
with their own scope and focus. This makes it very important to know which standard is
relevant for what product, market and segment. It will help you make the right decisions
when choosing a specific standard and may increase your access to European market access.

This study provides an overview of the social certifications that are relevant for food and non-food sectors and
that are currently in demand on the European market. Along with definitions, origin and trends, this study
identifies the main certification standards used in Europe and their main differences. Moreover, it helps you
choose the best certifciation for your company by highlighting possible benefits and hurdles to certification and
providing a model to choose a certification standard to fit your needs.
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1. What are social certification standards?
There are currently over 400 voluntary sustainability standards out there. These can relate to environmental,
social and/or economic aspects of sustainability. Social standards specifically deal with social issues like fair
wages, working conditions, labour rights, health and safety, fair prices, and gender equality.

Product certification vs. social compliance standards
Some standards specifically focus on product certification. Product certification guarantees that a product has
been produced, processed, and traded according to the social and/or environmental criteria of a specific
standard. Examples of product certification schemes include Fairtrade, Rainforest Alliance, FairWild and Fair for
Life. A certification label is often used on final consumer products.

Social compliance on the other hand, refers to how a business protects the health, rights and safety of its staff,
supply and value chain. These social compliance systems provide companies with guidelines to report on their

https://www.iisd.org/ssi/market-coverage/
https://www.fairtrade.net/
https://www.rainforest-alliance.org/
https://www.fairwild.org/
https://www.fairforlife.org/
https://www.fairforlife.org/
https://www.fao.org/3/y5136e/y5136e00.htm
https://www.fao.org/3/y5136e/y5136e00.htm


social performance. Examples of these are Business Social Compliance Initiative (BSCI), SMETA (Sedex Members
Ethical Trade Audit) and Ethical Trading Initiative (ETI). Several of these social compliance standards can be
certified; such as SA8000, B-Corporation, Worldwide Responsible Accredited Production (WRAP) and For Life.

Social certification does not say anything about the quality of a product. Certified products are found both on
the mainstream and specialty markets. Due to stricter sustainability legislation in Europe, certification on the
mainstream market is increasingly used as an entry requirement by large-scale retailers and importers. In niche
markets, certification plays a different role. Sometimes, (social) certification is even seen as counter-productive,
as supply chains dealing with high-quality and exclusive products may already contain many sustainability
practices that go beyond the standards of certification schemes.

Figure 1: Examples of product certifications including social criteria

Source: ProFound, 2022 (logos retrieved from certification websites)

Figure 2: Examples of social compliance standards/certifications

https://www.amfori.org/content/amfori-bsci
https://www.sedex.com/our-services/smeta-audit/
https://www.ethicaltrade.org/
https://sa-intl.org/programs/sa8000/
https://www.bcorporation.net/
https://wrapcompliance.org/
https://www.fairforlife.org/pmws/indexDOM.php?client_id=fairforlife&page_id=fl&lang_iso639=en


Source: ProFound, 2022 (logos retrieved from standard websites)

Box 1: Difference between social compliance and product certification standards
Company X produces wild-collected herbs, vanilla and tea. They can choose to use product certification
standards, such as FairWild for their wild-collected herbs and Rainforest Alliance for their tea production,
leaving their vanilla uncertified. They can also certify their business with SA8000, proving their
commitment to social accountability and to treating their employees ethically and in compliance with
global standards.

First, second and third-party audits
Standards will vary in content, scope and how they are audited. There are first-party, second-party and third-
party audits. A first-party audit or self-verification is an internal control done by a company itself. In a second-
party audit a buyer verifies whether a supplier complies with the criteria of a specific standard. A popular
second-party social compliance standard among European buyers is the Ethical Trading Initiative.

A second-party audit often refers to a supplier questionnaire. European buyers will require their suppliers to fill
out their own supplier questionnaires, through which a buyer ensures that their suppliers meet certain values
for social responsibility. The questionnaires provide a documented record of statements made by suppliers on a
wide range of topics about the company, its products and its standards. As compliance with legal requirements
becomes more complicated, these questionnaires become longer. Along with information on type and origin of
ingredients and how these are produced, these often include statements on labour and environmental policies
and practices as well.

A third-party audit involves the control of an independent entity: a certification body. This entity will check
whether a supplier and/or buyer meets the standards of a specific certification scheme. The certification body
provides a certificate as proof when all requirements are met. This means that certification is always done by a
third party. Controls by an independent third party are seen as more credible and reliable than self-verification.

Figure 3: First, second, and third-party audits

https://www.ethicaltrade.org/


Source: ProFound, 2022

Corporate sustainability codes of conduct
Many European buyers will have at least one certification scheme in their portfolio. In addition, many larger-
scale companies have developed their own sustainability plans over the years. Some of these companies
commit to the use of the previously mentioned third-party certification standards, some have developed their
own private sustainability programmes, while others combine both approaches.

There are numerous reasons for companies to decide to bypass independent third-party certification standards.
For instance, there may be a lack of trust that premiums of these standards reach farmers’ organisations.
Another reason might be to increase possibilities for compliance at a lower cost without increasing supply risks.

If a buyer only works with their own sustainability standards, the company will most likely perform its own
audits. Large companies, however, may also hire certification bodies to verify compliance to specific corporate
sustainability standards. Examples of such certification bodies include Kiwa, SGS, and Control Union. In all
cases, companies will propose their sustainability programmes/standards to producers and exporters to be
qualified as a supplier. This means that suppliers need to be able to meet these requirements to be able to do
business with these companies.

Examples of these private corporate sustainability programmes/standards are:

Cocoa: Cocoa Life by Mondelez
Coffee: Coffee and Farmer Equity (C.A.F.E.) Practices by Starbucks
Botanicals: Mabagrown by MartinBauer
Various sectors: Sustainable Agriculture Code by Unilever
Apparel: Sustainability Commitment by H&M

These programmes often include private labels which are being displayed on final consumer products.

Tips:
Consult our social certification matrix for an overview of available social certifications as demanded in
Europe.

Consult the International Trade Centre (ITC) Standards Map for an overview of different certification
schemes.

Learn more about organic certification on the website of the European Commission. Note that the

https://www.oxfamnovib.nl/kenniscentrum/blog-kenniscentrum/better-or-beyond-certification
https://www.kiwa.com/en/
https://www.sgs.com/
https://certifications.controlunion.com/en
https://www.cocoalife.org/
https://stories.starbucks.com/press/2020/cafe-practices-starbucks-approach-to-ethically-sourcing-coffee/
https://www.martin-bauer.com/en/sustainability/
https://assets.unilever.com/files/92ui5egz/production/555201fc976d5389fbdf9845099c15b61d1ceb53.pdf/sustainable-agriculture-code--sac---2017.pdf
https://hmgroup.com/sustainability/standards-and-policies/sustainability-commitment/
https://www.cbi.eu/sites/default/files/inline-files/Appendix_Social-certification-standards-Matrix_pdf%20versie.pdf
https://www.standardsmap.org/


production, distribution and marketing of organic goods is rooted in European legislation.

2. What is the origin of social certification standards?
The development and growth of the fair trade movement has mostly been associated with development aid and
solidarity trade, as a response to poverty and disasters in the global South. The origin of social certification
standards can be traced back to the 1940s and 1950s when the first fair trade shops and companies were set
up in Europe and North America. In the 1960s and 1970s, various international NGOs started advocating for fair
marketing organisations that would support disadvantaged producers in Latin America, Africa and Asia.

The goal was to create greater equity in international trade. Developing countries were also addressing
international political fora at this time to spread the message “Trade not Aid”, emphasising equitable trade
relations with the global South. These developments led to the establishment of the first labels and standards in
the 1980s.

As globalisation took hold in the 1990s, social issues became more prominent. While leading to new jobs and
growth, expanding international value chains stretched across continents which also increased social inequality.
Public awareness of these developments increased through publicised NGO movements, such as the campaign
against Nike for worker abuse and exploitation and documentaries on child labour on cocoa plantations.

The 2000s marked a rapid growth of sustainability standards as public concern about climate change and social
inequalities increased. Global frameworks such as the Millennium Development Goals and UN Global Compact
Principles were launched. Existing standards were more widely adopted by companies and new ones
established, such as UTZ (2002) and Fair for Life (2006).

Also, environmental and social standards have converged more over the years. An example of this is the FiBL
certification programme WeCare. This standard encompasses both environmental and corporate social
responsibility criteria. Another example is Naturland Fair, which unites organic agriculture with social
responsibility and fair trade principles.

Initially, the movement focused on marketing craft products, and it expanded to food products in the 1970s,
starting with coffee and tea. Over recent decades, standards evolved greatly in terms of sectoral and topical
coverage, going from an original focus on agriculture, forestry and fair trade in the early nineties to a broad
range of issues and sectors nowadays.

Table 1: Important milestones in development of social certification standards

1968 The slogan “Trade not Aid” gained international recognition

1973 First fairly traded coffee imported to the Netherlands from
Guatemala

1988 First Fairtrade label is established along with the Max Havelaar
Foundation in the Netherlands, when Mexican coffee farmers
indicated that they would prefer a fair price for their coffee over
charitable support. This label expanded into other European
countries

https://ec.europa.eu/info/food-farming-fisheries/farming/organic-farming/legislation_en
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/History_of_fair_trade
https://www.intracen.org/uploadedFiles/intracenorg/Content/Publications/T4SD%20publication_20210924_02_webpages.pdf
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2001/may/20/burhanwazir.theobserver
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2001/may/20/burhanwazir.theobserver
https://www.truevisiontv.com/films/slavery-a-global-investigation
https://we-care-siegel.org/?lang=en
https://www.naturland.de/en/naturland/naturland-standards/standards-other-standards/860-naturland-fair.html
https://wfto.com/who-we-are


1989 World Fair Trade Organisation created

1989 Rainforest Alliance created

1997 Several national Max Havelaar Foundations merged into Fairtrade
International, raising awareness about the challenges of farmers in
developing countries

2003-2004 Multinationals announce compliance with one or more
sustainability standards

2010 Over 400 sustainability standards established, compared to less
than 200 ten years earlier

Tips:
Consult the website of ISEAL Alliance; it offers insight into the most recent studies of the impact on
and evaluation of certification.

Refer to the website of the United Nations Forum on Sustainability Standards (UNFSS). The website
contains lots of information, analysis, and discussions on sustainability certification standards.

3. What are the developments and trends in social certification
standards?
Social compliance audits and product certification are crucial for European buyers, as well as for exporters to
meet buyer demand. Their importance is likely going to increase due to new due diligence laws, as well as
increased consumer demand for transparency and traceability. As sustainability concerns change, standards
look for ways to adopt, while buyers might look for ways to go beyond certification to ensure ethical and fair
trading practices.

National and sector-wide sustainability initiatives drive up certification
Due to growing sustainability concerns across Europe, a growing number of initiatives aim to increase farming
profitability, improve livelihoods and well-being, and conserve nature. There are initiatives on national levels as
well as global sector-wide initiatives.

What all initiatives have in common is that they provide a platform for supply chain actors to share experiences
and to create a common understanding of the sustainability issues affecting them. The focus on and importance
of sustainability for companies active in any sector will only increase and intensify, broadening the sustainability
focus to include issues such as living income.

