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The Institute for Multi-Stakeholder Initiative Integrity (MSI Integrity) aims to reduce the harms and human rights 
abuses caused or exacerbated by the private sector. For the past decade, MSI Integrity has investigated whether, when and 
how multi-stakeholder initiatives protect and promote human rights. The culmination of this research is now available in our 
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Insight 1: Influence — MSIs have been influential as human rights tools, but that influence, along with their 
credibility, is waning.
Insight 2: Stakeholder Participation — MSIs entrench corporate power by failing to include rights holders and 
by preventing civil society from acting as an agent of change.
Insight 3: Standards & Scope — Many MSIs adopt narrow or weak standards that overlook the root causes of 
abuses or risk creating a misperception that they are being effectively addressed.
Insight 4: Monitoring & Compliance — MSIs employ inadequate methods to detect human rights abuses and 
uphold standards.
Insight 5: Remedy — MSIs are not designed to provide rights holders with access to effective remedy.
Insight 6: Impact — There is little evidence that MSIs are meaningfully protecting rights holders or closing 
governance gaps.
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In this chapter: This chapter examines the public information that MSIs share about their impact 
on rights holders, including whether they have recently conducted or commissioned studies on those 
impacts and shared the results. It also reviews recent external, systematic reviews of the existing 
research on the social and economic impacts of MSI standards or certifications.

Summary of our insights: If MSIs are going to be relied upon by policymakers, businesses, 
donors, and civil society organizations (CSOs) as tools for closing governance gaps or achieving rights 
protection, then there ought to be evidence that they are fit for that purpose. Nearly three decades 
since the first MSIs emerged, such evidence remains scant. While MSIs often promote themselves as 
successful, without an understanding of their actual impacts on rights holders, they risk creating the 
perception that the issues and abuses associated with an industry, country, or company have been 
addressed—when in fact they may still be occurring. 

Key Findings and observations: 

• Unsubstantiated claims or no evidence: The majority of the 20 oldest MSIs in our MSI Database  
 either claim to have broad positive impacts without sharing any evidence to back their assertions or  
 do not have public information about their impacts on rights holders.
• Little focus on rights holders: Only 5 of the 20 oldest MSIs have conducted any direct  
 measurement of their impacts on rights holders in the last five years.
• Conflating scale with impact: MSIs often promote their growth or the scale of their operations— 
 such as  the number of factories that have been audited or countries that they cover—as evidence  
 of their success or “impact,” rather than reflect on whether they are achieving their desired impact  
 on people or the planet.
• Weak methodologies: Even among the MSIs that do measure impact, their studies are of variable  
 quality and do not allow general conclusions to be drawn about their impact on rights holders. These  
 MSIs often fail to approach impact measurement in a systematic or overarching manner, to examine  
 if they are having any unintended consequences, or to recognize rights holders as partners in impact  
 measurement.
• Limited evidence of impact: Overall, the systematic reviews of the evidence of MSIs’ impacts by  
 academics and other researchers point to sparse, limited, and often context-specific benefits for  
 rights holders.

• A growing body of research questions the effectiveness of voluntary standards and auditing in  
 improving labor conditions.
• Evidence of the impact of government transparency MSIs is particularly sparse.
• The majority of external research into MSIs is focused on agricultural or forestry MSIs and these  
 studies point to mixed and inconclusive results.

 
MSIs referenced: We reviewed the 20 oldest MSIs in our MSI Database. These are: Rainforest 
Alliance, Forest Stewardship Council, GoodWeave International, Sustainable Forestry Initiative, 
Fairtrade International, Global Reporting Initiative, Marine Stewardship Council, Social Accountability 
International, Ethical Trading Initiative, Fair Labor Association, Fair Wear Foundation, Programme for the 
Endorsement of Forest Certification, UN Global Compact, Voluntary Principles on Security and Human 
Rights, Worldwide Responsible Accredited Production, Extractive Industries Transparency Initiative, 
Florverde Sustainable Flowers, UTZ, Alliance for Responsible Mining, ICTI Ethical Toy Program.
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Background: Context and Approach

Since the early 1990s, MSIs have proliferated—from an experimental form of global governance to a 
widely accepted one—across different industries and issues (see Insight 1: Influence). This growth 
occurred quickly and without much assessment of MSIs’ impacts on the communities and rights 
holders that they sought to benefit, nor with an understanding of whether, or under what conditions, 
MSIs were effective interventions.1 Although the initial MSI model was implemented before it could be 
tested, nearly three decades later, sufficient time has passed that there now exists rich data to assess 
whether these initiatives are effective at achieving their underlying goals. Of particular importance is 
analyzing MSIs’ impacts on the lives of rights holders.2

