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What is the International Trade Centre – ITC ? 

 

ITC mission 
   “ITC, as an agency of the United Nations, enables business 

export success globally by providing, with partners, trade 
development solutions to the private sector, trade support 
institutions and policy-makers” 

The UN body for design of 
policy recommendations to 
achieve economic and social 
development through trade and 
investment. 

The forum to negotiate 
multilateral trade rules, monitor 

their implementation and handle 
trade disputes 

 

ITC works with local and regional 
institutions and business 

stakeholders to build trade capacity. 
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What is Trade for Sustainable Development? 

• A partnership-based effort to provide access to comprehensive 
information on private voluntary standards & increase opportunities 
for sustainable production and trade.  
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… as well as 95 participating standards initiatives (as of September 2012).  

Who are our partners? 

http://www.google.nl/imgres?um=1&hl=nl&rlz=1R2TEUA_nlNL470&biw=1366&bih=589&tbm=isch&tbnid=j2nAR2jtN6URZM:&imgrefurl=http://www.logotypes101.com/free_vector_logo/87383/Flor_Ecuador.aspx&docid=O5Lka9XcAOULwM&imgurl=http://www.logotypes101.com/logos/3/68F6F97E6AAC59033B3FAA28F5F4E2B6/florecuador.png&w=300&h=300&ei=5t-PT8HFFdCe-QaEkbGhBA&zoom=1&iact=hc&vpx=281&vpy=182&dur=322&hovh=225&hovw=225&tx=112&ty=98&sig=110875380238104247662&page=1&tbnh=117&tbnw=117&start=0&ndsp=25&ved=1t:429,r:1,s:0,i:69
http://www.google.nl/imgres?um=1&hl=nl&rlz=1R2TEUA_nlNL470&biw=1366&bih=589&tbm=isch&tbnid=5mahxR4Nbfg1VM:&imgrefurl=http://agripartner.nl/29/section.aspx/4&docid=8QKIT0nFHtUvXM&imgurl=http://agripartner.nl/UserFiles/Image/Logo MPS nieuwe stijl.jpg&w=643&h=232&ei=ft2PT6nfDIqf-wbQrJm3BA&zoom=1&iact=hc&vpx=732&vpy=167&dur=505&hovh=135&hovw=374&tx=158&ty=72&sig=110875380238104247662&page=1&tbnh=54&tbnw=150&start=0&ndsp=21&ved=1t:429,r:4,s:0,i:72
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Standards Map: @ the Crossroads of Sustainability 
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An online database of the ITC 

offering information on over 75 

standards, codes of conduct and 

audit protocols addressing 

Responsible Sourcing and 

Sustainabiliy in Supply Chains 

applicable to 80 sectors and 200 

countries. 
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Data Quality Protocols  
 

Neutrality, credibility & confidentiality 

1. Information is entered in T4SD Global 
Database by ITC staff; 

2. External experts are mandated by ITC to 
quality control the information; 

3. Each standard organization gets an access to 
the database to review the data; 

4. Final discussions and sign-off on the data. 

Ownership, update & maintenance 
T4SD operates as a central repository of information, the data is 
owned by each standard and can be modified – corrected – updated at 
any time; 
Quarterly updates of information in T4SD database; 
Yearly full review of the information in T4SD database. 
 

 

T4SD 
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StandardsMap: Online Comparison Tool 
 

www.standardsmap.org 
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StandardsMap: Online Comparison Tool 
 

www.standardsmap.org 
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VOLUNTARY STANDARDS 
RESEARCH  
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Regulation or voluntary 
standards? 

When and how do voluntary 
standards work best? 
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The Research 

• Systematic Literature Review: 
– ‘A replicable scientific and transparent process which aims to 

minimize bias through exhaustive literature search of published and 
unpublished material, providing an audit trail of the reviewer’s 
decisions, procedures and conclusions’ (Cook, Mulrow and Haynes 1997). 

 

• A total of 217 documents reviewed in four parts: 
– Impacts of voluntary standards on value chains 
– Impacts of voluntary standards on producers 
– The interplay of public/regulatory and voluntary standards 
– When and how do voluntary standards work? 
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Do voluntary standards work? Assessing their impact 
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Source: ISEAL, Evaluation Approaches: How it Is Being Measured, 2008   

Easy to measure Hard to measure,  
Hard to attribute to specific activities 
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Research on this field 

• Significant expansion of research on voluntary standards and on 
impact assessment 

• However, still many limitations: 
• Limiting data collection and analysis methods:  

• Majority of studies based on case study approach.    
• Minority of studies establish counterfactuals allowing for establishment of 

causal relationships. 
• Wide disparity in coverage with over-representation of: 

• Crops: Coffee, Cocoa, Bananas,  
• Certifications: Fairtrade, Organic,  
• Aspects: Economic 
• Regions: Latin America 

• Limited theory building work 
• Lack of theoretical underpinnings. 
• No theoretical framing of results. 
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Impact: Voluntary standards effects in developing countries  
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Neutral or negative Positive 

? Why? How? 