Sector-wide sustainability initiatives
Examples of multi-stakeholder, sector-wide initiatives are:

Coffee: The Global Coffee Platform (GCP) is a multi-stakeholder membership association of coffee producers,

https://www.iisd.org/ssi/market-coverage/
https://www.isealalliance.org/
https://unfss.org/home/about-unfss/
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2020/659299/EPRS_BRI(2020)659299_EN.pdf
https://www.globalcoffeeplatform.org/


traders, roasters, retailers, sustainability standards and civil society, governments and donors, united under
a common vision to work collectively towards a thriving, sustainable coffee sector for generations to come.
Spices: The Sustainable Spice Initiative (SSI) aims to sustainably transform the mainstream spices sector,
securing future sourcing and stimulating economic growth in producing countries. The consortium consists of
an international group of companies active within the spices and herbs sector, and NGOs.
Nuts: The Sustainable Nut Initiative (SNI) aims to improve the circumstances in nut producing countries,
while working towards sustainable supply chains. Members of SNI include largescale retailers, traders and
processors.
Cotton: The Better Cotton Initiative (BCI) aims to help cotton communities survive and thrive, while
protecting and restoring the environment. BCI defines what a better, more sustainable way of growing cotton
looks like, and trains and supports farmers to adapt to the corresponding techniques. BCI unites a whole
range of industry stakeholders, from ginners and spinners to brand owners, civil society organisations and
governments.

These initiatives partly drive demand for certification. For instance, members of SSI have committed to strive for
a fully sustainable spice production and trade in the sector. One way for buyers to reach this goal is to increase
their sourced volumes of certified products. SSI members consider the standards in the SSI basket as adequate
to certify or verify the sustainable production of spices. SSI member organisation Euroma (from the
Netherlands), for instance, developed a strategy to source and market Rainforest Alliance-certified black pepper
for European consumers.

The coffee sector is a similar case. In a move to advance sector transparency and the purchase of sustainable
coffee, the GCP recognised nine sustainability schemes that prove coffee is being sourced sustainably.
Interesting is that, besides third-party standards like Fairtrade and 4C, a number of second-party verified
corporate sustainability standards are also part of this list, such as Ecom's SMS Verified and Olam's AtSource
Entry Verified. In 2020, the largest coffee importing retailers and roasters reported that 48% of coffee was
purchased through sustainability schemes recognised by GCP, up from 36% in 2018.

Although certification is used to prove sustainability, it is not yet a perfect solution. SNI, for instance, aims to go
beyond certification and create a risk-based approach to tackle sustainability issues at a sector level.

National sustainability initiatives
Examples of national multi-stakeholder initiatives are:

Cocoa: The German Initiative on Sustainable Cocoa, the Swiss Platform for Sustainable Cocoa, the Dutch
Initiative for Sustainable Cocoa (DISCO), Belgium’s partnership Beyond Chocolate and the French
Sustainable Cocoa Initiative. In 2021, these national sustainability platforms signed a Memorandum of
Understanding to collaborate more closely and to enhance transparency. This was in context of various
problems in the cocoa sector of West Africa, such as child labour and largescale deforestation.
Apparel: The UK’s Textiles 2030, the German Partnership for Sustainable Textile and the Dutch Agreement
on Sustainable Garments and Textile. These initiatives respond to various problems and scandals in the
apparel sector, such as pollution, fast fashion and the 2013 collapse of a garment factory in Dhaka,
Bangladesh.

Member companies of these initiatives have adopted their practices to contribute to the targets set by the
initiative and will increasingly continue to do so. For example, through the endorsement of specific certification
schemes or codes of conduct.

Tips:
Refer to our specific sector studies on the CBI website for more information on sustainability initiatives
and developments in each sector.

https://www.idhsustainabletrade.com/initiative/sustainable-spices-initiative/
https://www.sustainablenutinitiative.com/
https://bettercotton.org/
https://www.idhsustainabletrade.com/uploaded/2018/04/SSI-Basket-of-Standards_March-2020.pdf
https://www.euroma.com/en/about/duurzaamheid
https://www.globalcoffeeplatform.org/latest/2021/gcp-announces-four-new-sustainability-schemes/
https://www.ecomsms.com/
https://www.atsource.io/index.html
https://www.atsource.io/index.html
https://www.globalcoffeeplatform.org/latest/2021/gcp-snapshot-2019-2020/#report-facts
https://www.kakaoforum.de/en/about-us/our-members/
https://www.kakaoplattform.ch/
https://www.idhsustainabletrade.com/initiative/dutch-initiative-for-sustainable-cocoa-disco/
https://www.idhsustainabletrade.com/initiative/dutch-initiative-for-sustainable-cocoa-disco/
https://www.idhsustainabletrade.com/initiative/beyondchocolate/
https://www.cirad.fr/en/press-area/press-releases/2021/french-sustainable-cocoa-initiative
https://www.cirad.fr/en/press-area/press-releases/2021/french-sustainable-cocoa-initiative
https://www.confectionerynews.com/Article/2021/03/05/National-European-cocoa-sustainability-platforms-agree-closer-ties-with-MOU
https://www.confectionerynews.com/Article/2021/03/05/National-European-cocoa-sustainability-platforms-agree-closer-ties-with-MOU
https://theconversation.com/measuring-child-labour-on-ivorian-cocoa-farms-certified-child-labour-free-the-way-you-ask-matters-168521#:~:text=The%20evidence%20of%20child%20labour,knowledge%20in%20the%20late%201990s.&text=It&apos;s%20believed%20that%2097%25%20of,applying%20agrochemicals%20on%20cocoa%20farms.
https://www.mightyearth.org/2021/02/18/mighty-earths-cocoa-accountability-map-3-0-reveals-47000-hectares-of-deforestation-in-prominent-cocoa-growing-regions-of-west-africa/#:~:text=In%20the%20launch%20of%20its,Ivoire%2C%20in%20the%20past%20year.
https://wrap.org.uk/taking-action/textiles/initiatives/textiles-2030
https://www.textilbuendnis.com/en/
https://www.imvoconvenanten.nl/en/garments-textile
https://www.imvoconvenanten.nl/en/garments-textile
https://chelsea-webster.medium.com/rana-plaza-and-fast-fashion-50ad86d2b699
https://chelsea-webster.medium.com/rana-plaza-and-fast-fashion-50ad86d2b699
https://www.cbi.eu/market-information/


Consider becoming part of a sector-wide initiative relevant to you. This can make your company more
competitive and more attractive to work with for European buyers.

Have a look at the website of the Sustainable Trade Initiative, and get acquainted with their work. This
Dutch social enterprise (foundation) aims for sustainable transformation of commodity supply chains,
and is at the cradle of many sector-wide sustainability initiatives, among which: spices (SSI), nuts
(SNI), vanilla (SVI), fresh fruit and vegetables (SIFAV).

Investigate the existing sustainability standards established by retailers and other stakeholders in
your specific sector. You may find these on the sustainability section of their website, or you can ask
potential buyers. Assess whether you can adhere to the guidelines laid down by these standards. They
can be a good starting point if you want to supply products to these companies.

Retailers’ own-label brands boost certification demand across Europe
Certification is increasingly used as a market entry requirement on the mainstream market of some sectors
(example: coffee, cocoa and bananas). This is partly driven by increased commitments from retailers. Due to
stricter sustainability protocols as a response to consumer demand for more product transparency, it is
becoming more difficult for non-certified suppliers to access the European market. Note, however, that the
overall market share of certified products in international trade is still rather small. These developments in the
retail sector, however, provide an indication for continued importance and growth of the use of third-party
certification.

Retailer commitments for third-party certification are strongest in their private-label products. These are gaining
popularity and market share in Europe and are expected to continue to grow further. One of the drivers is that,
in part because of the COVID-19 pandemic, consumers have smaller budgets to spend. Consumers will likely be
more attracted to retailers’ private-label brands, as these offer similar characteristics and quality as branded
products, at more affordable prices.

European markets with the highest private label shares in 2020 were Spain and Switzerland with nearly 50% of
all products sold being retailers’ brands. The United Kingdom follows with a private label market share of 48%,
followed by Portugal (45%), Belgium and Germany (both with 43% each).

Figure 4: Example of Fairtrade-certified own-label tea from Waitrose

Source: Waitrose

For instance, retailer Waitrose (UK) sells all their private label tea, coffee, sugar and cocoa in confectionery as
100% Fairtrade-certified since 2020. Coffee, cocoa, and rice sold under the private label brands of retailer

https://www.idhsustainabletrade.com/
https://www.idhsustainabletrade.com/initiative/sustainable-spices-initiative/
https://www.sustainablenutinitiative.com/
https://www.idhsustainabletrade.com/sustainable-vanilla-initiative-svi/
https://www.idhsustainabletrade.com/initiative/sifav2025/
https://www.oracle.com/a/ocom/docs/dc/ms/oracle_emea_private_label_report_2019_fn.pdf
https://halshs.archives-ouvertes.fr/halshs-02912146/file/Raj%C3%A3o%2C%20Loconto%2C%20Gautreau%202020_EU%20Comission%20Feedback.pdf
https://www.plmainternational.com/industry-news/private-label-today
https://www.plmainternational.com/industry-news/private-label-today
https://www.gfk.com/hubfs/GfK_Development_of_Private_Labels_European_Overview.pdf
https://www.waitrose.com/ecom/products/waitrose-fairtrade-rich-robust-50-assam-tea-bags/027610-13443-13444
https://www.waitrose.com/home/inspiration/about_waitrose/the_waitrose_way/fairtrade/fairtrade-cocoa.html
https://www.rspo.org/acop/2015/coop-switzerland/R-Policies-to-PNC-waterland.pdf


Coop (Switzerland) is also fully Fairtrade-certified. Retailer Lidl (Germany), with shops all over Europe, also
commits to fully certified products: 100% of products is certified to the RSPO Palm Oil standard. Moreover, all
cocoa, tea and coffee used in their private label products are certified to Fairtrade, Rainforest Alliance/UTZ
and/or organic standards, and all chilled and frozen fish products under their private label is certified as MSC or
ASC.

Tips:
Be aware that, for some products, product certification has become a market entry requirement for
Europe’s retail market. This is increasingly the case for tropical commodities like coffee, cocoa, palm
oil, tea, forest products and wild-caught fish.

Work together with other producers and exporters in your region if you lack company size or certified
product volume. This may be interesting as retailers tend to source products of larger volumes and of
consistent quality. Together, you can promote good-quality certified products from your region and be
a more attractive and more competitive supplier for retailers (or other buyers) on the European
market.

Refer to retailers’ Codes of Conduct to see which sustainability elements they find important and what
they require from their suppliers. For instance, check Ahold Delhaize’s Sustainable Retailing page or
Carrefour’s (France) Corporate social responsibility page.

Social compliance audits crucial to comply with European legislation
Companies have long been encouraged to take responsibility of their supply chains on a voluntary basis. As
results were not sufficient, some countries decided to introduce national mandatory due diligence laws for
companies. Examples of this include the 2015 Modern Slavery Act of the United Kingdom, the French Duty of
Care Act implemented in 2017 and the Dutch Child Labour Due Diligence Law of 2020. Germany passed the
Supply Chain Due Diligence Act in 2021, which will come into force in 2023.