While there is no one-size-fits-all approach or definition for impact evaluations, they are generally 
understood as the search for the actual effects that come as a result of an activity, which “provide 
evidence on ‘what works and what doesn’t’ . . . and how large the impact is.”3 In the context of MSIs, 
impact evaluations thus ideally seek to assess the long-term, intended, or unintended change that 
results directly from the certification scheme or standards’ intervention.4 As a result, the focus is not 
solely about member compliance with standards, which may be a short-term outcome, but rather 
whether compliance has led to any real-world progress on underlying issues—such as forced labor or 
poverty— that the MSI seeks to address.5 

For this insight, we reviewed the 20 oldest MSIs in our MSI Database to consider how they publicly 
discuss their impact.6 We focused on the oldest MSIs, as it may take time for a standard-setting MSI 
to produce and measure impacts. The oldest MSIs, such as the Rainforest Alliance and the Forest 
Stewardship Council (FSC), are more than 25 years old, while the more recent MSIs were launched 
15 years ago. We reviewed websites, annual and impact reports, and studies, as they existed in July 
2019, in order to identify whether they had prepared any report or study concerning their impacts on 
rights holders in the past five years. In compiling this list, we were as inclusive as possible and thus 
made no value judgment regarding whether a study or report constituted a formal impact assessment. 
Instead, we included any MSI with: (1) a report that the MSI itself identified or described as an impact 
study and which included a focus on its impacts on rights holders or affected communities; or (2) any 
other research report released by the MSI which discussed impacts on rights holders, even if it did not 
describe itself as an impact report. Several MSIs had multiple studies, in which case we selected the 
most recent one that referred to or measured impacts on rights holders. In addition, if an MSI released 
an impact report or study within the last five years, we then briefly surveyed their earlier studies to get 
an impressionistic understanding of how these eight studies fit into their wider approach to measuring 
impact. While we would have preferred to closely analyze all the earlier studies from these MSIs, our 
resource constraints made this impossible. Our primary research is therefore principally focused 
on how MSIs are describing and measuring their impacts on rights holders. It offers only a limited 
overview, rather than a deep assessment, of the results of any impact assessments commissioned or 
conducted by MSIs.

To understand the broad state of evidence about the impacts of MSIs, we examined the available 
systematic reviews—that is, studies that synthesize and analyze multiple studies—conducted 
by external researchers, academics, or research organizations. Given the diversity and different 
categorizations of private governance initiatives, these systematic reviews are not confined to these 
20 MSIs that we examined in our own analyses; indeed, some studies also include industry codes of 
conduct and other non-MSI private governance instruments alongside MSIs. The goal in this wider 
review of the existing research into impact was not to reach conclusions about the impacts of individual 
MSIs, but rather to assess the general state of the evidence about MSIs’ impacts.



While MSIs often broadly state or suggest that they benefit rights holders, few 
MSIs provide evidence of such impacts

Increasingly, MSIs are publicly discussing what they describe as their “impacts.” However, these claims 
are often lacking substantiation or are confined to statistics about the growth or size of the MSI’s 
operation. Fewer initiatives have actually conducted research into the effects and impacts of their 
operations on rights holders.

Many MSIs broadly suggest or imply that they benefit rights holders. The Rainforest Alliance website, 
for example, states that “choosing products with the little green frog seal is an easy way to help protect 
forests, conserve wildlife, and support communities around the world.”7 Fairtrade International claims, 
“[w]hen you buy products with any of the FAIRTRADE Marks, you support farmers and workers as 
they improve their lives and their communities.” FSC claims that it provides “a guarantee to consumers 
that the products they buy come from responsible sources . . . that support forest conservation [and] 
offer social benefits.” The Global Reporting Initiative claims that it “enables real action to create social, 
environmental and economic benefits for everyone.”8 Worldwide Responsible Accredited Production 
claims, “we promote lawful, humane manufacturing.”9

However, the number of MSIs actually studying their impacts on 
rights holders is much lower. As outlined in Table 6.1, only 8 of the 20 
oldest MSIs in our dataset had publicly shared any impact report or 
assessment that they had written or commissioned in the past five years 
that discusses their impact on rights holders in any way. However, three 
of these studies did not include any direct measurement of their effects 
on rights holders in their reports or methodologies, such as surveys or 
interviews. Rather, they referred to other studies or made inferences 
about the potential impacts on rights holders might be. Thus, only 5 of 
the 20 MSIs conducted any direct measurement of their impacts on 
rights holders. These reports are analyzed further in this chapter.

