
Principles for Credible 
and Eff ec  ve Sustainability 
Standards Systems
ISEAL Credibility Principles



Introduc  on
Voluntary sustainability standards systems are 
market-based tools, designed to address the most 
pressing social and environmental challenges of our 
 me. The ISEAL Alliance works from the premise 

that sustainability standards that are credible 
and eff ec  ve can bring about globally signifi cant 
social, environmental and economic impacts. Their 
con  nued growth in size and scope is an indica  on 
of the infl uen  al role that standards systems can 
play in bringing about posi  ve change on a global 
scale. However, it also highlights the pressing 
need for a broadly shared understanding of good 
opera  ng principles for the movement as a whole.

Since 2004, ISEAL has been facilita  ng interna  onal 
consulta  ons to determine what good prac  ce 
looks like for sustainability standards. Based on our 
experience working with exis  ng and emerging 
standards systems, and as a result of extensive 
global consulta  on, ISEAL has prepared this set 
of core Principles that defi ne the founda  ons 
of credible sustainability standards systems. We 
believe that standards systems that ac  vely seek 
to integrate these Credibility Principles are more 
likely to be eff ec  ve tools for delivering posi  ve 
sustainability impacts.

Consulta  on process
ISEAL was guided in the development of these 
Principles by an interna  onal mul  -stakeholder 
Steering Commi  ee that is responsible for the 
fi nal content of the document. The details of the 
Steering Commi  ee can be found on the ISEAL 
website: www.iseal.org. 

The development process of this document 
included one 95 day consulta  on period and one 
60 day consulta  on period. In-person workshops 
were held in São Paulo (Brazil), Washington, DC 
(USA), London, England (UK), Beijing (People’s 
Republic of China) and New Delhi (India) in the 
fi rst round with more than 200 par  cipants in 
total, and again in Beijing and New Delhi in the 
second round. There was also an extensive online 
consulta  on genera  ng contribu  ons from more 
than 60 commenters in the fi rst round and 200 in 
the second round.

All comments and feedback on these Principles are 
welcome at any  me and should be submi  ed to 
info@isealalliance.org. 
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About ISEAL
ISEAL’s mission is to strengthen standards systems 
for the benefi t of people and the environment. 

ISEAL shapes the context in which sustainability 
standards systems operate by building consensus 
on what good prac  ce looks like for the sector. To 
date, ISEAL has developed three Codes of Good 
Prac  ce through interna  onal mul  -stakeholder 
consulta  ons. These are:

› Standard-Se   ng Code: ISEAL Code of Good 
Prac  ce for Se   ng Social and Environmental 
Standards 

› Impacts Code: ISEAL Code of Good Prac  ce 
for Assessing the Impacts of Social and 
Environmental Standards 

› Assurance Code: ISEAL Code of Good Prac  ce 
for Assuring Compliance with Social and 
Environmental Standards 

The latest versions of these documents are available 
for free from the ISEAL website. In addi  on, ISEAL 
has prepared several guidance documents and 
other tools (videos, infographics, slideshows, etc) 
that support the eff ec  veness of sustainability 
standards systems. 

ISEAL also works to infl uence how external 
stakeholders think about and engage with credible 
voluntary standards systems. ISEAL supports 
coopera  on among its members and other 
interested par  es to shape an eff ec  ve standards 
movement. By building a collabora  ve movement, 
the aim is to achieve a signifi cant and increasing 
impact on the sustainability of products and 
services worldwide. More informa  on about ISEAL 
and its membership is available at www.iseal.org.

 

Objec  ves
The ISEAL Credibility Principles can serve a number 
of complementary func  ons:

› Provide an aspira  onal framework for standards 
systems to improve their knowledge and, 
thus, their ability to deliver sustainability 
improvements 

› Aid users of standards systems (such as 
producers, procurement offi  cials, companies, 
NGOs, and fi nanciers) in determining the rela  ve 
credibility and eff ec  veness of the standards 
systems with which they are engaging

› Provide a powerful communica  ons tool that 
will build greater stakeholder understanding of 
what makes a credible and eff ec  ve standard

› Inform sourcing decisions that favour en   es 
that comply with credible and eff ec  ve 
sustainability standards

› Dis  nguish good prac  ce from good marke  ng 
– ensure standards systems and users are 
accountable for the claims they make, and that 
claims are backed up by substance.



Scope and applica  on
The ISEAL Credibility Principles apply to all standards systems that focus on sustainability performance and 
that incorporate a standard and a mechanism for assuring compliance with that standard. The Credibility 
Principles, therefore, will be applied by the whole standards system, which refers to the collec  ve of 
organisa  ons involved in and responsible for the ac  vi  es involved in the implementa  on of a standard, 
including standard-se   ng, capacity building, assurance, labelling and monitoring. 

Throughout this document, several terms are used that are similar but that have slightly diff erent 
meanings. For example, ‘standards system’ has been most consistently used as described above, while 
‘standards scheme owner’ is used inten  onally to specify one actor within the standards system. A list of 
defi ni  ons is provided in Appendix 1 of this document.

While these Principles off er a high-level overview, addi  onal guidance and informa  on about the 
interpreta  on and applica  on of these Principles is necessary and is captured in current and future ISEAL 
Codes of Good Prac  ce. 

The Credibility Principles are not intended to be used in isola  on as a norma  ve evalua  on tool.