There has also been a broader push for mandatory due diligence legislation on a European level. These include
new laws on human rights and environmental due diligence. These laws are currently being developed and are
expected to come into force in 2023.

Companies subjected to these laws are obliged to report on their due diligence efforts. They will in turn require
their suppliers to comply with stricter transparency requirements. European companies typically deal with this
either through specific second-party supplier questionnaires or through third-party social compliance audits.
Both are regarded a risk mitigation strategy, and especially audit reports are used as proof of good supplier
performance.

However, it is argued that performing social compliance audits is not enough to prove this. Another worry is that
suppliers now have extra costs and time investments to prove good practices, while they are also pressured to
supply constant volumes of high-quality products on time and at low prices. Given the wide range of social
compliance standards available (both from suppliers’ own codes of conduct and independent social compliance
standards like BSCI and WRAP), suppliers often have to pay for and deal with various standards, depending on
what buyers require.

Although social audits and certifications will likely continue to play an important role in dealing with current and
new legislative requirements, specific companies are also looking for ways to go beyond certification (see
section below).

https://www.rspo.org/acop/2015/coop-switzerland/R-Policies-to-PNC-waterland.pdf
https://www.abettertomorrow-lidl.ie/sourcing/#overview
https://www.aholddelhaize.com/en/sustainable-retailing/
https://www.carrefour.com/en/csr
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2015/30/contents/enacted
https://www.ethicaltrade.org/blog/france-adopts-new-corporate-duty-care-law
https://www.ethicaltrade.org/blog/france-adopts-new-corporate-duty-care-law
https://www.amfori.org/sites/default/files/amfori-2020-26-02-Dutch-Child-Labour-Due-Diligence-Law.pdf
https://www.sedex.com/germanys-new-supply-chain-due-diligence-act-what-you-need-to-know/#:~:text=What%20is%20the%20new%20law,observed%20in%20their%20supply%20chain.&text=The%20law%20has%20been%20passed,with%20an%20expansion%20in%202024.
https://www.cbi.eu/news/european-due-diligence-act
https://www.business-humanrights.org/sites/default/files/20180920%20Can%20a%20picture%20say%20more%20than%20a%20thousand%20words%20_%20Anne%20Manschot.pdf


Tips:
Read more about the European Due Diligence Act on the CBI website.

Learn how the Due Diligence Act is connected to the larger European Green Deal. This study on the
CBI website sets out how the Green Deal requires that products sold on the European market
increasingly need to meet higher sustainability standards.

Consider developing and implementing your own policy on corporate social responsibility (CSR) or
code of conduct. You can base this on the Base Code of ETI or on the standard guidelines as provided
by the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI). A code of conduct is not always required by buyers but may
be a good way to show potential buyers your views on social (and environmental) responsibility. This
may help you to stand out when your buyer has to choose between several suppliers.

Ensure that the farmers or suppliers you source from also have sustainable practices in place. Many
social and environmental issues take place at farm/production level, which may not be a part of your
direct handling and processing activities.

Complete a self-assessment of a social compliance standard to become familiar with the requirements
and prepare for the audit. For instance, refer to the producer self-assessment of BSCI or the self-
assessment questionnaire of Sedex.

Companies search for ways to go beyond certification
Some brands and buyers in Europe, especially those active in niche segments, search for ways to go beyond
certification. This might be a strategy to differentiate themselves on the market and/or a belief that certification
on a stand-alone basis cannot address the challenges a company needs to deal with. Other reasons could be
that a product is not yet part of an existing certification scheme or that brands are no longer willing to pay
licensing fees.

Going beyond certification may imply that these companies work with shortened supply chains and aim for high
transparency and traceability from source to consumer. This does not mean that certification is no longer
required: it is and most likely will remain a much-used tool to guarantee fair trading principles.

In Europe there are numerous ethical trading companies that only source certified products while also aiming to
go beyond certification. These include GEPA (Germany), Fairtrade Original (the Netherlands) and Ethiquable
(France). Each of these companies is specialised in the import, sale and marketing of fair trade products.

Research shows that, in many cases, strong relationships between suppliers and buyers and ethical buying
practices of buyers influence supplier performance instead of social audits. Ethical trading companies tend to
invest in strong buyer-supplier partnerships, while adhering to ethical buying practices. In addition, these
companies are keen to know the origin and story behind the products they source as they use this information
to build their brand and market share.

Tips:
Be willing and open to invest in transparent and long-term business relationships if you want to do
business with these type of ethical trading companies. This implies that you must comply with buyer
requirements and keep your promises. Doing so will provide you with a competitive advantage, more
knowledge and stability on the European market.

Know the ins and outs of your product and practices and be willing to openly share this information

https://www.cbi.eu/news/european-due-diligence-act
https://www.cbi.eu/market-information/eu-green-deal-how-will-it-impact-my-business
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with buyers. You may also decide to provide your buyers with stories, pictures or videos to show their
social aspects.

Contact potential buyers in your target segment, or visit their websites to find out which standards or
certifications are preferred. Buyers may have preferences for a certain sustainability label depending
on their end clients and/or distribution channels.

Certification standards adapt to rising sustainability concerns
With sustainability becoming more and more important in Europe, the discussion of what socially responsible
business practices entail may evolve. For example, the discussion around living wages and a living income has
gained increased attention in recent years. A growing number of companies in Europe will take this into account
when looking for new suppliers.

Certification standards and social compliance systems aim to adapt to these changing concerns. Fairtrade
International and Rainforest Alliance, for instance, are active members of the living wage coalition. Fairtrade has
worked with established minimum prices and premiums paid to farmers, but launched its Living Income
Reference Price in 2020. At the same time, Rainforest Alliance also addresses living wage in its new certification
programme. The Ethical Trade Initiative and SA8000 create awareness for living wages, by including the topic in
their sets of requirements.

Tips:
Take a look at the website of the Global Living Wage Coalition to learn about the concept of living
wage, and how it is calculated. You can also find more insights into specific region’s living wage.

Make sure you pay a living wage to your producers and/or workers. Have a look at WageIndicator
website for an indication of living wages in your country. Keep records related to your employees’ pay
and work hours for accountability.

Keep up-to-date with the requirements of the certification schemes and standards you work with, as
they are subject to change. For fish, for instance, regularly check the website of ASC. It contains lots
of information about the standard and publishes a monthly ASC certification update.

Caution: supply of certified products may overshadow demand in some
sectors
Although demand for certified products is increasing, in several sectors there is still a mismatch between supply
and demand of certified products. In some sectors, certification standards are seen as a factor contributing to
overproduction. Specifically for cocoa, it is said that the attractive price premiums of some standards have led
to overproduction. Based on interviews with traders, some sources indicate that this has resulted in declining
prices in West Africa in the last decade.

Figure 5 shows the misbalance between supply and demand for certified products. A little less than 30% of total
Fairtrade-certified produced cocoa was actually sold as certified in 2020. For bananas, 54% of Fairtrade-certified
produced bananas were sold as such, and for Fairtrade produced coffee that number was just 25%. For
Rainforest Alliance, shares of certified product sales of total production volumes were: 29% for bananas, 57% for
cocoa and 52% for coffee. In the case of UTZ, 68% of UTZ produced cocoa was sold as such, and 57% of UTZ-
certified coffee. That means that many producers are not able to sell (all) their certified products at a premium

https://www.globallivingwage.org/about/living-income/#:~:text=The%20living%20income%20community%20of%20practice%20has%20agreed%20to%20a,all%20members%20of%20that%20household.
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price as they have to sell their products on conventional markets, while they did make the investments to
certify farming operations. This may put farmers at financial risk.

Due to the imbalance between production and sales of certified products, some standards have taken additional
measures to counter this. As of mid-2020, Fairtrade has introduced new requirements for certification for coffee
and cocoa. Coffee and cocoa cooperatives and traders are now required to have commitments for new Fairtrade
sales volumes, which must be confirmed by the end buyer and validated by the respective national Fairtrade
organisation.

* Although Rainforest Alliance and UTZ merged in 2018, full mutual recognition for cocoa and coffee comes into
force as of 2022, when all volumes will be changed to Rainforest Alliance volumes regardless of the original
programme.

**Data has not been corrected for double certification.

Tips:
Before engaging in any certification schemes, verify with your potential buyers whether a certification
is required or demanded on your target market and whether it provides you with a competitive
advantage over other suppliers. You could also discuss with your buyer if there are any possibilities of
receiving assistance in obtaining your certifications. You can also prepare for certification but hold off
on the actual audit until you have confirmed interest from a potential buyer.

Besides promoting your certification, also promote other sustainable and ethical aspects of your
production process. Transparency and traceability in the supply chain have become increasingly
important, having well-documented information on your products can give you a competitive
advantage. You should be able to prove and communicate a clear and direct link between producer
and consumer.

If you decide not to certify your product, find other ways of showing your buyer that your product is
produced sustainably. Verify the sustainability of your product by comparing it to your buyer’s
sustainability codes or questionnaires, for example. Buyers want proof, so document your findings and
explain how you will solve key sustainability risks and issues. You can for instance refer to the self-
assessment templates of amfori or the self-assessments questionnaires of the Sustainable Agriculture
Initiative (SAI) Platform to document your findings.

Drive for standardisation in certification schemes and standards
This study includes several examples of social certification standards, out of 400+ voluntary standards available
to companies. Where the early 2000s marked a time where multiple new standards were created, currently
there is a growing call for standardisation of such standards.

For consumers, the wealth of labels is starting to cause label fatigue: there are too many labels on products for
them to know what they all mean. This is a threat to certification standards, which risk being drowned out by
competing certifications.

On the side of suppliers, it is difficult to comply with lots of different audits that require substantial investments
in money, time, and other resources. For example, fresh fruit importers supply products to European buyers who
need SMETA, buyers who need BSCI and/or buyers who expect compliance with GRASP standards. As such,
importers generally require their own exporting suppliers to participate in all these schemes. Excluding costs of

https://www.fairtrade.net/news/new-certification-requirement-for-cocoa-and-coffee-to-boost-farmer-incomes
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implementing these standards, certification costs may amount to €1,000–€1,500 per certificate. Although large
producers can afford to do so, small companies struggle to make these investments.

Some certification standards respond to these developments by recognising other standards as equivalent, such
as Fair for Life which allows for possible recognition of ingredients certified according to Fairtrade, FairWild, SPP,
Fair Trade Certified (FT USA) and Naturland Fair. The 2018 merger of Rainforest Alliance and UTZ goes even
further. In addition to providing certified producers access to additional markets and growing consumer interest,
the certifiers also expect this will help brands to simplify their message and prevent a proliferation of messages
that can confuse consumers. At the same time, this merger can also be a response to the demand for greater
efficiency and effectiveness.

There is also a growing number of initiatives which are benchmarking different schemes and standards. These
initiatives aim for traders and retailers to accept different schemes that have been benchmarked positively,
instead of only requiring one specific scheme. This will reduce the pressure on suppliers to comply with a wide
series of different standards. Examples of these initiatives include the Global Sustainable Seafood
Initiative (GSSI) for fish and seafood and the Higg Index for apparel. In addition, you have the Global Social
Compliance Programme (GSCP), which also aims to create a common understanding of best practices for
sustainable supply chain management.