Although few MSIs are engaging in meaningful study into their impact on rights holders, over the last 
decade we have generally observed a growing trend towards MSIs discussing, or rather, promoting 
their “impacts.” Of the 20 oldest MSIs, 13 initiatives now have webpages or portals—often highly visible 
on their homepage or navigation menus—dedicated to their “impact.” By comparison, 7 of the 20 
oldest MSIs do not discuss their impacts at all; they do not have an impact section on their websites, 
nor do they have an impact assessment, report, or impact data in their annual reports.10 There are 
likely many reasons for this increase, from MSIs coming of age and wanting to examine their effects 
and contributions, to member demands or the need to demonstrate the value of their model to donors. 
To that end, it is worth noting that in 2010, the International Social and Environmental Accreditation 
and Labelling Alliance (ISEAL Alliance), a membership body for sustainability standards that includes 
many of the MSIs in our MSI Database, developed a Code of Good Practice for Assessing the Impacts 
of Social and Environmental Standards. The Code of Practice requires that its members periodically 
undertake impact evaluations consistent with the standards contained therein.11 Indeed, of the eight 
MSIs with impact studies conducted in the last five years, six were ISEAL members, as marked in 
Table 6.1 in this chapter. Consistent with the periodic reporting requirement in the Code of Practice, 
these MSIs also have a larger number of impact reports or studies than other MSIs: the two non-ISEAL 
members each only had a single report in the last five years, whereas the ISEAL members often had 
multiple.

“. . . only 5 of the 20 
MSIs conducted any 
direct measurement 
of their impacts on 
rights holders.”
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The claims and discussions around “impact” by MSIs often read more as efforts at self-promotion than 
serious interrogation into whether an initiative is in fact serving its intended beneficiaries. At various 
points, many of the MSIs we reviewed made claims suggesting that they have made or contributed to 
broad positive impacts on rights holders, but without sufficient public information to back it up. For 
example:

• The Florverde Sustainable Flowers impact webpage states that “31,140 flower workers benefited  
 annually” but has no publicly available impact assessment, or other public information, to support  
 that assertion (see Figure 6.1);12

• The Fair Labor Association (FLA) homepage states that it has “helped improve the lives of millions  
 of workers around the world” and its impact webpage states, “[t]hrough its independent  
 monitoring and third party complaint process, FLA has helped bring about real and lasting change  
 for workers everywhere.”13 However, its publicly available impact assessments are limited to only a  
 few sectors in a few locations and do not support the contention that “millions of workers” have  
 had their lives improved;14

• The Alliance for Responsible Mining impact webpage states that “[i]n 2018, around 15,000  
 people—miners and their families—benefited from the Alliance for Responsible Mining’s  
 Interventions,” but its only publicly available impact report is from 2014-2016 and does not include  
 any measurement of impact;15 and
• The Extractive Industries Transparency Initiative (EITI) suggests that it has positive “big picture”  
 impacts, but relies on questionable metrics to support this (see Spotlight 6.1).

We see these specific unsubstantiated claims as part of a wider trend of MSIs conflating the growth 
or scale of their operation—such as the number of companies or countries monitored, certified, or 
participating—as evidence of their success or positive “impact.” Thus, the fact that an MSI has monitored 
a certain number of farms or factories is interpreted as it having benefited the workers employed 
by those farms or factories. However, without examining whether that monitoring, certification, or 
participation has been effective at detecting or tackling the core problems relevant to their industry 
or mission—or the effects of these interventions on rights holders’ lives—these numbers are not 
indicators of impact. Rather, they are indicators of the size or growth of the MSI’s operations. By way 
of example, the Programme for the Endorsement of Forest Certification (PEFC) has a report entitled 
Delivering Impacts. This report states, “Through delivering forest certification over the last 15 years, 
PEFC has positively impacted significant areas of forest through requiring improved forestry practices 
and bringing attention to sustainable management.”16  Yet, the report only contains a discussion of what 
PEFC does, the development of new certifications, and the number of smallholders it has certified. It 
does not actually assess or measure the effects of that certification.

Similarly, of the 10 oldest MSIs in our MSI Database, 8 have webpages dedicated to describing their 
“impacts.” Half of these webpages heavily promote their size or growth outputs/indicators, like 
that in Figure 6.1.17 For example, the Rainforest Alliance’s “Impact Dashboard” webpage opens with 
statistics such as the number of hectares certified, the number of farmers using their methods, and 
countries where they operate.18  Similarly, the Marine Stewardship Council’s (MSC) “Our Collective 
Impact” webpage opens with the proportion of the world’s marine catch that is certified, the number of 
changes to fisheries operations made, which it calls “improvements,” and the number of products and 
sites selling MSC-certified fish.19 To be clear, many of the MSIs that first present these growth and scale 
statistics also have a number of individual impact studies available for download on the same page. If 
read, these present a more complex and often less positive picture of the MSI’s impacts (see further in 
this chapter). However, accessing this information relies on individuals downloading and reading long 
and sometimes technical reports.
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In this way, this trend towards MSIs heralding their growth and scale risks overshadowing the  
opportunity and need for MSIs to honestly reflect on whether they are achieving their desired impact on 
people or the planet. This is not to say that information about scale and growth are not important, but 
that the way that some MSIs are presenting such information can risk oversimplifying and distracting 
from more critical inquiries. This is particularly true for MSIs with a certification label or consumer-
facing component (which includes most of the MSIs who adopt this approach).