In applying these Principles, stakeholders should consider how the Credibility Principles are embraced 
and incorporated by a standards system, rather than a  emp  ng to determine whether a standards 
system meets – or complies with – the Credibility Principles. Standards systems may choose to combine 
these Principles in diff erent ways, recognising that there are tensions and trade-off s between the various 
Principles, e.g. between the rigour of a system and how accessible it is. Standards systems aim to balance 
eff ec  ve performance with ease of uptake by enterprises and end users. 



Credibility Principles - At a Glance
The ul  mate aim of sustainability standards systems is to bring about posi  ve social, environmental and 
economic impacts while decreasing nega  ve impacts. Impacts can be diffi  cult to demonstrate, par  cularly 
in the short-term. Integra  ng these principles increases the likelihood that a standards system will achieve 
its intended posi  ve impacts. 

1. Sustainability 
Standards scheme owners clearly defi ne and 
communicate their sustainability objec  ves and 
approach to achieving them. They make decisions 
that best advance these objec  ves. 

2. Improvement 
Standards scheme owners seek to understand their 
impacts and measure and demonstrate progress 
towards their intended outcomes. They regularly 
integrate learning and encourage innova  on to 
increase benefi ts to people and the environment.

3. Relevance
Standards are fi t for purpose. They address 
the most signifi cant sustainability impacts of a 
product, process, business or service; only include 
requirements that contribute to their objec  ves; 
refl ect best scien  fi c understanding and relevant 
interna  onal norms; and are adapted where 
necessary to local condi  ons. 

4. Rigour
All components of a standards system are structured 
to deliver quality outcomes. In par  cular, standards 
are set at a performance level that results in 
measurable progress towards the scheme’s 
sustainability objec  ves, while assessments of 
compliance provide an accurate picture of whether 
an en  ty meets the standard’s requirements. 

5. Engagement 
Standard-se  ers engage a balanced and 
representa  ve group of stakeholders in standards 
development. Standards systems provide meaningful 
and accessible opportuni  es to par  cipate in 
governance, assurance and monitoring and 
evalua  on. They empower stakeholders with fair 
mechanisms to resolve complaints.

6. Impar  ality
Standards systems iden  fy and mi  gate confl icts of 
interest throughout their opera  ons, par  cularly 
in the assurance process and in governance. 
Transparency, accessibility and balanced 
representa  on contribute to impar  ality. 

7. Transparency 
Standards systems make relevant informa  on freely 
available about the development and content of 
the standard, how the system is governed, who 
is evaluated and under what process, impact 
informa  on and the various ways in which 
stakeholders can engage.

8. Accessibility 
To reduce barriers to implementa  on, standards 
systems minimise costs and overly burdensome 
requirements. They facilitate access to informa  on 
about mee  ng the standard, training, and fi nancial 
resources to build capacity throughout supply chains 
and for actors within the standards system. 

9. Truthfulness
Claims and communica  ons made by actors within 
standards systems and by cer  fi ed en   es about the 
benefi ts or impacts that derive from the system or 
from the purchase or use of a cer  fi ed product or 
service are verifi able, not misleading, and enable an 
informed choice.

10. Effi  ciency 
Standards systems refer to or collaborate with 
other credible schemes to improve consistency 
and effi  ciency in standards content and opera  ng 
prac  ces. They improve their viability through 
the applica  on of sound revenue models and 
organisa  onal management strategies. 



Standards scheme owners clearly defi ne and 
communicate their sustainability objec  ves and 
approach to achieving them. They make decisions 
that best advance these objec  ves. 

Why it’s important
Defi ning the sustainability objec  ves of the system 
and the approach to achieving them ensures 
that the system is aligned and oriented towards 
sustainability. Standards systems that have their 
sustainability objec  ves at the heart of their 
opera  ons are more likely to make decisions 
that are in the best interests of society and the 
environment, rather than primarily for their own 
profi t or benefi t. The way in which an organiza  on 
defi nes sustainability (which is usually through its 
standard), in and of itself, has profound impacts 
on its credibility and eff ec  veness. Communica  ng 
these objec  ves ensures that stakeholders are clear 
on what the system seeks to achieve. 

What it looks like in prac  ce
Standard-se   ng: The standards system clearly 
defi nes and communicates its sustainability 
objec  ves from the outset to help align 
stakeholders engaged in the process and to make 
clear the focus it is taking on sustainability. 

Standard content: The requirements in the 
standard each contribute directly to achievement of 
the defi ned sustainability objec  ves. The objec  ves 
lead to se   ng standards performance levels 
that comply at least with relevant na  onal and 
interna  onal laws and conven  ons.

Assurance: The assurance process balances the 
need for accurate results with structures to support 
the achievement of sustainability outcomes (e.g. 
capacity building). Standards systems implement 
alterna  ve approaches that are appropriate for 
specifi c target groups so as to achieve be  er 
sustainability outcomes.

Claims, labelling and traceability: The claims made 
by a standards system and its users are consistent 
with the sustainability objec  ves of the standard. 
Claims are supported by the use of an appropriate 
traceability model, and can be substan  ated. 

Governance and Opera  ons: The sustainability 
objec  ves underpin and inform all decisions and 
ac  ons taken by the standards system. The standard 
se  er also clearly defi nes its approach to achieving 
these objec  ves, and determines the appropriate 
opera  onal model for the context in which they are 
working. The scheme owner may use a ‘theory of 
change’ to defi ne and explain its strategy.

Impacts: There is a monitoring and evalua  on 
programme in place to evaluate the eff ec  veness 
of the standards system in achieving its stated 
objec  ves. 