Tips:
When making your decision to select a social certification standard, find out which standards are most
commonly required or used in your sector. If your buyers demand multiple certification schemes,
determine if there is any overlap between the different standards and certification bodies and see if
you can combine audits or create other synergies.

Refer to ITC’s State of Sustainable Markets 2021 and the Sustainability Market Trends Dashboards for
more information on trends, figures and developments in certification schemes.

Investigate which social certification schemes are in line with the Global Social Compliance
Programme. These schemes generally have a higher chance of being accepted by European retailers.

4. What are the most demanded social certification standards in
Europe?
Which certification standard is most demanded differs largely per sector. In general, Fairtrade, Fair for Life and
Rainforest Alliance are among the most demanded product certification standards in the agro-food sectors. In
the non-food sectors, buyers often require suppliers to comply with social compliance standards. BSCI, ETI and
Sedex are among the most requested by European buyers.

Most demanded product certifications in agro-food sectors
Based on a series of interviews and the specific market studies available on our CBI Market Information website,
the following table lists the most common social certification standards for products, specified per sector.

Table 2: Most common product certifications with social criteria requested by European buyers in agro-food
sectors

https://www.foodingredientsfirst.com/news/rainforest-alliance-and-utz-merger-mutual-recognition-offerings-in-cocoa-tea-and-hazelnut-program.html
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https://digital.intracen.org/state-sustainable-markets-2021/state-of-sustainable-markets-2021/
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* In 2022, the Rainforest Alliance and the Union for Ethical BioTrade (UEBT) developed a joint Herbs & Spices
Program. All ingredients certified under this new program will be able to carry the Rainforest Alliance Certified
seal.

As the above table shows, the most common product certification standards across all sectors are:

Fairtrade: Fairtrade International (FLO) has set standards to improve the living conditions of southern
producers. More than 1.9 million farmers and workers from 70 countries are involved in Fairtrade. The
Fairtrade mark is the most recognised ethical label globally, with certified products being sold in 131
countries.
Rainforest Alliance/UTZ: Rainforest Alliance aims to preserve biodiversity and improve working conditions.
There are more than 2.3 million Rainforest Alliance and UTZ certified farmers, mainly from the coffee, cacao
and tea sectors. Consumers in 100 countries can buy products with the Rainforest Alliance or UTZ label.

As of early 2022, there is full mutual recognition for cocoa, hazelnuts, tea, coffee, herbs and spices, processed
fruits (including coconut oil) and flowers. This means that volumes of these products that are certified under the
old Rainforest Alliance standard, UTZ and/or the new Rainforest Alliance programme are all considered
‘Rainforest Alliance’ (i.e. regardless of the original programme).

Fair for Life: There are about 100 companies certified and 100 operations registered according to the Fair for
Life (FFL) certification programme. Producers and brand holders must be certified, while traders and
processors suffice with registration. Over 3,000 Fair for Life products are sold at mainstream and specialised
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retailers, with sales concentrated in about 20 countries.

Global production and sales size of Rainforest Alliance/UTZ and Fairtrade

Rainforest Alliance/UTZ and Fairtrade certification have shown significant growth both in terms of production
and sales across most sectors over the last ten years. The below figures provide an overview of the production
and sales volumes development between 2016 and 2020 of three main commodity products: bananas, cocoa
and coffee. The figures show how certified volumes showed an upward trends. In the case of cocoa there is a
noticable decline, mostly due to a ban on dual certification per 2020 for Ghana and Ivory Coast as well as strong
requirements on GPS data for cocoa. Demand for certified cocoa, however, is expected to take the same course
as the other products in that it is likely to increase or remain stable. Still, supply is expected to remain much
larger than market uptake of certified products.

Largest Fairtrade markets in Europe

Germany is the largest Fairtrade market in Europe, with retail sales of Fairtrade-certified products amounting to
almost €1.45 billion in 2020. Between 2019 and 2020, sales registered an annual decline of -3.2%. After more
than a decade of growth, Fairtrade sales in Germany declined for the first time as a result of the COVID-19
pandemic. The main Fairtrade-certified products sold in Germany were coffee, cocoa, textile, bananas and
flowers.

The United Kingdom is another large Fairtrade market with annual Fairtrade retail sales reaching about €1.2
billion in April 2021, registering a value sales growth of almost 14% compared to the year before. It illustrates
that people are becoming even more open to ethical consumption in the UK. The size of the UK market is in part
thanks to partnerships between retailers and Fairtrade. For instance, retailer Sainsbury’s offers almost 27% of
total Fairtrade-products on sale in the UK. Sainsbury’s is the UK’s second-largest supermarket chain.

France is the third-largest Fairtrade market in Europe. In 2020, Fairtrade retail sales in France reached €1.0
billion, marking a growth of 12% since 2019. Another important Fairtrade market is Switzerland, with annual
Fairtrade retail sales of nearly €831 million in 2020. Between 2019 and 2020, retail sales of Fairtrade products
in Switzerland increased by 5.6%. Swedish Fairtrade market amounted to €467 million in 2020, also registering
growth of 11% despite the COVID-19 pandemic.

Annual Fairtrade per capita consumption is highest in Switzerland with almost €96. To compare, the per capita
consumption of Fairtrade products in Germany amounted to €24 and in Austria €46.

Rainforest Alliance market in Europe

The merger between UTZ and Rainforest Alliance in 2018 has resulted in a large market for Rainforest Alliance
products across Europe. As full mutual recognition for certified products will only enter into force as of early
2022, data on UTZ and Rainforest Alliance markets are still given separately.

One way to look at the size of the market in Europe is to see how many UTZ-certified supply chain actors are
active on a particular market. This indicates the largest markets are Germany with 320 actors active in
December 2021, followed by the Netherlands with 253 and Italy with 213. Other important markets are Belgium
(133), the UK (116), Switzerland (110) and Spain (103). Cocoa is the largest UTZ-sector in terms of certified
supply chain actors.

Germany also hosts the most Rainforest Alliance-certified supply chain actors (140 in December 2021). The
United Kingdom (98) and the Netherlands (76) follow as the second and third-largest. These three markets offer
the largest assortment of Rainforest Alliance-certified products. For instance, German retailers Edeka, Rewe,
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Kaufland, Penny and Lidl have private label products certified by Rainforest Alliance. Italy, Switzerland and
Spain follow with a number of actors ranging between 40 and 50.

Logo recognition is another way to look at the importance of Rainforest Alliance in several European markets. By
looking at logo recognition, slightly different markets come forward as most important. According to data from
2019, 62% of consumers from the UK recognise the Rainforest Alliance logo, followed by 48% of Swedish
consumers, 38% of German consumers and 34% of consumers from the Netherlands.

Fair for Life market in Europe

There is little data available on the size of the Fair for Life market. By far the largest market is France with well
over 170 registered and certified companies in 2021. Germany follows as the second-largest market with 35
companies dealing with FFL products, followed bly the Netherlands with 22, Switzerland with 14 and the United
Kingdom with 11 companies registered and/or certified by Fair for Life.

The Fair for Life certification programme was launched in Switzerland in 2006. In 2017, Fair for Life and the
global French-based organic certification organisation Ecocert merged into Fair for Life certification as we know
it today. It partly explains the large presence and popularity of the label in France.

Social certification for natural ingredients

Social standards are important in all food sectors, and increasingly so due to new legislative requirements on
European level. Still, some sectors put a larger emphasis on certification than others. Product certification with
social standards such as Fairtrade and Rainforest Alliance are most used in commodity food value chains, such
as coffee, cocoa, tea, fruits and sugar.

For natural ingredient sectors (including herbs, oils, extracts, among others) the use of and demand for
certification is less clear-cut. Whether or not European buyers are interested in buying certified natural
ingredients depends on how buyers communicate this to their customers. For instance, industry sources
indicated that 80-90% of spices and herbs are used as food ingredients, instead of final products. When a spice
makes up a small share of a product, it is difficult to communicate its sustainability to consumers. European
food manufacturers may be more interested in certified spices and herbs if they are part of an entirely certified
food product.

In the case of natural ingredients for cosmetics, manufacturers more often choose certified ingredients as a
means to support their brand image as ethical. This means they often adhere to fair trade principles, though
their final cosmetic products are not necessarily certified as such. This has several reasons. For one, because
cosmetic products commonly contain at least 10-20 ingredients. Moreover, most cosmetic products consist for
up to 90% of water, which cannot be certified as fair trade.

Not all social certification standards cover cosmetic ingredients. Fairtrade, for instance, is limited to ingredients
mainly used in food, such as cocoa and shea butter, coconut oil and sugar. For final cosmetic products to be
able to have a Fairtrade label on their packaging, they need to contain at least 5% of Fairtrade ingredients in
leave-on products and 2% in rinse-off products. However, this does not mean that cosmetic companies do not
work with Fairtrade. The German cosmetics company Fair Squared is an example of a company using Fairtrade
certified ingredients in its products where these are available.

Standards such as Fair for Life and FairWild can be adapted to a much larger variety of products and
ingredients. Both have separate criteria for sustainable wild harvesting of plants, while Fair for Life can also be
used for cultivated ingredients. These standards are more commonly used for natural ingredients, though some
cosmetic brands choose to focus on Fairtrade certification, likely using the existing consumer awareness of this
certification from their use in food sectors.
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Tips:
Check the websites of the national Fairtrade organisations in Europe to stay up-to-date on
developments in a specific market. National Fairtrade organisations license the Fairtrade marks on
products and promote Fairtrade in the country.

Be aware that different countries/regions value different aspects of sustainability. For instance,
Fairtrade products find a very large market in the UK, while Germany is the largest market for organic-
certified products. In general, in North and Western Europe sustainability has become a leading theme
in purchasing decisions for many consumers. In recent years, however, demand for sustainable
products is also on the rise in Southern and Eastern Europe. In general, these markets still lag slightly
behind in terms of demand for sustainability/certified products.

Check the annual reports of certification standards to search for latest data on retail sales and more.
These can be find on their websites. Also, do not forget to consult the Frequently Asked Questions
(FAQ). Be aware that information can be hard to find, and sometimes only available in a language
other than English.

Find potential certified business partners in Europe by checking the lists of Fairtrade-certified
operators, Rainforest Alliance/UTZ-certified supply chain actors, Fair for Life-certified operators and
Fair Wild-certified operators.

Understand why buyers decide to work with specific certification schemes. For instance, refer to this
story by the tea brand Pukka (UK) and understand why they are Fair for Life certified.

Most demanded standards in non-food sectors
There are several certification schemes that were specifically developed to certify non-food products. Based on
interviews and our studies about sustainability in home decoration and home textiles (HDHT), sustainable
materials and sustainable apparel, the table below gives an overview of the most commonly demanded
certification standards that include social critieria in these European non-food sectors.