FIGURE 6.1. Example of an MSI promoting its growth and scale as impacts 

This is from Florverde Sustainable Flowers’s homepage. Florverde has no other information about its impact available 
on its website.

Source: Homepage, Florverde Sustainable Flowers, accessed February 18, 2020, https://florverde.org/.

By comparison, the approach adopted by the Ethical Trading Initiative (ETI) and captured in Figure 
6.2, demonstrates an MSI with a willingness to grapple with the complexity and success of their 
efforts. Its impact page includes a discussion that highlights the initiative’s growth and scale, but it 
also acknowledges key challenges, the fact that “many issues remain,” and that there has been “little 
progress” in some areas.20 The webpage goes on to note that a “radical response” is required, before 
highlighting the need to focus on brand behavior (an issue explored in Insight 3: Standards & Scope).21 
While some MSIs are careful to separate their growth and size from a discussion of impact,22 such a 
straightforward acknowledgment of the challenges and limitations facing an MSI is, in our observation, 
rare.

https://florverde.org/
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FIGURE 6.2. Example of an MSI acknowledging its growth and scale, while also recognizing the limitations of 
its impact

This is the top of the landing page of the Ethical Trading Initiative’s “Our impact on workers” webpage.

Source: “Our impact on workers,” Ethical Trading Initiative, accessed February 9, 2020, 
https://www.ethicaltrade.org/about-eti/our-impact-workers.

https://www.ethicaltrade.org/about-eti/our-impact-workers
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SPOTLIGHT 6.1. The Extractive Industries Transparency Initiative: Lack of 
evidence of impact on long-term goals

EITI requires that its member countries publish financial information on natural resource 
management in the extractive sector (mainly oil and gas). EITI’s objectives are to strengthen 
transparency of natural resource revenues, recognizing that this “can reduce corruption, 
and the revenue from extractive industries can transform economies, reduce poverty, and 
raise the living standards of entire populations in resource-rich countries.”23 In the nearly two 
decades since EITI launched, over 50 countries have joined and are currently implementing 
EITI’s standards,24 and the World Bank has mobilized more than US$72 million to support EITI 
implementation.25

EITI seeks information on impact in part through review of member countries’ work plans 
and annual progress reports.26 EITI’s validation process, which assesses member countries’ 
implementation of the EITI Standard, includes an “outcomes and impact” component, 
which relies on the countries’ narrative reports of efforts to strengthen the impacts of EITI 
implementation.27 A recent synthesis of the validation process for 14 countries found that 
“impact studies would be very helpful in assessing the EITI, although it does not appear 
that countries have incorporated these as a matter of course.”28 It concluded that, for some 
countries, “there is great progress in certain aspects of implementation but far less focus on 
the analysis and consultative processes necessary for . . . impact assessment.”29

Apart from review of members’ reports on country-level impacts, EITI points to “big picture 
indicators” on poverty reduction, growth, governance and investment climate in member 
countries as evidence of its impact at the global level.30 These indicators are existing country 
metrics—such as the Human Development Index score, Net Foreign Direct Investment, and 
Transparency International’s Corruption Perception Index score, among others—that EITI 
relies on “to show how EITI countries fare in comparison to the rest of the world.”31 Thus, EITI 
assumes that, taken together, improvements of the average score of its member countries on 
these indicators can be attributed to their membership in EITI.32

However, a 2011 external evaluation found that EITI’s “big picture” indicators do not constitute 
a good basis for tracking EITI performance over time.33 It noted that there was no way to 
attribute causation to any correlation between the indicators—which are influenced by a 
variety of factors distinct from EITI—and EITI membership, and thus, that approach was “not 
likely to provide further insights.”34 It concluded, “the EITI’s claims that it may be contributing 
to better governance, economic growth, poverty reduction, no matter how vaguely stated or 
nuanced, have so far no basis in concept or evidence.”35 A more recent evaluation, this time by 
an EITI donor government, concluded that the initiative lacks an “overall strategic approach” to 
evaluating its impact and “has not used its resources meaningfully to conduct research into its 
own impact.”36

Independent evaluations have not shed further light on EITI’s impact on its long-term goals 
of reducing corruption, increasing natural resource revenue accruement to governments, and 
promoting social and economic development. A recent review of 50 studies that attempted to 
assess EITI’s effectiveness found successes in “diffusing the norm of transparency, establishing 
the EITI standard, and institutionalizing transparency practices” but also pointed to an “evidence 
gap” regarding whether EITI adoption leads to its desired long-term goals.37 
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The reports or assessments on rights holder impacts that MSIs have conducted 
are of variable quality and limited value