Applying the Credibility Principles

1. Sustainability 



Standards scheme owners seek to understand their 
impacts and measure and demonstrate progress 
towards their intended outcomes. They regularly 
integrate learning and encourage innova  on to 
increase benefi ts to people and the environment.

Why it’s important
Ul  mately, the true test of the credibility and 
eff ec  veness of a standards system is whether it is 
improving sustainability performance in its target 
sector. A con  nuous improvement approach, 
combined with a robust monitoring and evalua  on 
programme supports an understanding of what 
prac  ces and strategies are working and why, and 
enables refi nement of those prac  ces to improve 
eff ec  veness of the standards system over  me. 
As sustainability is an evolving concept, standards 
systems need to regularly review their standards 
to determine whether revisions are necessary to 
capture innova  ons and evolving understanding of 
good prac  ce.

What it looks like in prac  ce
Standard-se   ng: Standards are reviewed and 
revised regularly to integrate learning about 
sustainability, good prac  ces and results of 
monitoring and evalua  on ac  vi  es.

Standard content: Standards include requirements 
that have been shown to contribute to the system’s 
defi ned sustainability objec  ves.

Assurance: The assurance system is reviewed 
and revised in response to learning from regular 
evalua  on of its eff ec  veness. Informa  on about 
improvements in performance is collected through 
the assurance system, leading to further learning. 

Claims, labelling and traceability: Claims, the 
traceability system and any market-facing ac  vi  es 
are reviewed and improved to strengthen their 
contribu  on to the system’s sustainability objec  ves.

Governance and Opera  ons: Management 
and governing bodies are commi  ed to driving 
improvements in their system and to integra  ng 
the results of monitoring and impact evalua  ons. 
Adequate resources are allocated to monitoring and 
evalua  on. 

Impacts: Learning from monitoring and evalua  on 
programmes and impact evalua  ons is integrated 
to improve the structure of the system and the 
content of the standards, so as to achieve the desired 
sustainability objec  ves. 

2. Improvement



Standards are fi t for purpose. They address 
the most signifi cant sustainability impacts of a 
product, process, business or service; only include 
requirements that contribute to their objec  ves; 
refl ect best scien  fi c understanding and relevant 
interna  onal norms; and are adapted where 
necessary to local condi  ons. 

Why it’s important
Standards that focus on the most cri  cal 
sustainability issues are more likely to result in 
posi  ve sustainability impacts. By only including 
criteria that are relevant to achieving the stated 
sustainability objec  ves, standards avoid adding 
unnecessary costs to the system and help to allay 
concerns that standards could create unnecessary 
barriers to trade. As a result, the prac  ces that 
enterprises are asked to achieve are more likely to 
contribute to mee  ng the objec  ves underpinning 
the standard.

In many sectors, a wealth of informa  on and 
knowledge exists about good prac  ces for 
addressing sustainability issues. To ensure 
consistency in approach and to build on this exis  ng 
knowledge, standards systems need to incorporate 
the best and most current scien  fi c understanding 
about good environmental prac  ces and relevant 
interna  onal norms for social and economic 
performance.

Ecosystems and, to a lesser extent, socio-economic 
value systems vary from region to region. While 
global standards should aim to harmonise 
performance for cer  fi ed en   es in diff erent parts 
of the world, they should recognise and account for 
the varia  on in these natural and social systems. 
Standards that are not adapted to local condi  ons 
or diff erent scales of opera  on can be irrelevant or, 
at worst, discriminatory.

What it looks like in prac  ce
Standard-se   ng: There is an assessment of 
the most signifi cant social and environmental 
challenges faced by the sector or industry. For 
environmental standards, this may include the 
use of a sustainability hotspots analysis. Detailed 
guidance or requirements for the development 
of local adapta  ons of the standard ensures 
stakeholders have a consistent understanding of the 

principles and criteria. The process is suffi  ciently 
inclusive, par  cipatory and transparent to avoid 
crea  ng uninten  onal barriers to trade. 

Standard content: Requirements in the standard 
primarily address the most signifi cant sustainability 
issues. The requirements refl ect best scien  fi c 
or current understanding of good prac  ce, and 
are wri  en to enable an objec  ve assessment of 
compliance, focusing on outcomes rather than 
approach. Standards are strengthened by a focus 
on performance-based outcomes. They are revised 
regularly to ensure they stay relevant.

Where a standard has a hierarchical structure, the 
high-level principles and criteria are consistent 
across the geographical scope in which the standard 
is applied. Standards are then adapted as needed, 
with the input of stakeholders, to be relevant to 
local socio-economic and ecological contexts. 

Assurance: Cer  fi ca  on assessments focus on 
compliance with relevant sustainability content 
contained in the standard and do not focus 
unnecessarily on minor criteria. 

Claims, labelling and traceability: Claims relate to 
the content of the standard and do not claim to 
achieve more than the standard requires.

Governance and Opera  ons: Governance bodies 
structure assurance to be relevant to diff erent types 
and scales of enterprises, so as to ensure equitable 
access. Similarly, they ensure that standards 
are adapted so as to be relevant for enterprises 
opera  ng at various scales. 

Impacts: A monitoring and evalua  on programme 
measures the eff ec  veness of the standard in 
achieving its stated sustainability objec  ves, while 
data is used to improve its quality and relevance. 
It takes into account local condi  ons, where 
applicable, without sacrifi cing comparability of 
data and results. The standards system is careful to 
maintain balance by ensuring that the focus on one 
issue does not uninten  onally or inadvertently lead 
to nega  ve impacts in other areas. 