Table 3: Most common product certifications requested by European buyers in non-food sectors*

Apparel Materials HDHT

Global Organic
Textile Standard
(GOTS)

Better Cotton Initiative
(BCI)

World Fair Trade
Organisation (WFTO)

OEKO-TEX (Made in
Green)

Cotton Made in Africa
(CmiA)

Fair for Life

 Fairtrade Forest Stewardship Council
(FSC)

 Organic Content Standard
(OCS)

OEKO-TEX (STEP)
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 Global Organic Textile
Standard (GOTS)

Global Organic Textile
Standard (GOTS)

* Some of these standards include, besides social criteria, very strong environmental elements (examples: GOTS
and OCS).

In general, most European buyers in the HDHT and apparel sectors do not demand certification. Instead, many
buyers increasingly demand their suppliers to comply with certain social compliance standards. With these
standards buyers want to ensure that the products they source are produced in fair and safe working conditions.
The most common requested standards in Europe are:

amfori Business Social Compliance Initiative (BSCI): This is a suply chain management system that helps
manufacturers drive social compliance. The amfori BSCI Code of Conduct includes 11 principles, ranging
from fair remuneration to no child labour. To prove compliance, a European buyer can request a third-party
audit of a supplier’s production process. If you get audited, you will be included in a database together with
all BSCI members.
Ethical Trade Initiative (ETI): This initiative is an alliance of companies, trade unions and voluntary
organisations. It aims to improve the working lives of people across the globe who make or grow consumer
goods. The ETI Base Code consists of 9 principles, one of them being the payment of living wage. It is
possible to audit your company for ETI compliance.
SMETA: Sedex Members Ethical Trade Audit: This guideline does not specify a particular code, instead it
stores information on ethical and responsible practices covered by ILO Conventions, ETI Base Code, SA8000,
ISO14001 and industry specific codes of conduct. Sedex members can use the information on the system to
evaluate suppliers against any of these codes or the labour standards provisions in individual corporate
codes.

The above standards are applicable to companies of all sizes and from all sectors. Even if these standards are
not requested by your buyer, you can still use their guidelines to assess your sustainability. For instance,
complete the Self-Assessment Questionnaire (SAQ) to identify important ethical, social and environmental
issues in your business and share this with (potential) buyers. Altough non of the above-mentioned standards
provide certification, they show European buyers that you are actively working on and are concerned with social
sustianability within your company.

In which markets are most member countries of these initiatives found?

ETI is most requested by buyers from the UK. Among the members of ETI are also UK’s three largest retailers:
Tesco, Sainsbury’s and ASDA. With over 500 member buying companies, the UK also has by far the largest
number of Sedex buyers, followed at a large distance by the Netherlands (34), Germany (30), Ireland (16), Spain
(16), Italy (14) and France (12). BSCI finds its largest company member base in Germany (850 members),
followed by the Netherlands (411), France (191) and Denmark (162). This is just an indication of what you may
expect from specific countries. In the end it depends on your buyer’s preference which standard is required, if
any.

Tips:
Create your company’s code of conduct based on the codes of amfori BSCI Code of Conduct, the ETI
Base Code or Sedex’s SAQ.

Discuss sustainability concerns and specific social requirements with your (potential) buyers. You can
use these insights to comply with buyer requirements, as well as to build a story for marketing
purposes about these specific sustainability aspects.

Refer to the specific factsheets on sustainability in HDHT, the sustainable transition in apparel and

https://www.amfori.org/sites/default/files/amfori-2020-03-05-amfori-BSCI-code-of-conduct.pdf
https://www.ethicaltrade.org/eti-base-code
https://www.ilo.org/global/standards/introduction-to-international-labour-standards/conventions-and-recommendations/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ethicaltrade.org/eti-base-code
https://sa-intl.org/programs/sa8000/
https://www.iso.org/news/2012/04/Ref1547.html
https://www.sedex.com/our-services/saq/
https://www.tescoplc.com/
https://www.about.sainsburys.co.uk/
https://www.asda.com/
https://www.sedex.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/Sedex-Annual-Review-2019.pdf
https://www.sedex.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/Sedex-Annual-Review-2019.pdf
https://www.amfori.org/node/292/field_amfori_services/amfori-bsci-205
https://www.amfori.org/sites/default/files/amfori-2020-03-05-amfori-BSCI-code-of-conduct.pdf
https://www.ethicaltrade.org/eti-base-code
https://www.ethicaltrade.org/eti-base-code
https://www.sedex.com/our-services/saq/
https://www.cbi.eu/market-information/home-decoration-home-textiles/sustainability-home-decoration-and-home-textiles
https://www.cbi.eu/market-information/apparel/sustainable-transition-apparel-and-home-textiles


home textiles, and buyer requirements for apparel and materials for more insights into sustainability
issues and requirements in these sectors.

5. What are the main differences between the most demanded
social certification standards?
The standards for Fairtrade, Rainforest Alliance and Fair for Life vary across several indicators. Of these
standards, Fair for Life covers the widest product range and allows for recognition of ingredients certified
according to other standards, which both Rainforest Alliance and Fairtrade do not. Regarding eligibility,
Fairtrade is most restrictive, both in terms of geography and type of actors that can be certified. Fairtrade is
also the only standard of the three that works with a guaranteed premium. Rainforest Alliance and Fair for Life
include more extensive environmental sustainability criteria than Fairtrade, which is often used in combination
with organic certification.

Table 4: Main differences between Fairtrade, Rainforest Alliance and Fair for Life standards

 Fairtrade Rainforest
Alliance

Fair for Life

Products Cereals, cocoa,
coffee, seed cotton,
flowers and plants,
herbs, spices,
processed and fresh
fruit and vegetables,
sports balls, sugar,
honey, nuts, oil
seeds.

Cocoa, tea,
coffee, rooibos,
palm oil,
hazelnuts,
bananas, seeds,
flowers and
foliage,
vegetables and
spices.

All natural
products from
agriculture, wild
collection,
aquaculture,
livestock, and
beekeeping, as
well as handicrafts.

https://www.cbi.eu/market-information/apparel/sustainable-transition-apparel-and-home-textiles
https://www.cbi.eu/market-information/apparel/buyer-requirements


Standards /
Equivalance

Standards for small-
scale producers,
hired labour
organisations, for
contract production
and for traders.
Specific Fairtrade
standards for each
product.
Fairtrade
International does
not recognise any
other label as
equivalent.

There is a 2020
Sustainable
Agriculture
Standard specific
with Farm
Requirements
and one with
Supply Chain
Requirements.
The standard
differentiates
between
smallholders and
large producers.
Rainforest
Alliance does not
recognise any
other label as
equivalent.

One standard that
covers all
products. Eligble
products include
more specialist fair
trade products
such as herbal
teas and essential
oils in addition to
cocoa and fruits.
Possible
recognition of
ingredients
certified according
to: Fairtrade,
FairWild, SPP, Fair
Trade Certified (FT
USA), Naturland
Fair.

Who is
eligible?

Geographical scope:
There is a restricted
geographical scope
with ‘developing’
countries and
territories where
producers are
eligible for Fairtrade
certification.
Type of actors:
Certified producers’
organisations, hired
labour.

Geographical
scope: Both
‘developed’ and
‘developing’
countries.
Type of actors:
All farm sizes,
including large
estates, and
companies.

Geographical
scope: Both
‘developed’ and
‘developing’
countries. That
means that buyers
in countries like
Turkey are also
eligble.
Type of actors:
Farmers, growers,
hired labour,
packers,
employees,
traders,
processors, etc.

https://www.fairtrade.net/standard/spo
https://www.fairtrade.net/standard/spo
https://www.fairtrade.net/standard/hl
https://www.fairtrade.net/standard/hl
https://www.fairtrade.net/standard/cp
https://www.rainforest-alliance.org/resource-item/2020-sustainable-agriculture-standard-farm-requirements/
https://www.rainforest-alliance.org/resource-item/2020-sustainable-agriculture-standard-farm-requirements/
https://www.rainforest-alliance.org/resource-item/2020-sustainable-agriculture-standard-farm-requirements/
https://www.rainforest-alliance.org/resource-item/2020-sustainable-agriculture-standard-farm-requirements/
https://www.rainforest-alliance.org/resource-item/2020-sustainable-agriculture-standard-farm-requirements/
https://www.rainforest-alliance.org/resource-item/2020-sustainable-agriculture-standard-farm-requirements/
https://www.rainforest-alliance.org/resource-item/2020-sustainable-agriculture-standard-supply-chain-requirements
https://www.rainforest-alliance.org/resource-item/2020-sustainable-agriculture-standard-supply-chain-requirements
https://www.fairtrade.net/standard/fairtrade-standards#scope


Costs Costs depend on
various elements. To
give a price
indication, the
certification body
FLOCERT provides a
cost calculator that
will produce an
estimate of
certification cost.

Costs vary
depending on
work, needs, size
of the farm and
location. Costs
for farmers
include:
- audit services
from
an authorised
certification body
of choice;
- costs associated
with meeting the
Sustainable
Agriculture
Standard.
As smallholder
farmers you can
organise yourself
and seek
certification as a
group to reduce
expenses.
An overview and
examples of
costs for
companies can
be found here.

Certification costs
vary depending on
the location and
size and
complexity of your
operation/ supply
chain: a quote is
given at the start
of the process. You
can send an
applicatin  form,
after which an
offer will be
prepared. You will
then be asked to
confirm your
application and
approve the
estimated costs by
signing the offer
and the
certification
contract.
If you are already
certified organic by
Ecocert or IMO,
this reduces the
cost of Fair for Life
certification, as the
audits can
normally be
combined.

https://www.flocert.net/solutions/fairtrade/cost-calculator/
https://www.rainforest-alliance.org/business/solutions/certification/agriculture/get-certified/
https://www.rainforest-alliance.org/business/solutions/certification/agriculture/get-certified/
https://www.rainforest-alliance.org/business/solutions/certification/agriculture/get-certified/
https://www.rainforest-alliance.org/business/certification/how-much-does-rainforest-alliance-certification-cost/


Prices/income Guarantees
Fairtrade Minimum
Price, social
premium and, if
applicable, organic
premium. When the
market price for a
product is higher
than the minimum
price, the market
price has to be paid.
No Fairtrade
minimum prices are
defined for
secondary products
and their
derivatives. These
prices have to be
negotiated between
producer and buyer.
Premiums need to
be paid for each
product, including
secondary products.
Premium is paid to
farmer organisation,
not to individual
farmers.

No guaranteed
miminum price.
However, RFA
works with a
Sustainability
Differential and
Sustainability
Investment
requirement.
Sustainability
Differential:
mandatory
additional cash
payment,
decided through
negotations
between buyer
and seller. There
is no restriction
on how the
differential
should be used.
Sustainability
investment
requirement:
buyers must
make cash or in-
kind investments
to farmers based
on the needs
identified in
farmers’
investment plans.