Carefully designed and implemented impact evaluations are resource-intensive and complex. 
Measuring the impact of an MSI poses several challenges: standards extend across geographic 
boundaries, may apply to multiple commodities or industries, and interact with market forces and 
external systems in ways that an MSI does not control.38 As it may be impossible or very difficult to 
get a completely accurate overall picture of impact from a single study, “[i]mpact evaluation involves 
finding the appropriate balance between the desire to understand and measure the full range of effects 
in the most rigorous manner possible and the practical need to delimit and prioritize on the basis of 
interests of stakeholders as well as resource constraints.”39 Thus, the method or scope of an impact 
evaluation for an MSI will depend on the MSI’s goals, funding, the questions it seeks to answer, and its 
theory of change.40

Even bearing these considerations in mind, however, our review of those MSIs who did measure their 
impact on rights holders indicates that their scope and methodology mean that they are of limited 
use when trying to understand an MSI’s effectiveness or impacts on rights holders.41 Given the small 
scope of our review, we acknowledge that this is necessarily only a glimpse into the approach to impact 
measurement taken by MSIs. However, as the picture painted is quite alarming, we offer the following 
observations in order to spur other researchers and MSIs themselves to consider these four issues 
further:

1. MSIs are not measuring their impact in a systematic 
or overarching manner. Most MSIs’ impact reports or 
assessments are narrow and context-specific—focusing, for 
example, on a particular set of countries or commodities, such 
as bananas in Colombia or hazelnuts in Turkey, or a single 
pilot program.42 While a limited focus may be understandable 
given that impact assessment is resource-intensive and 
complex, these studies are generally not framed as forming 
part of a wider plan or approach to impact measurement by 
the MSI. To the contrary, with the exception of pilot program 
studies, they generally appear to be ad hoc and chosen 
without public explanation.43 For those MSIs that provide 
some explanation about their general approach to measuring 
impact, the reasons are oblique. For example, “[o]ne or two 
impact evaluations are undertaken every year, following a 

multiyear evaluation agenda to ensure consistency, learning and comparisons.”44 This approach 
raises questions of selection bias, that MSIs might—unconsciously or not—be highlighting those 
topics or locations where they are likely to have more positive or less complex results. While many 
of ISEAL’s members have multiple studies, the lack of coordination both between and among ISEAL 
members makes it hard to draw any overarching conclusions. Indeed, the general lack of systematic 
or coordinated efforts means it is difficult to ever make any conclusions beyond the context of a 
particular study—the place, issue, or rights holder in focus. This, in turn, obscures whether MSIs are 
positive and effective interventions for rights holders, addressing the underlying issues they were 
developed to resolve, or not.

2. The methodologies used for measuring impact by some MSIs need improvement. The 
methodologies used for impact measurement understandably vary from MSI to MSI depending 
on the context, and a detailed assessment of the adequacy of the approaches for each context 
was beyond the scope of this report. However, we note that, with respect to some issues that are 
of universal importance to all impact studies, there was a high variation in quality. For example, 

2

“. . . our review of those 
MSIs who did measure 
their impact on rights 
holders indicates that their 
scope and methodology 
mean that they are of 
limited use when trying 
to understand an MSI’s 
effectiveness or impacts 
on rights holders.”
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transparency about the methodology used—such as research site selection criteria or the sample 
size—are considered fundamental.45 Yet, while some studies were very transparent and had details 
about their methodology, others did not disclose their methodology at all.46 

Some studies also contained major flaws that undermine their reliability. For example, a study 
by UTZ, which focused on examining the “agricultural practices and working conditions” of UTZ-
certified hazelnut farms in Turkey,47 included a survey of over 200 farmers, but no workers. Instead, 
the evaluators primarily relied on the opinions and documents provided by farmers, despite the 
fact that—while farmers may hold important information around agricultural and management 
practices—as employers, they are not a suitable source for determining the true conditions and 
experiences of their workers.48 Thus, the study relied on disclosures by farmers (i.e. employers) to 
assess issues such as the extent of child labor on the farms, whether workers are paid the minimum 
wage, and if migrant workers are permitted to speak their native language, without verifying any of 
these findings by speaking directly to workers.49 This significantly undermines the study’s finding 
that the UTZ program leads to improvements in working conditions.