Source: Alvarez and Von Hagen, Impact of voluntary standards on producers in developing countries, 
International Trade Centre, 2011  
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A systemic view: The CIME Framework 
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• Natural factors 
• Institutional conditions 
• Government 

• Voluntary standards 
• Regulations 
• Other private/public instruments 

• Triggered by interventions 
• Changes in behavior 
• Ex. Empowerment, 

relationships, etc. 
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Context 
• Adoption of voluntary standards is favored in certain contexts: 

– High traceability requirements 
– Extractive businesses 
– Commodities are identifiable in end products 
– Shorter supply chains with fewer actors 
– Activist action 
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Context 

• Positive impact of standards associated with higher levels of producer and 
institutional preparedness (selection bias) 
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Cocoa production and certification 
 

Source: State of Sustainability Initiatives, 2009 
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Context 

• Regulatory framework as an enhancer or deterrent of voluntary standards: 
– Property rights 
– Clear rules of engagement 
– Enforcement of regulations (cost to comply) 
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Regulations Enforcement of 
regulation 

Voluntary 
standard 

Cost to 
comply 

Cost to 
comply 
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Instruments 

• Standards need to be recognized as ‘legitimate’ by relevant stakeholders:  
– Inclusiveness and transparency, congruence, Balance between global scope 

and adaptation to local conditions, effectiveness, science supporting it 
 
 
 
 
 
 

• Implementation of voluntary standards is enhanced when clear and visible 
incentive for their adoption exist, at least in the short term. 
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Instruments: The interplay of voluntary and regulatory 
standards 

• Voluntary standards often fill the gap where governments do not 
implement/enforce existing regulatory standards.  

• Potential regulatory action can also act as a stimulus for more aggressive 
voluntary standards development 

• Disconnected voluntary and regulatory standards create inefficiencies that 
can result in  duplication of compliance costs, auditing and bureaucracy. 

• Voluntary standards perceived as legitimate by policymakers can influence 
regulatory action and harmonization among public and private spheres. 
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Mechanisms: Making it all work 

• Positive impacts of voluntary standards appear to be mediated by 
the generation of mechanisms: 

 

– Enhanced buyer-seller relationship 

– Producer’s increased credibility or self-assurance 

– Empowerment 

– Cross-institution relationships  

43 



 

 

Gabriela Alvarez – Sustainable Biofuels Workshop – September 2012 

Mechanisms: The role of the buyer 

• The role of buyer is critical in determining the effect for producers and 
environment: 
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Source: Raynolds and Ngcwangu, Fair Trade Rooibos tea: Connecting South African producers and American consumer markets, 
Geoforum, 2010 

Buyer involvement and network  
partnerships including technical 
support 

Conventional sourcing strategy 
from fairtrade certified farms 
and cooperatives 
 

Mission driven Market driven 

• Upgraded facilities 
• Value added /captured in source 
• Empowerment 

• Limited medium term 
impact 

Ex. Rooibos Tea in South Africa 
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Summary: Ten things we have learned on voluntary 
standards 

1) Voluntary standards can result in positive effects at the producer and at the supply chain level.  
2) The effects of standards need to be analysed in its broader context conditions, instruments 
and mechanisms 
3) Adoption of voluntary standards is favoured in contexts where the product has high traceability 
requirements, in extractive businesses, when commodity is identifiable in end products. 
4) Voluntary standards tend to be more viable in contexts with higher levels of ‘preparedness’. 
5) Voluntary standards need to be recognized as ‘legitimate’ by key stakeholders, both in terms 
of inputs as well as outputs. 
6) Successful implementation of voluntary standards requires a balance between global scope 
and adaptation to local conditions. 
7) The implementation of voluntary standards is enhanced when clear and visible incentives for 
their adoption exist, at least in the short term. 
8) The role of the buyer is critical in determining the outcomes for producers, with positive 
impacts often being associated with mission-driven buyers. 
9) Positive effects for producers participating in voluntary standards are mediated by generation 
of mechanisms such as empowerment, buyer-seller relationships and increased credibility. 
10) There is a need to take a more systemic view of voluntary standards, assessing the factors 
that influence their effectiveness at a single point in time as well as over time. 
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Thank you! 

Gabriela Alvarez 
galvarez@intracen.org 

alvarez@latitudeglobal.com 
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