Prices are
negotiated and
agreed between
sellers and buyers;
a floor price should
be determined
based on
sustainable
production costs
calculations. Sales
prices are aimed to
be at least 5-10%
above
conventional
market prices, but
this entirely
depends on
negotiation
outcomes.
On top of the sales
price, a premium
must be paid into a
separate fund for
community
projects at the
producer level.

https://www.fairtrade.net/standard/minimum-price-info
https://www.fairtrade.net/standard/minimum-price-info
https://www.fairtrade.net/standard/fairtrade-standards#secondary-products
https://www.fairtrade.net/standard/fairtrade-standards#secondary-products
https://www.fairtrade.net/standard/fairtrade-standards#secondary-products
https://www.rainforest-alliance.org/tag/shared-responsibility/
https://www.rainforest-alliance.org/tag/shared-responsibility/
https://www.rainforest-alliance.org/tag/shared-responsibility/
https://www.rainforest-alliance.org/tag/shared-responsibility/
https://www.rainforest-alliance.org/tag/shared-responsibility/


Inclusion of
environmental
sustainability

Includes criteria
about responsible
water and waste
management,
preserving
biodiversity and soil
fertility, and minimal
use of pesticides
and agrochemicals.
Fairtrade prohibits
the use of several
hazardous materials
and all genetically
modified organisms
(GMOs).
The combination of
both Fairtrade and
Organic-certified
products is
increasingly
common and
continues to gain
populairty in Europe
for sectors like
coffee.

Extensive
coverage of
environmental
criteria is
included in the
standard.
Environmental
criteria promote
healthier soil,
cleaner water,
reduced use of
synthetic
fertilisers and
pesticides,
biodiversity
conservation, and
climate change
adaptation and
mitigation.

Standard includes
aseries of criteria
related to
environmental
sustainability,
biodiveristy, ban
on GMOs and
prohibition of
hazardous
substances.
Organic
certification is not
necesary but
highly encouraged
by Fair for Life.

The social compliance standards BSCI, ETI and SMETA are all based on international labour standards. Of these
standards, SMETA includes the highest share of environmental criteria (if you chose the 4-piller audit).
Regarding eligibility, companies from all sizes and sectors can be required by their buyers to get an audit.
Benefits for each standard are fairly similar, and all aim to avoid unnecessary duplication efforts for suppliers in
their own way. Still, buyers often have the final decision on which standards they request and to what extent
they recognise standards as equivalent.

Table 5: Main differences between BSCI, ETI and SMETA standards

 BSCI ETI SMETA



Which
principles
are included
in the
standard?
 
/
 
Equivalence

The amfori BSCI Code
of Conduct draws on
international labour
standards protecting
workers’ rights such as
International Labour
Organisation
conventions and
declarations, the
United Nations Guiding
Principles on Business
and Human Rights as
well as guidelines for
multinational
enterprises of the
Organisation for
Economic Co-operation
and Development.
 
The Code of conduct is
organised around 11
social principles:
1. The right of freedom
of association and
collective bargaining
2. Fair remuneration
3. Occupational health
and safety
4. Special protection
for young workers
5. No bonded labour
6. Ethical business
behaviour
7. No discrimination
8. Decent working
hours
9. No child labour
10. No precarious
employment
11. Protection of the
environment
 
BSCI recognises
SA8000 for 100% and
Rainforest Alliance as
80% equivalent.

The ETI Base Code
builds on the standards
of the International
Labour Organisation,
and consists of 9
principles:
1. Employment is
freely chosen
2. Freedom of
association and the
right to collective
bargaining are
respected
3. Working conditions
are safe and hygienic
4. Child labour shall
not be used
5. Living wages are
paid
6. Working hours are
not excessive
7. No discrimination is
practised
8. Regular employment
is provided
9. No harsh or
inhumane treatment is
allowed
 
Companies applying
this Base Code should
also comply with
national and any other
applicable laws.
 
ETI is viewed as a
global reference
standard and is widely
used as a benchmark
against which to
conduct social audits
and develop ethical
trade action plans.

You can choose
between a 2-Pillar
and 4-Pillar SMETA
audit.
 
SMETA 2-Pillar
audits are governed
by the standards
contained in the ETI
base code, focusing
on labour standards
and health and
safety.
 
To these criteria,
SMETA 4-Pillar
audits add
additional
environmental
management
requirements as
well as ethical
business practices.
 
All social audits
(examples: BSCI,
WRAP, SA 8000)
can be uploaded
onto Sedex
platform. It is up to
your buyer to
decide which audit
is accepted by them
and best suits their
purposes.



Who uses
this
standard?

The amfori BSCI is
aimed at companies
operating on the
international market
and cooperating with
supplier
companies abroad.
The supplier audits fit
best with companies
looking to strengthen
their responsible
corporate action, both
internally and in the
supply chain.
For a supplier, this
means you can be
requested to undergo
an audit. This audit will
be applied for via the
amfori BSCI platform
and approved by the
amfori BSCI member
(your buyer).

The Base Code of ETI is
a generic code of
labour practice. For ETI
member companies
and many other
retailers and brands it
is interesting to adopt
this code. Some
companies adopt the
code literally, others
incorporate it into their
own company’s code of
conduct. Either way,
ETI member companies
and many others
increasingly make sure
that their suppliers
work towards
compliance with the
code over time and
inspect large numbers
of their suppliers
against the Base Code
every year.

Buyers often use
SMETA audits and
the Sedex database
to productively
manage and
mitigate risks in
their supply
chains, by following
the principles of
SMETA. Members of
SMETA, however,
include suppliers,
importers and
exporters. Buyers
can request their
suppliers to
undergo an audit.
As a supplier you
can publish your
Sedex reports to
the database.

https://www.amfori.org/members
https://www.ethicaltrade.org/about-eti/our-members
https://www.ethicaltrade.org/about-eti/our-members
https://www.sedex.com/about-us/our-members/
https://www.sedex.com/about-us/our-members/


How is
auditing
done?

As explained by Tüv
Rheinland, before an
audit each producer is
asked to fill out the
BSCI self-assessment
questionnaire. This
gives auditors a first
impression and
supports the audit
planning. The supplier
then receives an audit
plan with a list of
documents needed for
the audit. When an
audit is carried out on
site, auditors examine
whether the supplier
adheres to the
guidelines of the
amfori BSCI Code of
Conduct.
 
Social audits are done
by external accredited
entities, that check
social activities of
companies along the
supply chain.

Audits are done by
auditing companies
with experience of
carrying out audits
against the ETI Base
Code.
 
Note that audits are
meant to be a way of
diagnosing problems,
not as a ‘pass or fail’
test. As ETI states: “It
is rare to find any
company that is fully
compliant with the
Base Code. If you
supply an ETI member
company, you should
expect them to help
you make any
necessary
improvements within a
timeframe that works
for both of you. ETI
member companies
should not stop trading
with you if the audit
uncovers only minor
issues. However, if
they uncover very
serious issues, you will
be expected to take
immediate corrective
action. If you do not do
so, you may lose the
business.”

If decided to go for
a third-party audit,
this is done by
affiliate audit
companies.
 
After a successful
SMETA audit, you
can register with
the Sedex platform,
where registered
companies openly
share information
about their social
and ethical
performance with
other members and
customers. The
Sedex database is a
globally recognised
online platform.
 

https://www.tuv.com/world/en/bsci-supplier-audit.html
https://www.tuv.com/world/en/bsci-supplier-audit.html
https://www.amfori.org/content/enabling-partners#auditing
https://www.amfori.org/content/enabling-partners#auditing
https://www.ethicaltrade.org/faq/how-do-i-arrange-audit
https://www.ethicaltrade.org/faq/what-can-i-do-to-make-sure-i-pass-audit
https://www.sedex.com/affiliate-audit-companies/
https://www.sedex.com/affiliate-audit-companies/


What are
the
benefits?

Some of the listed
benefits include:
• Opening up new
marketing possibilities
and strengthening
trust of customers,
business partners and
employees.
• Showing
responsibility for and
improving fair and safe
production and
working conditions.
• Saving costs and
time by avoiding
multiple audits, by
being able to provide
proof of improved
working conditions and
overall social
commitment.
• Creating the perfect
basis for SA8000
certification.

Some of the listed
benefits include:
• Providing evidence to
your buyers that your
company has a
commitment to ethical
trading and your
products are ‘fair
trade’.
• Gaining a
competitive edge by
demonstrating ethical
stance.
• Minimising risks in
production facilities,
reducing staff turnover
and boosting
productivity thanks to
more engaged
employees.

Some of the listed
benefits include:
• Improving your
image by showing
that you are
committed to
principles of
ethically and
socially responsible
business.
• Sedex offers
internationally
recognised and
globally applicable
audit formats,
which will save time
and money by
avoiding duplicate
audits and
certifications by
other standards.
• Mitigating risks in
fields of social
responsibility and
sustainability.

Tips:
Refer to the International guide to fair trade labels. This is a reference document to better understand
the guarantees of fair trade labels, their standards, monitoring measures and how they differ from
sustainable development labels.

Check out the training possibilities of certification schemes. For instance, Rainforest Alliance offers
both online and in-person trainings for best practices in sustainable agriculture, such as this training
on the 2020 Sustainable Agriculture Standard.

Refer to this document for a comparison of the ETI Base Code and SA8000.

6. What are possible benefits of social certification standards?
For SMEs there are different reasons to obtain certification. Examples include demand by your buyer, ensuring
transparency and traceability, improving company reputation, dealing with specific social issues in your chain,
and/or adding credibility to your sustainability claims.

Social certification standards claim various benefits by obtaining their certification. These generally include that
certification contributes to achieving Sustainable Development goals, that you receive a fair price for your
products and thus improve the livelihoods of smallholder farmers and that companies can demonstrate that

https://www.tuv.com/world/en/bsci-supplier-audit.html
https://www.tuv.com/world/en/bsci-supplier-audit.html
https://www.tuvsud.com/en/services/auditing-and-system-certification/ethical-trade-initiative-audit
https://www.tuvsud.com/en/services/auditing-and-system-certification/ethical-trade-initiative-audit
https://www.tuv.com/world/en/sedex-audit-according-to-smeta.html
https://www.tuv.com/world/en/sedex-audit-according-to-smeta.html
https://www.commercequitable.org/wp-content/uploads/guide-des-labels-anglais-web.pdf
https://learn.ra.org/
https://www.rainforest-alliance.org/business/certification/how-to-get-training-from-rainforest-alliance/
https://learn.ra.org/course/view.php?id=2293
http://www.sipascr-peru.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/09/Comparison-of-Codes.pdf
https://www.rainforest-alliance.org/business/certification/how-rainforest-alliance-certification-will-benefit-your-company/
https://www.fairtrade.net/about/key-benefits-of-fairtrade


they are reliable partners that are serious about (social) sustainability. Research has shown that the benefits
and impact of social certification may vary per standard, region or company/cooperative that obtains the
certification. Moreover, as supply of fair trade products exceeds demand, not all certified products can be sold
as such.

Table 6: An overview of different possible benefits of social certification standards

Possible benefit Explanation / impact

Higher / fair
price for your
products

Most social certification standards include fair prices for
products. For example, Fairtrade states: “We put fair
prices first because farmers and workers in developing
countries deserve a decent income and decent work”.
Research conducted on the impact of social certification
standards often indicate a positive effect on prices for
certified products. In the case of Fairtrade, this comes from
the minimum price for products, while studies on Rainforest
Alliance/UTZ certification attribute small price increases to
improved product quality. When you take certification costs
and administration time/costs into account as well, price
increases are relatively small.