3. The methodologies that MSIs adopt to study impact are often not focused on uncovering 
unintended consequences, the impacts on external communities and rights holders, or whether 
their interventions are more effective than alternatives or no intervention at all. Instead, MSIs 
tend to focus on understanding changes at the level of member compliance or whether specific 
targets have been met, without considering what this might translate to in terms of wider impacts 
on the ground.50 While it is possible that these changes in practice or compliance might lead to the 
positive benefits and impacts that MSIs intend, this is not certain. It is also possible that they might 
have negative unintended consequences, as occurs with some regulatory and legal interventions. 
Put another way, these studies are not generally seeking an “understanding of what worked and what 
didn’t work, where, when and for whom,”51 but are rather asking whether the MSI is working for those 
within it against the indicators of success that it has defined. Yet, the possibility that MSIs are having 
negative unintended consequences has been raised by some researchers. For example, studies over 
the last decade have raised the concern that agricultural MSIs may not be accessible to vulnerable 
groups—poor farmers who are not able to afford audits or meet documentation requirements of 
MSIs, for example—and thus may be having the perverse effect of benefiting only more economically 
powerful actors and further marginalizing the poorest and least organized groups (see Insight 3: 
Standards & Scope). The case study on Fairtrade International in Spotlight 6.2 explores some of 
these potential dynamics further.

4. MSIs conduct top-down studies that do not treat rights holders as partners in their 
assessments. The reports we surveyed are broadly lacking in efforts at co-design or co-
implementation of impact assessments that recognize the knowledge, expertise, and interests 
of rights holders.52 Partnering with rights holders might mean selecting the issues or focus of the 
studies based on the needs or request of rights holders, co-designing methodologies that consider 
how to best obtain rights holder insights, and collaborating with them to execute the studies. By 
failing to engage rights holders through a bottom-up approach to impact measurement, MSIs ignore 
a rich source of information. Rights holders live at the heart of where standards interact with real-
world conditions, and thus their views on where and how to examine impact are valuable. Promoting 
community voices in bottom-up human rights impact assessments has been recognized by a number 
of human rights groups and researchers, including the Columbia Center on Sustainable Investment, 
the Danish Institute for Human Rights, the International Federation of Human Rights, and Oxfam,53 
and ought to be adopted in the MSI context.
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When these four factors are combined with an examination of the actual results of the studies, they 
indicate that MSIs only produce limited evidence that they are having positive impacts on rights 
holders.

As outlined in Table 6.1, of the eight reports that address impacts on rights holders, only five included 
direct measurement of the effects on them, and all five pointed to mixed results or very limited positive 
results.54 This was broadly consistent with our survey of the outcomes of MSIs’ earlier studies. However, 
the limited scope and narrow contexts in which MSIs conduct this research, combined with the fact 
that these studies are often not part of a wider systematic plan or approach, make it difficult to draw 
any broad conclusions about the impact MSIs are having on the lives of rights holders. The studies are 
simply too few and too context-specific. While we emphasize that our findings here are fairly limited 
given the small number of studies we analyzed, they are broadly consistent with the findings of external 
studies into MSI impact discussed later in this chapter.

In part, there is a need for more rigorous studies into impact in order to gather enough context-specific 
information to draw conclusions about the conditions under which interventions are most effective. To 
that end, we note that in 2019, the ISEAL Alliance, along with an MSI, Rainforest Alliance, and the CSO, 
WWF, launched an online portal of impact studies and research into sustainability standards, called 
Evidensia, to allow users to “access and interpret credible research on the sustainability impacts and 
effectiveness of supply chain initiatives.”55 However, quantity alone is not sufficient. What is crucially 
important is the need for the quality and overarching coordination (and internal comparability) of 
these studies to be improved, otherwise the studies will never help tell a bigger story about whether an 
MSI is effective. As a 2016 ISEAL Alliance guidance note observed, current impact reports are “often 
sector specific, uncoordinated, regularly restricted in geographic and thematic scope, and fall short 
methodologically.”56 To that end, we note that ISEAL’s Code of Good Practice, while setting out many 
requirements around the number and type of studies, does not include any specific methodological 
requirements or mandatory standards for evaluator quality and independence.57 Thus, while the quality 
of impact studies may increase over time as MSIs learn and experiment with more measurement 
studies, the need for MSIs to seriously invest in and demonstrate their impact looms large.

Even among MSIs that conduct multiple studies, they may remain unable to understand their impacts 
due to the complexities and scale of their certification schemes and the number of variables involved. 
The Fairtrade International case study in Spotlight 6.2 illustrates the difficulties that even well-
resourced MSIs committed to impact measurement have in understanding how or to what extent their 
model produces positive impacts for the people they seek to benefit. Yet few MSIs are as committed 
as Fairtrade International to assessing and responding to research on their impacts, and thus we know 
even less about for whom they work, under what conditions, and whether they work at all.
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SPOTLIGHT 6.2. Fairtrade International: Impacts widely studied, but many 
questions remain

Fairtrade International sets production and trade standards for a variety of agricultural 
commodities.58 It is one of the oldest, most well-known and perhaps most widely studied MSIs.59 
In exchange for meeting Fairtrade production standards, producers receive a guaranteed 
minimum price and a premium, which they collectively decide how to spend.60