3. Relevance



All components of a standards system are 
structured to deliver quality outcomes. In par  cular, 
standards are set at a performance level that results 
in measurable progress towards the scheme’s 
sustainability objec  ves, while assessments of 
compliance provide an accurate picture of whether 
an en  ty meets the standard’s requirements. 

Why it’s important
The performance level required in the standard 
has a direct bearing on the sustainability of the 
resul  ng prac  ces. Standards that require status 
quo prac  ces are not going to result in measurable 
improvements. While there are valid jus  fi ca  ons 
for se   ng performance requirements at diff erent 
levels, depending on the role of the standards 
system in driving change and who the system aims 
to target, all sustainability standards systems are 
aiming to make improvements in sustainability 
prac  ces and, therefore, the standards need to 
refl ect this.

Having a meaningful standard contributes li  le 
to sustainability if the assessment of compliance 
with that standard does not provide accurate 
results. Regardless of the intensity or formality of 
the assurance process, technical competence and 
checks and balances need to be in place to ensure 
that cer  fi ed en   es do actually meet the standard. 
In addi  on, the outcomes of the assessment 
process must be reliable to allow for accurate 
claims to follow. 

What it looks like in prac  ce
Standard-se   ng: Stakeholders involved in se   ng 
the standard need to have a shared understanding 
of the objec  ves of the system and a degree of 
exper  se or fi rst-hand experience in the subject 
ma  er so that they can set the performance level 
accordingly.

Standard content: The requirements of the 
standard are at a performance level aligned with 
the sustainability objec  ves of the standards 
system. For example, a standards system with 
aspira  ons of se   ng the gold standard in a sector 
must include criteria that refl ect best prac  ce. In 
contrast, an entry-level standard, designed to raise 
the performance level of lower performing en   es 
across a whole popula  on, should be more broadly 

achievable in order to serve as a step towards 
be  er prac  ce.

The standard is clear and adequate guidance 
documents are in place such that diff erent but 
equally competent auditors assessing the same 
enterprise would arrive at the same result.

Assurance: An accurate assessment requires a 
consistent interpreta  on of what compliance with 
the standard looks like in prac  ce, contribu  ng 
to replicable results. This is supported in part 
through clearly wri  en standards and the provision 
of interpreta  on or guidance documents. It also 
requires that assessors possess the right personal 
a  ributes needed for their role and have suffi  cient 
training and calibra  on to be able to demonstrate 
their competence at evalua  ng compliance with 
the standard. Assurance providers have suffi  cient 
procedures and systems in place to ensure 
that audits are carried out in a comprehensive, 
consistent, and objec  ve manner. This is then 
checked through oversight of these assurance 
providers. The results of an assurance process are 
predictable and, where surprising results emerge, 
there are systems to detect and inves  gate these 
cases. There is a mechanism in place to grade non-
compliances and to sanc  on enterprises that do not 
comply. 

Claims, labelling and traceability: Scheme owners 
control the claims made by par  cipants in their 
systems and have appropriate traceability systems 
in place. Product-related claims can be traced back 
to cer  fi ed opera  ons. 

Governance and Opera  ons: The standards system 
measures key performance indicators to evaluate 
and improve performance.

Impacts: The monitoring and evalua  on 
programme delivers clear and quan  fi able 
informa  on about the eff ec  veness of the standard 
and suppor  ng ac  vi  es. Where results show that 
objec  ves are not being achieved, the standards 
content, the theory of change behind it, the 
suppor  ng strategies and the assurance process are 
reviewed to iden  fy the causes, and this learning 
is integrated to improve the system’s performance 
against its objec  ves.

4. Rigour



Standard-se  ers engage a balanced and 
representa  ve group of stakeholders in 
standards development. Standards systems 
provide meaningful and accessible opportuni  es 
to par  cipate in governance, assurance and 
monitoring and evalua  on. They empower 
stakeholders with fair mechanisms to resolve 
complaints.

Why it’s important
Stakeholders are o  en experts in their fi elds, 
with an interest in the success of a standards 
system but diverse visions of what success means. 
Sustainability standard-se   ng is a process of 
seeking agreement among the subjec  ve and 
varying values of these stakeholders. Mul  -
stakeholder standards development helps to build a 
sense of ownership of the standard by stakeholders 
who can advocate for its uptake. A standard is 
more likely to be representa  ve of the diversity of 
stakeholder views if the mechanisms for including 
input and decision-making are representa  ve of 
the stakeholder groups iden  fi ed. However, a 
consensus-driven approach may not be appropriate 
for all standards, such as for gold-level standards 
that seek to recognise only the top performers. 

Giving stakeholders a voice in the formal 
governance of a standards system ensures their 
con  nued input on the overall direc  on taken by 
the standards system. Opportuni  es to par  cipate 
in assurance and monitoring and evalua  on 
ac  vi  es also give stakeholders a mechanism for 
con  nuing to have oversight and to provide expert 
input to the standards system. 

Complaints and appeals processes provide 
necessary checks and balances that the 
stakeholder engagement or assurance processes 
are working and provide a means for par  cipants 
in the standards system to be held accountable. 
Stakeholders, including applicants for cer  fi ca  on, 
will have greater confi dence in the objec  vity of the 
system if they know they have an opportunity to 
ques  on decisions that they feel do not adequately 
take into account their views. 