Higher
household
income

Although results vary among studies, positive impacts have
been found on household income for producers of certified
products. Fairtrade International claims that a review of 151
studies found Fairtrade “improves farmers’ income,
wellbeing and resilience”. Fair for Life adds that with
certification “your company and its fair trade contribution
can effectively improve the livelihood of many smallholder
farmers and/or workers”.
Other positive impacts have been on assets, food security or
education. Studies looking at net household incomes for
certified coffee, excluding certification costs, find limited
evidence of overall improvement. Results vary depending on
the effectiveness that cooperatives have in representing,
managing and communicating with producers.

https://www.fairforlife.org/pmws/indexDOM.php?client_id=fairforlife&page_id=programm_2&lang_iso639=en
https://www.fairtrade.net/about/key-benefits-of-fairtrade
https://www.fairtrade.net/about/key-benefits-of-fairtrade
https://www.cgdev.org/sites/default/files/what-are-we-getting-voluntary-sustainability-standards-coffee.pdf
https://www.cgdev.org/sites/default/files/what-are-we-getting-voluntary-sustainability-standards-coffee.pdf
https://www.fairtrade.net/issue/impact-of-certification
https://www.fairtrade.net/issue/impact-of-certification
https://www.cgdev.org/sites/default/files/what-are-we-getting-voluntary-sustainability-standards-coffee.pdf
https://www.cgdev.org/sites/default/files/what-are-we-getting-voluntary-sustainability-standards-coffee.pdf


Working
conditions
 

Obtaining certification demonstrates that your company and
its products meet social criteria in a recognised standard. A
review of studies on outcomes of Fairtrade certification finds
that certification:
• Strengthens smallholder farmers’ cooperatives, both in
their organisational capacity and, in particular,
representation and democracy;
• Improves workers’ health and safety, payment terms and
job satisfaction;
• Enhances women’s representation and participation and,
especially at plantations, equality of pay.
Fair for Life adds that workers “enjoy excellent working
conditions” while Rainforest Alliance states that “Rainforest
Alliance Certified farms are better and safer places to live
and work”.
Moreover, auditing your performance on social criteria can
bring social performance to the attention of management
and provides a formal procedure to assess and improve
social performance. These criteria can help to assess
workplace health and safety conditions, review
documentation and develop reporting.
Studies on various social certification standards in the coffee
sector find some positive results on working conditions, but
results are mixed. Some find improvements in working
conditions, but these improvements are not sustained and
often the findings are that certification has little or no effect
on labour standards compliance or working conditions.

Credibility and
company
reputation
 

As third-party certification is verified by an independent
control body, it demonstrates your company’s commitment
to social sustainability by complying with a specific standard.
This helps to show your credibility and strengthen your
reputation towards potential buyers. You can use it to build
trust within global supply chains. Fair for Life adds:
“Consumers can buy your products in confidence with the
assurance that the products are produced in a truly
sustainable and accountable way”.

https://www.fairtrade.net/issue/impact-of-certification
https://media.riseseafood.org/resources/RISE_Audits_and_Certifications.pdf
https://www.cgdev.org/sites/default/files/what-are-we-getting-voluntary-sustainability-standards-coffee.pdf
https://www.cgdev.org/sites/default/files/what-are-we-getting-voluntary-sustainability-standards-coffee.pdf
https://www.fairforlife.org/pmws/indexDOM.php?client_id=fairforlife&page_id=programm_2&lang_iso639=en


Market access
 

Obtaining social standard certification can help you to access
new markets or stand out in existing markets. You can use it
to distinguish your company as a socially responsible
operation and communicate the integrity of your company
and its products. Which standard has most added value for
you depends on your product, end-market and type of buyer
you target. For some products, such as cocoa and coffee, it
may be very difficult to enter international markets without
certification. Fairtrade International finds that the label
“raises consumers’ awareness, commitment and willingness
to pay for fair and sustainable consumption”.
Studies support the link to end markets, adding that having a
strong relationship with buyers is associated with more
positive outcomes of the certification.

Risk reduction
 

Increasingly, financiers build portfolios that avoid social and
environmental risks. In sustainable finance, they integrate
environmental, social and governance criteria into business
or investment decisions. Some financiers use voluntary
standards as a comprehensive and credible tool to monitor
risks in business operations. This also recognises that
certified companies lower their sustainability related risks.
For example, in Ghana, sustainable businesses can get loans
with lower interest rates, as banks consider them less risky.

Traceability
 

To achieve a social certification, companies must have a
satisfactory traceability system in place. Certified products
need to be kept separate from non-certified products and
companies need to track and audit volumes sold through the
supply chain. An added benefit is that certified companies
have a better knowledge of their farm or raw input source.
With the continuously growing demand for traceable
products in international markets, this can be an added value
to obtain certification.

https://www.fairtrade.net/issue/impact-of-certification
https://www.cgdev.org/sites/default/files/what-are-we-getting-voluntary-sustainability-standards-coffee.pdf
https://www.intracen.org/uploadedFiles/intracenorg/Content/Publications/T4SD%20publication_20210924_02_webpages.pdf
https://www.intracen.org/uploadedFiles/intracenorg/Content/Publications/T4SD%20publication_20210924_02_webpages.pdf


Quality and
Productivity
 

Having a social certification can, indirectly, also help you to
increase product quality and productivity. This is often due to
training that is offered, or improved processing facilities, not
a direct result of certification itself. Some exceptions include
FairWild certified products, which emphasises on good
collection practices and resource assessments that may
support increased quality and productivity. Rainforest
Alliance adds that “Certified farmers and foresters are able
to grow better crops, adapt to climate change, and increase
their productivity”. This has been supported by some studies,
but productivity effects are not commonly reported on.
Looking at the coffee sector, studies on Fairtrade certification
show lower impact on productivity as the standard
emphasises trading relationships and prices over agricultural
practices.

Environmental
impacts
 

Some of the social certification standards mentioned in this
study claim environmental impacts, most notably FairWild
and Rainforest Alliance. FairWild states that if a supplier
obtains FairWild certification, “buyers, whether ingredient
traders or consumers, know they are dealing with legally and
sustainably harvested products”. This standard focuses
strongly on sustainable management and collection of wild
resources, to ensure future availability of resources.
Rainforest Alliance explains that “certified farms are also
better for the planet and more sustainable in the long term.
This is because certified farmers must protect natural
resources and the environment.”
However, for other social certification standards this outcome
is less clear as the focus is on social responsibility. There are
some indications that having obtained a social certification
standard may make it easier to obtain organic certification
which has a stronger environmental impact.

Tips:
Make a thorough cost calculation to calculate the possible extra profit if you decide to pursue
certification. Do the calculation with and without the certification fees, learning costs, workload and
possible differences in yields. Realise that the price you may obtain for your certified products may
range widely, depending on the quality of your products and certification scheme.

Make sustainability part of your core business. Try to provide a fully traceable product, improve your
control over the supply chain, make your production more sustainable, invest in farmers and train
them on sustainability issues.

https://www.rainforest-alliance.org/business/certification/how-rainforest-alliance-certification-will-benefit-your-company/
https://www.rainforest-alliance.org/business/certification/how-rainforest-alliance-certification-will-benefit-your-company/
https://www.cgdev.org/sites/default/files/what-are-we-getting-voluntary-sustainability-standards-coffee.pdf
https://www.fairwild.org/why-fairwild
https://www.rainforest-alliance.org/business/certification/how-rainforest-alliance-certification-will-benefit-your-company/


7. What are hurdles related to social certification standards?
Though certification of social standards can lead to several possible benefits as highlighted in chapter 6, they
are not without their challenges. Before determining whether certification is the right move for your company,
and which standard offers the most opportunities, you need to have a good understanding of the hurdles you
can expect.

Table 7: An overview of different possible hurdles related to social certification standards

Possible hurdles Explanation / impact

Total certified
market is limited

One of the key challenges for certification is that, for
some products, supply is much larger than demand (see
trends section for more information). The market for
certified products, though growing, is small and several
producers of commodity products cannot sell their
volumes produced in the certified market. You will need
to invest time and resources to obtain certification but
may not have a guarantee that you will find buyers that
value that effort. If you need to sell certified products in
conventional trading channels you may not have
sufficient income to cover the costs of certification.

Limited consumer
recognisability

Most suppliers in the business-to-business (B2B) trade
rely on final product manufacturers or retailers to
promote social certification labels to expand future
demand. However, lesser-known standards, such as
FairWild, or those that are not commonly used on final
products, such as Fair for Life in the cosmetic industry,
are generally less visible to end-consumers. At the same
time, some buyers may choose not to display labels of
their certified products when selling to final consumers.
Indirectly, this could diminish the future demand for
certified products and thus the value of obtaining such a
certification.

https://www.fairtrade.net/issue/impact-of-certification
https://www.fairtrade.net/issue/impact-of-certification


Limited applicability
to small-scale
producers

A common criticism of social certification standards is
that they are not readily applicable for small-scale
producers. Certification may not be commercially viable
for small, low-productivity producers where the
premium earned is too low to cover costs of
certification. For example, some small-scale producers
do not have the capacity to implement ASC or MSC
standards at the fishery or farm level and it is too
difficult to organise farmers to ensure chain of custody.
Reviews of certified coffee producers demonstrated that
certification tilted towards larger farms and groups that
can tap into economies of scale or that already meet
required criteria. These organisations can ensure quality
that is sufficient, they have access to land, labour,
education, and other resources, as well as access to
markets that better value their products to make
certification worthwhile. In cases where smaller, less
educated or poorer farmers obtained certification, they
were often supported by NGOs.
One of the reasons the Sustainable Agriculture Network
listed to no longer participate in certification schemes
was that there were limits to the potential benefits from
certification due to complexity, a low benefit-cost ratio,
scaling issues and limited effectiveness.

https://www.cbi.eu/market-information/fish-seafood/which-trends-offer-opportunities
https://www.cbi.eu/market-information/fish-seafood/which-trends-offer-opportunities
https://www.cgdev.org/sites/default/files/what-are-we-getting-voluntary-sustainability-standards-coffee.pdf
https://cisp.cachefly.net/assets/articles/attachments/75587_what-are-we-getting-voluntary-sustainability-standards-coffee.pdf
https://cisp.cachefly.net/assets/articles/attachments/75587_what-are-we-getting-voluntary-sustainability-standards-coffee.pdf


Hidden or indirect
costs

Suppliers interested in certification often point to the
costs of obtaining the certificate as a hurdle. Although
costs for auditing and certification can be substantial,
this is mainly an issue if you do not have sufficient
demand for your certified products or if product
productivity or scale is too low. Minimum prices and
premiums are helpful to cover costs of certification if
they are large enough. For the poorest producers it may
be difficult to obtain certification without assistance.
It is important to realise that there may be hidden or
indirect costs involved in obtaining certification.
Depending on the certification you choose, audits may
need to be repeated annually or every few years. You
may also need to update your monitoring or traceability
system to meet demands of certification, better
organise your producers or collectors, and spend time
on administration. Several studies have shown that the
extent to which certification benefits smallholders also
depends on the administrative competence,
transparency and representativeness of cooperative
management.
Before obtaining certification, you should spend time
and resources on investigating the certification
standard(s) you want to use and whether you can
expect to find sufficient demand from (new) buyers.
After obtaining certification, you might spend more time
and resources on your marketing strategy to promote
your newly certified products and find buyers for them.