Despite the fact that it is a highly studied MSI, the impacts of the Fairtrade model are still an 
open question. Studies over the last decade have raised the concern that agricultural MSIs may 
not be accessible to vulnerable groups—poor farmers who are not able to afford audits or meet 
documentation requirements of MSIs, for example—and thus may have the perverse effect of 
benefiting more economically powerful actors and further marginalizing the poorest and least 
organized groups.61 This concern is among several criticisms of Fairtrade International, which 
include that it fails to economically benefit producers because a lack of demand means that 
they cannot sell all of their product under Fairtrade standards.62

To its credit, Fairtrade International has not shied away from these critiques and has instead 
commissioned assessments and invited external research.63 For example, in 2009 and again in 
2017, Fairtrade commissioned a review of the existing independent research on its impacts. But 
much of the available research has been narrowly focused, despite the fact that the Fairtrade 
standard covers many commodities and in many different parts of the world. The 2009 review 
included only 33 studies, most of which focused on coffee production in Latin America or the 
Caribbean.64 The 2017 review, which covered research published from 2009 to 2015, identified 
45 Fairtrade impact studies, which reflected a continued emphasis on coffee, but included a 
greater number of other commodities and more geographic diversity.65  In addition, a 2018 
study commissioned in part by Fairtrade Germany and Fairtrade Austria examined Fairtrade’s 
contribution to poverty reduction through rural development across a range of products 
(banana, cocoa, coffee, cotton, flower, and tea), producer types, and countries (Peru, Ghana, 
Kenya, and India).66

The studies point to mixed results. The 2017 review, for example, attributed this to factors such 
as the supply and demand of certified goods and local variables, including land distribution 
patterns, government price controls, and state enforcement of labor standards. Ultimately, it 
pointed to the “difficulty of drawing definitive conclusions on the main potential areas of Fairtrade 
impact.” The 2018 study found that Fairtrade certification could lead to economic and social 
impacts for producers, but “the extent to which positive changes can be realized yet depend 
to a large extent on the regional and cultural settings” as well as the strength and organization 
of the producing entity.67 Fairtrade has acknowledged the gaps in the existing research, and 
noted its willingness to support efforts to address those gaps and adapt its activities to ensure 
positive impact.68



TABLE 6.1. The most recent impact reports prepared or commissioned by the 20 oldest MSIs within the past 
five years that discuss their impact on rights holders (as of July 1, 2019)

MSIs with reports that discuss their impacts on rights holders

Does the methodology 
include a direct assessment 
of rights holders’ views?  
(E.g., surveys or interviews)

Brief summary of impacts described / assessment 
findings on rights holders*

MSI and Report / 
Brief summary of scope and methodology

Alliance for Responsible Mining
Our Impact: ARM’s Impact on Artisanal and Small-
Scale Mining from 2014 to 2016 (2016)69

Indicates total number of certified mining operations, 
total premiums paid for certified gold, and narrative 
descriptions of how three mining operations invested 
the premium.70 

No findings: presented how 3 (out of 10) certified mining 
operations invested the premium they received for 
certified gold. Projects included creation of a sports 
field, worker safety training, installing school electricity, 
processing plants to eliminate mercury use, and others

No.

Ethical Trading Initiative
Ethical Trading Initiative External Evaluation Report 
(2015)71

Interviews with and a survey of ETI members and 
staff, and review of member monitoring data to 
assess the impact of ETI on the lives of workers and 
the effectiveness of its multi-stakeholder process and 
accountability systems.72 

Results were “largely limited to the more ‘visible’ (and 
readily accessible) aspects of the Base Code such as 
child labour and health/safety,” rather than freedom of 
association.73 

No.74 

Fair Labor Association
Are Companies’ Programs Impacting Change in the 
Lives of Hazelnut Workers? (2019)75

Pilot study of the remediation efforts of two 
companies in Turkey that supply hazelnuts to Nestle, 
employed interviews of workers and other informants 
on the impact of summer schools creation, worker 
and farmer trainings, and renovations of worker 
housing.76 

• Creation of summer schools resulted in less children  
 working in hazelnut gardens than in other sites  
 without schools.
• Occupational health and safety training resulted in  
 workers using personal protective  equipment.
• Trainings covering other labor issues, such as wages,  
 working hours, and employment contracts had not  
 yet achieved their desired result.77 

Yes.