What it looks like in prac  ce
In all components of the standards system: 
Aff ected stakeholders are iden  fi ed through an 
ini  al stakeholder mapping exercise in the standard-
se   ng stage, and are then given opportuni  es 
to par  cipate in the governance and assurance 
processes as appropriate. Representa  ves of 
stakeholder groups are able to represent the views 
held by, and are accountable to, their cons  tuency. 
As the system develops, the stakeholder map is 
regularly updated.

Standard-se   ng: The standard-se  er outlines to 
stakeholders why the standard is important and 
how they can engage in the system. The standard-
se  er then iden  fi es stakeholder groups and key 
representa  ves within those groups who are likely 
to have an interest in the standard or who are likely 
to be aff ected by its implementa  on. 

The standard-se  er brings together a balanced and 
representa  ve group of interested stakeholders 
for delibera  on and decision-making in the 
dra  ing and consulta  on process, paying par  cular 
a  en  on to those stakeholders who will be directly 
aff ected by the standard’s implementa  on. The 
standard-se  er off ers a range of mechanisms for 
solici  ng input from stakeholders, and implements 
proac  ve strategies for engaging them. Extra eff orts 
are made to engage stakeholder groups in the 
standards development process that are under-
represented or disadvantaged. The standard se  er 
publishes comments received, and how they took 
these comments into account. 

Standard content: As a result of stakeholder 
engagement the standard is balanced appropriately 
across the three pillars of sustainability, and across 
the most signifi cant sustainability issues.

5. Engagement 



Assurance: In cer  fi ca  on assessments, 
stakeholders have defi ned opportuni  es to 
provide input prior to cer  fi ca  on decisions. In 
some assurance models they par  cipate directly 
in the assessment and decision-making process 
(in assurance or oversight). Stakeholders have 
increased opportuni  es to raise concerns with 
assurance providers when those providers are 
based in the regions where the assessments are 
carried out. 

Claims, labelling and traceability: Stakeholders 
are consulted in the development of the claims 
of the system, and with regard to the appropriate 
traceability system for those par  cular claims. 
There are clear ways for concerned stakeholders to 
submit informa  on about incorrect or misleading 
claims. 

Governance and Opera  ons: Stakeholders have 
an opportunity either to par  cipate directly in 
the governance bodies of a standards system or 
at minimum to have their posi  ons and priori  es 
represented in governance discussions and 

decision-making. Governance bodies are o  en 
either elected or appointed and the process by 
which these bodies are cons  tuted should be 
transparent, along with the balance in composi  on 
of the bodies.

An accessible complaints mechanism is in place that 
includes a consistent and independent mechanism 
for considering complaints for both standard-se   ng 
and assurance (assessments and decisions). The 
results are provided within a reasonable  meframe 
at least to the complainant and the en  ty against 
which the complaint was lodged. 

Impacts: Stakeholders can be consulted on the 
focus of the monitoring and evalua  on programme, 
are asked to provide informa  on on any unintended 
consequences of the system’s implementa  on, 
may provide data, and have access to results of 
evalua  ons. 



Standards systems iden  fy and mi  gate confl icts of 
interest throughout their opera  ons, par  cularly 
in the assurance process and in governance. 
Transparency, accessibility and balanced 
representa  on contribute to impar  ality. 

Why it’s important
Fairness is essen  al in a credible standards 
system, and striving for impar  ality in all areas is 
key in achieving this. However, many scenarios 
for poten  al confl icts of interest exist within a 
standards system, and these must be suffi  ciently 
managed. Greater transparency is one of the best 
ways to deal with confl ict of interest and should be 
at the core of any policy or strategy – not serving 
as a subs  tute for rules and oversight, but rather 
reinforcing them and allowing more fl exibility 
where appropriate.

Impar  ality is par  cularly crucial in the assurance 
process of a standards system. Assurance is a proxy 
for a direct connec  on between the producer 
and the consumer, and between the en  ty being 
assessed and the claim being made. The assessment 
is intended to establish a credible level of assurance 
that prac  ces conform with the standard’s 
requirements. As such, it is cri  cal that consumers 
and other stakeholders, including producers, have 
confi dence in the assurance process. This derives in 
large part from the actual and perceived impar  ality 
and the eff ec  ve management of confl ict of interest 
within the assurance process.

What it looks like in prac  ce
Standard-se   ng: Balanced and transparent rules 
for par  cipa  on and decision-making contribute to 
impar  ality. 

Standard content: Clearly dra  ed requirements 
can lead to fewer challenges to impar  ality in 
the assurance process as a result of less need for 
interpreta  on.

Assurance: Independence of the assurance body 
and its personnel from the enterprise being 
assessed is a signifi cant factor contribu  ng to 
impar  ality. None of the individuals engaged in 
the assurance process (auditors, decision-makers, 
etc.) have vested interests in the outcomes of the 
cer  fi ca  on, nor are they unduly infl uenced in 
their decisions. The organisa  on responsible for 
assessments is most o  en independent of other 
func  ons of the standards system such as standard-
se   ng and marke  ng. 

Claims, labelling and traceability: Mechanisms 
are in place to manage confl ict of interest in the 
control of claims and labels, and in the opera  on of 
associated traceability systems. 

Governance and Opera  ons: The scheme owner 
iden  fi es the poten  al areas for confl icts of interest 
in the design of the system. The scheme owner 
establishes the mechanisms and approaches 
available to manage the poten  al confl icts and 
assesses the impacts of diff erent op  ons on the 
delivery of the scheme’s overall mission. Financial 
models and governance decisions are structured to 
mi  gate poten  al confl icts of interest. 