Being certified does
not replace need to
invest in long-term
relationships with
buyers

Even though obtaining certification demonstrates that
you meet certain criteria specified in the standard,
audits only provide a snapshot of events at the time of
the audit. Moreover, traditional audits may not expose
all issues if only the most accessible voices are heard or
if workers lack trust or clarity on processes to disclose
workplace issues. Buyers are aware of this. As such,
although certification can be useful to demonstrate you
are a credible company, you will still need to take time
to build trust and long-term trade relationships with
your buyers. For many buyers, they are also not a
substitute to the lengthy supplier questionnaires you
may need to fill out.

https://www.cgdev.org/sites/default/files/what-are-we-getting-voluntary-sustainability-standards-coffee.pdf
https://media.riseseafood.org/resources/RISE_Audits_and_Certifications.pdf
https://media.riseseafood.org/resources/RISE_Audits_and_Certifications.pdf


Lack of awareness
producers/farmers

Another common problem in obtaining certification is
that producers or farmers have low awareness of
certification, or what it means. This makes it difficult for
them to know whether or what benefits they may be
receiving, which decreases the effectiveness of these
benefits. This implies that you need to spend sufficient
time explaining the premiums involved in certification to
your producers and/or farmers, as well as how they are
is allocated.

Tips:
Consider that certification is not just there for profit. It may also to help you improve yields by
producing more efficiently and more sustainably thanks to the adoption of better agricultural
practices.

Try to combine audits, if you wish to obtain more than one certification, to save time and money. Also
investigate the possibilities for group certification with other producers and exporters in your region.

Note that, in the beginning, you may not sell a lot of certified products as sales likely evolve over time
as you increase your portfolio of certified buyers.

Determine which of the above possible hurdles you might come across and think of strategies on how
you can overcome these to ensure success of your certification

8. How to choose the certification standard that fits your needs
best?
As discussed in this study, you have many social certification standards to choose from if you want to obtain
such a standard. Some are more in demand than others, some may be a better fit for a specific product or end-
market, benefits and limitations may vary, and each standard has its own requirements. To determine which
standard best fits your needs you will need to determine your objectives and compare the different standards
available to see which one helps you meet them.

To determine your objectives, you should be asking yourself: why do you want to obtain a social certification?
What problems do you have that you expect this standard to solve or what do you expect to gain from having
this certification?

Once your needs and objectives are clearly defined, you need to consider your options and do your own
research into different certification standards. You should look for a product certification or social compliance
standard that fits both your identified objectives and your target market. Moreover, you need to determine
whether you can meet the requirements of these standards and whether you need to make additional
investments. To make your choice, you may need to compare different standards on these various indicators.

The table below can help you to make a comparison between different standards available to you in order to
select the one that best fits your needs. It provides an overview of questions to consider regarding your needs
and objectives; market demand and strategy; and requirements.



Table 8: Guiding questions to decide on which social certification standards to obtain

 Standard
1

Standard
2

Standard
3

 X Y Z

Needs and objectives | Define your needs and objectives, then ask yourself:

What needs did you identify and how
can this standard meet these needs?

   

How can this standard help you to meet
your objectives?

   

What benefits do you expect to obtain
from this standard? (see section 6)

   

What social sustainability issues does
this standard focus on and how does
that fit your needs and objectives?

   

Market demand and strategy | Define your target market and potential buyer
profile, then ask yourself:

To what extent is this standard
(commonly) used for your product(s)?

   

To what extent is this standard
recognised/demanded on the market(s)
you target?

   

To what extent is this standard
recognised/demanded on the market
segments your product is used in?

   

Is this standard demanded by buyers
you target?

   

What sales of certified products do you
expect to achieve with this standard?

   

Is this standard used by other suppliers?
Can you use it to stand out from the
competition?

   



How does this standard support your
values, mission and vision? 

   

How can you use this standard in your
marketing story?

   

Requirements  | Study the requirements of the specific standards, and answer:

What are the requirements? Can you
meet them?

   

If not, what do you need to
improve/change in your company or
supply chain to meet the requirements?

   

Is it feasible to make these changes?    

How much time will you need to invest
to obtain the certification?

   

What are the costs for certification? (for
example, check FLOCERT’s cost
calculation)

   

What do you need to do to stay
certified? What are annual costs and
resources needed?

   

What hidden or indirect costs do you
expect?

   

Are expected sales sufficient to offset
your investments?

   

What other hurdles do you probably
need to overcome to obtain this
certification?

   

Tip:
Use tools to make a thorough cost calculation. Make these calculations with and without the
certification expense, using various scenarios with different volumes of product sales to calculate the
possible extra profit. For instance, refer to this article to see how to make cost calculations on a coffee
farm.

https://www.flocert.net/solutions/fairtrade/cost-calculator/
https://www.flocert.net/solutions/fairtrade/cost-calculator/
https://caravela.coffee/project/costs-of-production/


Case study 1: Target Agriculture, Sri Lanka

Target Agriculture is an exporter of coconut products, spices and processed fruits. The company has
grown significantly over the past year. From Sri Lanka, it expanded business operations into Vietnam,
Indonesia and Thailand. Target Agriculture is no stranger to certification: 100% of its products are
organic-certified and an increasingly large share of products is also certified to Fairtrade and/or
Rainforest Alliance standards.

Why so many certifications? One of the main reason is to increase competitiveness and become more
attractive to buyers. On a farmer level, Fairtrade was specifically interesting in order to build a rapport
with farmer communities. Through the premiums paid, Target has helped to set up several projects for
their farmer base and strengthened its relationship with its suppliers.

Besides product certifications, the company holds a series of food safety certificates such as BRC and
FSSC22000. To prove social compliance specifically it holds a SMETA certificate. Complying with SMETA
means that most of buyers’ general social compliance requirements are covered. Still, however,
European buyers will demand their own codes of conduct, which might include additional requirements.

Complying with these standards is a benefit to customers and employees alike. For Target it means
meeting customer demand, while also ensuring its employees stay healthy and work in safe conditions.

Besides the benefits, however, there are also challenges to deal with. One of them: maximum working
hours. All social compliance standards will have criteria on weekly work-hour limits. For many, however,
working overtime has become the rule rather than the exception. Because of low minimum wages across
Asia, people try to secure their income through working extra time. Allowing excessive overtime for BSCI-
certified operations is not an option, and because of price pressure by European buyers on their
suppliers, paying higher salaries is often not an option either. These employees, however, are assured to
be working in safe and healthy working conditions.

In addition, the COVID-19 pandemic has brought new challenges to the certification process in general. It
has become more challenging to conduct physical audits while adhering to government COVID-19
guidelines. Also, Target Agriculture has experienced restrictions and increased costs for international
travel by quality experts and auditors, which have delayed audits. The company has managed these
challenges by splitting and conducting audits throughout the year using local auditors. Moreover, they
ensure continuous monitoring through online methods to avoid any unwanted surprises.

Figure 9: Target Agriculture

http://target-agriculture.biz/


Source: Target Agriculture

Case study 2: Accessory Arcade, India

Accessory Arcade is an Indian private label manufacturer of eco-friendly yoga,
meditation, and acupressure equipment. Through its products, the company is fully committed to
achieving health and wellness, both physical and mental, for its customers and employees alike. Core
values of the company include minimising its ecological footprint as well as providing a healthy working
place for its employees.

To support these claims, materials of Accessory Arcade have been certified with the Organic Content
Standard (OCS) since 2018. As of this year, Accessory Arcade also expects to achieve Global Organic
Textile Standard (GOTS) certification. GOTS has a wider scope than OCS; evaluating the entire processing
and manufacturing of textiles on the basis of both environmental and social criteria. This implies
assessing everything from the chemical inputs being used to the ethical treatment of workers.

Going for GOTS was a logical next step. As the company was growing, it decided to open a new factory,
after which they decided to go for GOTS certification. Accessory Arcade has been in the certification
process for three years now; a rather long process due to the opening of its new production facility.

With help from the auditing entity, becoming certified is not the main issue, explained Accessory Arcade’s
director Mr. Albin. Maintaining the certification status is where most costs and efforts will be spent. With
limited manpower it can be challenging to keep up with monitoring practices and sound bookkeeping of

https://yogasourcing.com/


the social compliance management system. Having adequate factories, cash flow and qualified people
taking care of needed issues is crucial, said Mr. Albin, pointing out that this makes it increasingly difficult
for small-scale companies to gain certification status.

One of the main reasons for Accessory Arcade to become GOTS-certified is to safeguard social security
for employees, and to maintain and grow the company’s client base. Mr. Albin’s experience is that
middle-sized and larger European buyers are increasingly requesting certified products. GOTS is a great
tool to secure sustainability commitments and meet up with traceability requests, which are much-
demanded by European buyers. Mr. Albin also stressed the importance of having realistic expectations for
SMEs entering the scene: the industry is competitive and being certified will help secure a spot in the
marketplace but do not consider it a free pass to fetching higher prices for your products.

Figure 10: Accessory Arcade

Source: Accessory Arcade

Case study 3: Shochoch Trading and Bench Maji Coffee Farmers Cooperative Union, Ethiopia

Shochoch Trading is an Ethiopian exporter of coffee, spices, honey and grains, and was founded in 2019.
The export company’s director Terefe Tadesse Godi used to be the marketing manager for Bench Maji
Coffee Farmers Cooperative Union (BMCFCU). In that function, Terefe assisted BMCFCU and its 85
member cooperatives to become organic-certified in 2013, Fairtrade-certified in 2015 and Rainforest
Alliance-certified in 2016.

In preparation for obtaining the certification an internal control system was set up and many trainings
were organised to train coaches, who then trained smallholder farmers in groups. These steps are crucial
in the way towards certifications; organising this is often a constraint as it is costly and requires
organisation. BMCFCU paid for these investments themselves.

Terefe explained that after the trainings, the certification process took about three months. It required a
representative sample to be audited on site; requiring smallholder farmers to be interviewed on a wide
range of topics, from gender to farming practices. The certification cycle included document preparation,
application, on-site audits and review time.
 

Shochoch Trading is now also organic, Fairtrade and Rainforest Alliance-certified. As a trader, becoming

https://shochoch.com/
https://benchmajicoffeeunion.com/
https://benchmajicoffeeunion.com/


certified is much faster as you only deal with a certified product. It suffices for office and processing
facilities to be audited, and the whole process of becoming certified took Shochoch Trading less than 1
month. Certification costs for all three schemes were similar.

Specific for Rainforest Alliance, it took Shochoch Trading about two weeks to fill out the forms, which was
all done online through a specific portal system. Documents were then reviewed by Rainforest Alliance,
after which an invoice was sent. After payment, an auditor visits the site and issues the certificate. In
case of any incompliance, a list of compliance issues is given, which requires you to document corrected
measures and resubmit online. Some additional costs will be invoiced for the auditing of the corrective
measures.

Terefe explained that the objective behind obtaining certification is to create market opportunities for
sales at premium prices. Uncertified commercial-grade coffee fetches low prices, Fairtrade-certified
coffees guarantee a premium price. Equally important, stressed Terefe, is that the products exported are
also traceable, which can be guaranteed by certification.

Figure 11: Coffee drying beds in Ethiopia

Source: Shochoch Trading
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