Checks and oversight procedures are incorporated 
into the system to manage confl icts of interest. The 
balance of representa  on (e.g. on boards and in 
commi  ees) of respec  ve cons  tuencies and their 
rela  ve strengths must be defi ned. This is used as 
a powerful way of overcoming poten  al confl icts 
related to par  cular interest groups. 

Impacts: The standards system presents the results 
of monitoring and evalua  on and impact studies 
faithfully and without skewing or misrepresen  ng 
the informa  on to serve par  cular goals. Impact 
evaluators can demonstrate their impar  ality. 

6. Impar  ality 



Standards systems make relevant informa  on freely 
available about the development and content of 
the standard, how the system is governed, who 
is evaluated and under what process, impact 
informa  on and the various ways that stakeholders 
can engage.

Why it’s important
Transparency is a cornerstone of a credible 
sustainability standards system. Fundamentally, it 
builds trust in the process by allowing stakeholders 
to understand how decisions are made or how 
content is determined. This allows stakeholders to 
then make their own decisions about the validity or 
legi  macy of the process, or to submit addi  onal or 
correc  ve informa  on.

What it looks like in prac  ce
In all components of the standards system: 
Transparency is enhanced through the provision 
of high-quality informa  on presented in clear and 
accessible formats. This prevents stakeholders 
from becoming overwhelmed with too much or 
disorganised informa  on which, in eff ect, can 
reduce transparency. In all publicly available 
materials, confi den  ality of par  cipants is 
respected where appropriate. 

Standard-se   ng: Informa  on about standards 
development is made freely and publicly available 
at least through an organisa  on’s website. This 
includes, at least, informa  on on governance 
(how decisions are made and by whom, and how 
to par  cipate in decision-making and standards 
development) and on consulta  on (stakeholder 
input and how it was addressed in standards 
development). 

Standard content: All dra   and fi nal standards 
are freely available to interested par  es, either on 
the organisa  on’s website or in response to direct 
requests.

Assurance: In assurance, informa  on made 
available includes, at minimum, the status of 
cer  fi ca  on assessments, stakeholder input and 
how it was addressed, decisions on assessments, 
the names and status of cer  fi ed enterprises, the 
scope of the cer  fi cate, as well as those whose 
cer  fi cates have been withdrawn or suspended, 
and the name of the assurance provider. Within 
standards systems with  ered levels of compliance, 
the criteria that have been met by each cer  fi ed 
en  ty are made available. 

Claims, labelling and traceability: Informa  on that 
substan  ates claims is made available to interested 
par  es, including informa  on about product-
specifi c claims and the traceability systems that 
support these claims. 

Governance and Opera  ons: Informa  on about 
how a standards system operates and makes 
decisions is made easily available. This includes 
informa  on about the scheme owner’s governance 
system and members, its business model and 
its funding sources. Stakeholders have access 
to documented decision-making where it does 
not compromise confi den  ality. Informa  on is 
available on how to make a complaint, any recorded 
complaints, their status and resolu  on. 

Impacts: In monitoring and evalua  on, informa  on 
made available includes indicators being measured, 
sources of data, outcome and impact evalua  on 
reports, and resul  ng changes to the system. 

7. Transparency 



To reduce barriers to implementa  on, standards 
systems minimise costs and overly burdensome 
requirements. They facilitate access to informa  on 
about mee  ng the standard, training, and fi nancial 
resources to build capacity throughout supply 
chains and for actors within the standards system. 

Why it’s important
In standards development and cer  fi ca  on, 
interested par  es have an equal right to par  cipate. 
Standards systems must be accessible to encourage 
par  cipa  on by poten  al users, thereby increasing 
uptake and the resul  ng sustainability impacts. 
Uptake is most o  en limited by the costs to access 
cer  fi ca  on and by a lack of capacity to meet the 
requirements of the standard. Standards systems 
are well placed to provide or facilitate the delivery 
of informa  on and capacity building services for 
enterprises seeking assurance. Lack of availability 
of local assurance providers is another barrier 
to uptake that can result in increased costs or 
shortcomings with regard to local language or 
culture. Overly burdensome requirements are 
those that do not add suffi  cient benefi ts to jus  fy 
inclusion in the standard. Removing these can 
increase accessibility, while not compromising the 
rigour of the standard or the assurance process.

What it looks like in prac  ce
Standard-se   ng: Standard-se  ers provide 
meaningful opportuni  es for stakeholders to 
par  cipate in the standard-se   ng process. They 
iden  fy and support disadvantaged or vulnerable 
stakeholders to par  cipate through appropriate 
mechanisms, including regional visits and using local 
languages, to ensure that their input is considered.

Standard content: The content of the standard 
is equally applicable to all types of enterprises, 
is focused on outputs and does not discriminate 
based on the size of the enterprise. The content 
is aligned with other standards where there are 
shared objec  ves. There is a system and/or tools 
in place to support the enterprise’s understanding 
of requirements and how to meet them, including 
transla  on of the standard where appropriate. 

Assurance: Accessible assurance is aff ordable 
to clients who fall within the scope, is culturally 
sensi  ve, comprehensible and within the reach of 
target clients. The assurance process is no more 
onerous than necessary to deliver the level of 
assurance relevant to the end use of the system 
(e.g. on-product label, business-to-business 
communica  on, etc.). Risk-based assurance 
models provide a mechanism for ensuring the 
intensity of assurance is appropriate to individual 
circumstances. Steps are taken to improve access, 
including the provision of guidance tools and 
training to enterprises or for the purpose of 
developing local assurance providers. 

Claims, labelling and traceability: Costs for using 
labels or making claims are not prohibi  ve. The 
traceability process is no more onerous than 
necessary to support the associated claim.

Governance and Opera  ons: The standards system 
does not discriminate against interested par  es on 
the basis of cost, restric  ons on access or overly 
burdensome requirements. Costs for par  cipa  on 
are off set by the scheme owner if necessary to 
ensure balanced par  cipa  on in the governance of 
the standards system. 

Depending on the standards system’s approach, 
its strategies for increasing accessibility will take 
diff erent forms. These will range from direct fi eld 
support to simply lis  ng approved capacity-building 
providers on the standards system’s website. 
Regardless of the approach, the standards system 
takes care to avoid poten  al confl icts of interest 
that could arise from assessment of enterprises that 
have received technical support. 

Impacts: Data collec  on does not create undue 
addi  onal burdens nor add signifi cant costs to 
en   es being assessed. 

8. Accessibility 



Claims and communica  ons made by actors within 
standards systems and by cer  fi ed en   es about 
the benefi ts or impacts that derive from the system 
or from the purchase or use of a cer  fi ed product 
or service are verifi able, not misleading, and enable 
an informed choice.

Why it’s important
Claims and labels convey the benefi ts of purchasing 
a cer  fi ed product or service. If the claims overstate 
the benefi ts or are overly vague, there is likely to 
be confusion in the marketplace as well as a loss 
of confi dence in the value and legi  macy of the 
standards system. This can lead to accusa  ons 
of greenwashing, which can seriously damage 
the reputa  on of a standards system. Claims that 
a product is derived from a process that meets 
sustainability criteria require that there is a 
clear link between the process and the product. 
Traceability contributes to confi dence in the 
legi  macy and credibility of the standards system.

What it looks like in prac  ce
Standard-se   ng: The standard-se  er sets clear 
sustainability objec  ves for the standard, which 
provides a founda  on and reference point for the 
future development of claims. Stakeholders are 
consulted to develop credible, clear and appropriate 
claims, and to ensure appropriate traceability for 
those claims.

Standard content: The standard includes the 
necessary requirements to substan  ate the desired 
claims.

Assurance: Assurance providers check claims being 
made by the enterprises being assessed. They 
follow clear procedures when encountering a false 
claim or misuse of a label and have a sanc  on 
mechanism. Scheme owners have a defi ned 
procedure for surveillance ac  vi  es to monitor 
claims in the marketplace that they carry out 
directly or delegate. 

Claims, labelling and traceability: All claims made 
about the standards system are accurate and can 
be substan  ated, whether they are on-product 
claims or otherwise. Claims are easy to understand, 
avoid oversta  ng the benefi ts resul  ng from the 
standards system and are accurate and precise 
in their language. Claims are comparable, or at 
least provide comparable data. While claims 
cannot convey all the relevant details about a 
cer  fi ed product or service, they provide suffi  cient 
informa  on to be verifi ed, either directly or through 
links to websites or other sources of informa  on. 

Claims related to product origin (such as through 
on-product labels about produc  on prac  ces) will 
have a traceability system in place suitable for the 
type of supply chain and claim being made. As 
appropriate, these include product tracking through 
the supply chain (product origin claims), mixing of 
cer  fi ed and non-cer  fi ed product (‘contributes to/
supports’ or percentage-based claims), or trading 
volume cer  fi cates separately from the cer  fi ed 
product (‘contributes to/supports’ type claims). 

Governance and Opera  ons: Claims regarding 
par  cipa  on in the development of and support 
for a standard are true and substan  ated. The 
scheme owner discloses what the claim does not 
cover, as well as what it does. They have clearly 
defi ned procedures for making claims and systems 
to control the use of claims. Within the standards 
system there will be licensing and/or monitoring 
systems in place to control the claims made by 
par  cipants in the supply chain. Standards system 
actors publicise instances where false claims of 
“sustainability” or compliance with a standard are 
made.

Impacts: Ideally, claims are based on knowledge 
about the actual benefi ts that have been achieved, 
as iden  fi ed through monitoring and evalua  on or 
impact assessment. Claims are revised over  me in 
response to learning from the monitoring system.

9. Truthfulness



Standards systems refer to or collaborate with 
other credible schemes to improve consistency 
and effi  ciency in standards content and opera  ng 
prac  ces. They improve their viability through 
the applica  on of sound revenue models and 
organisa  onal management strategies. 

Why it’s important
Standards systems do not operate in isola  on but 
each contributes to the achievement of common 
sustainability goals. Where standards systems overlap, 
either in the content of their standard or in the sector 
or en   es to which the standard applies, improved 
consistency and compa  bility between systems leads 
to increased opera  onal effi  ciencies and opportuni  es 
for scaling up the impacts that result. It also helps 
to avoid duplica  on or minor inconsistencies that 
decrease accessibility and could then be perceived as 
barriers to trade. Coordina  on and communica  on 
between systems can also help to avoid ‘double 
coun  ng’ of cer  fi ed product for more than one 
standard which can result in loss of credibility. 

When stakeholders invest in or support a standards 
system, they are relying on that system to operate 
effi  ciently and eff ec  vely over  me so as to con  nue 
to deliver on its sustainability objec  ves. While 
stakeholder engagement is cri  cal in parts of the 
standards system, other parts need to operate 
as businesses with streamlined decision-making 
and measured progress against key performance 
indicators. In order to deliver on their objec  ves, 
standards systems need to operate effi  ciently and be 
willing to cooperate to ensure their viability and to 
deliver greater sustainability impacts. 

What it looks like in prac  ce
Standard-se   ng: When standard-se   ng organisa  ons 
are developing a new standard or expanding the scope 
of a standard, they undertake a review of the exis  ng 
landscape of relevant standards and public policy 
and work proac  vely where overlaps exist to ensure 
consistency in standards content (e.g. terminology 
or language) and in opera  ng prac  ces such as audit 
procedures and repor  ng requirements. 

Standard content: The standard uses language that 
is consistent with other relevant standards when 
referring to the same concepts. If terminology diff ers, 
this is highlighted with clear defi ni  ons. All original 
sources of standards content are a  ributed or cited. 

Assurance: The assessment process operates in 
an organised, effi  cient way. Assurance processes 
such as traceability systems and accredita  on are 
shared or combined by standards systems where this 
results in signifi cant effi  ciency gains and/or improved 
accessibility for users.

Claims, labelling and traceability: If a standard is 
developed where another system already exists, the 
level or approach of the standards system, as well 
as resul  ng claims, are suffi  ciently diff erent to avoid 
confusion by users. 

Governance and Opera  ons: The business model 
that the standards system chooses to implement 
can vary, from a focus solely on standard-se   ng, 
to a compliance focus, to an emphasis on capacity 
building. The scheme owner chooses the model that 
will enable the greatest impact on the sustainability of 
the enterprise being considered, taking account of the 
nature and structure of the sector, the sustainability 
issues being addressed and the exis  ng landscape of 
related standards systems.

Adequate a  en  on is paid in a standards system to 
the fi nancial viability of the system, with a fi nancial 
model in place that is appropriate to the stage of 
development of the system. The standards system 
is streamlined in decision-making and opera  ons 
and seeks to cut costs for accessing the system 
while maintaining quality. There is co-ordina  on 
with other standards systems for the delivery of 
specialised support func  ons such as data capture and 
management where appropriate. 

Areas where stakeholders have a voice in decision-
making are clearly defi ned, and it is clear how 
they are engaged. There can be a tension between 
meaningful stakeholder engagement and effi  ciency 
of the standards system. It is important to determine 
the most appropriate opportuni  es for stakeholder 
engagement, but not to engage stakeholders 
unnecessarily at the expense of effi  ciency. Conversely, 
arguments regarding effi  ciency are not used as excuses 
to avoid meaningful stakeholder engagement. A 
balance must be achieved.

Impacts: Monitoring and evalua  on is integrated into 
the core business opera  ons of the standards system. 
Where collabora  on occurs, the monitoring of impacts 
is aligned where possible to avoid duplica  on between 
systems. 

10. Effi  ciency 



Assurance: Demonstrable evidence that specifi ed requirements rela  ng to a product, process, system, 
person or body are fulfi lled (adapted from ISO 17000)

Capacity building: Ac  vi  es which strengthen the knowledge, abili  es, skills and behaviour of individuals 
and improve ins  tu  onal structures and processes such that the organisa  on can effi  ciently meet a 
standards’ requirements (adapted from the World Customs Organisa  on)

Credibility: Recogni  on bestowed upon a standards system as a result of its eff ec  veness in delivering on 
its sustainability objec  ves

En  ty: The product, process, business or service that is the subject of the standard

Scheme owner: The organisa  on that determines the objec  ves and scope of the standards system, 
as well as the rules for how the scheme will operate and the standards against which conformance will 
be assessed. In most cases this is the standard se  er, however it may also be an assurance provider, a 
governmental authority, trade associa  on, group of assurance providers or other body (adapted from 
‘Standards system owner’ in the ISEAL Assurance Code)

Standard: Document that provides, for common and repeated use, rules, guidelines or characteris  cs for 
products or related processes and produc  on methods, with which compliance is not mandatory (from 
ISEAL Standard-Se   ng Code)

Standards system: The collec  ve of organisa  ons responsible for the ac  vi  es involved in the 
implementa  on of a standard, including standard-se   ng, capacity building, assurance, labelling and 
monitoring (from ISEAL Assurance Code)

Sustainability hotspots analysis: a qualita  ve assessment based on stakeholder involvement, which is 
used to iden  fy major concerns related to the sustainability of the en  re value chain of a product, process, 
business or service. 

Sustainability standard: A standard that addresses the social, environmental or economic factors of a 
defi ned en  ty, or a combina  on of these

Theory of change: A planning and management tool that defi nes all building blocks required to bring about 
a given long-term goal. This set of connected building blocks–interchangeably referred to as outcomes 
or results is depicted on a map known as a pathway of change/change framework, which is a graphic 
representa  on of the change process (adapted from www.theoryofchange.org)

Appendix 1. Defi ni  ons



ISEAL Credibility Principles
The ISEAL Credibility Principles are the result of a year 
long consulta  on with contribu  ons from more than 
400 stakeholders from fi ve con  nents. 

They represent the values and concepts that are 
embraced by sustainability standards systems that 
are most likely to achieve the ul  mate aim of bringing 
about posi  ve social, environmental and economic 
impacts, while decreasing nega  ve impacts. 

www.iseal.org 
info@isealalliance.org

ISEAL is the global membership associa  on of sustainability 
standards. Our mission is to strengthen standards systems for 
the benefi t of people and the environment.