Fairtrade International*
Participatory Analysis of the Use and Impact of the 
Fairtrade Premium (2019)78

Quantitative analysis of Fairtrade’s monitoring 
and premium use data, a qualitative case study of 
decision-making in five Fairtrade-certified operations, 
including focus groups and interviews with producers 
and workers, and workshops with Fairtrade Premium 
Committees.79 

• Creation of summer schools resulted in less children  
 working in hazelnut gardens than in other sites  
 without schools.
• Occupational health and safety training resulted in  
 workers using personal protective  equipment.
• Trainings covering other labor issues, such as wages,  
 working hours, and employment contracts had not  
 yet achieved their desired result.
• Participation of individual workers and producers  
 made a difference in ensuring that premium  
 investments were responsive to their needs, but  
 workers on small farms were rarely involved in the  
 decision-making process.
• No causation could be established to show that the  
 premium contributed to increasing farmer and  
 worker income and wellbeing.80
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Does the methodology 
include a direct assessment 
of rights holders’ views?  
(E.g., surveys or interviews)

Brief summary of impacts described / assessment 
findings on rights holders*

MSI and Report / 
Brief summary of scope and methodology

GoodWeave International*
External Evaluation of Ending Child Labour and Forced 
Labour in Apparel Supply Chains in India (2018)81

Interviews with stakeholders including homeworkers, 
parents, youth, school personnel, contractors, 
suppliers, and brands in order to assess a two-year 
pilot to build capacity to reduce child labor and forced 
labor in informal apparel supply chains in India.

• The model increased access to education for children,  
 but whether that reduced child labor depended on  
 the extent to which children enrolled in school also  
 continued to work long hours.
• Training provided to homeworkers was only partially  
 relevant to improving working conditions because it  
 was not required as part of the certification scheme.

Marine Stewardship Council*
Global Impacts Report (2016)82 

Describes findings of several previously conducted 
studies on socioeconomic impacts.

• Summarized two reports finding that certification led  
 to a price premium in the UK.
• Described a study that showed the MSC certification  
 of a South African hake fishery enabled it to access  
 new markets and maintain its market position.
• Indicated that a few studies suggest that fishers  
 themselves may receive economic benefits as a result  
 of certification, pointing to a fishery in Greenland  
 that a buyer rewarded for achieving certification with  
 a double bonus on the trading price.83 

Rainforest Alliance*
Towards a Sustainable Banana Supply Chain in 
Colombia (2019)84 

Interviews with workers at 13 newly certified 
plantations and 16 non-certified plantations in the 
same region in Columbia, and quantitative analysis 
of interview data conducted to determine the 
relationship of certification to worker outcomes.

• Wages at certified plantations were slightly higher  
 than wages at non-certified plantations, but the  
 difference was not attributable to certification alone.  
 It is also related to whether workers had permanent  
 or temporary contracts.
• Certification is related to a safer grievance claim  
 system.
• Certification is related to more worker safety  
 precautions.85 

UTZ Certified*
UTZ Hazelnut Program in Turkey Evaluation Study 
(2018)86

Survey of certified farmers in 2014 and 2018, and 
interviews with group managers, experts, and other 
stakeholders

• Improvements in prevention of child labor and  
 ensuring that all workers receive at least the  
 minimum wage.
• The percentage of farmers who pay the labor  
 contractor’s commission directly decreased from  
 73% in 2014 to 50% in 2018, creating a risk that  
 workers make additional payments to labor  
 contractors.

The study interviews 
farmers but not workers.

MSIs without reports that discuss their impacts on rights holders: Sustainable Forestry Initiative**, FSC**, Global Reporting Initiative, Social 
Accountability International, Fair Wear Foundation, PEFC, UN Global Compact, Voluntary Principles on Security and Human Rights, Worldwide 
Responsible Accredited Production, EITI**, Florverde Sustainable Flowers, ICTI Ethical Toy Program (listed from oldest to most recent MSI). 

*These MSIs are members of ISEAL Alliance.87

**These MSIs had a recent impact report or assessment in the last five years; however, it did not address impacts on rights holders.88 

No.

Yes.

Yes.
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External research on MSIs’ impacts is of modest quality and points to limited, 
often context-specific benefits for rights holders

The available systematic reviews of the evidence of MSIs’ impacts by the research community more 
broadly (e.g., academia and research organizations) show they have mixed results, which are often 
specific to a particular context, such as geography, issue, or product. As these systematic reviews 
do not cover all of the 20 MSIs that we examined for this chapter, and many include other standard-
setting initiatives not covered in this report, our goal here is not to reach conclusions about the 
impacts of individual MSIs, but rather to assess the general state of the evidence. In that context, the 
systematic reviews mirror our observations that there is an absence of coordination in the field, a lack 
of methodological rigor in attempts to analyze impact, and limited evidence of positive impacts.89

While our approach below focuses on MSIs based on issues and industries, we note that other recent 
synthesis studies on the evidence of MSIs’ social and economic impacts have found that many studies 
continue to lack methodological rigor.90

A. Labor conditions and social audits: Marginal and uneven impact on working conditions

Consistent with the state of research on the impacts of voluntary standards generally, evaluation of the 
effectiveness of voluntary labor codes of conduct and monitoring “has not been systematic and study 
results vary.”91 Research on the impact of monitoring has largely been limited “to qualitative studies of 
a small number of firms,”92 with some studies conducting quantitative analyses of audit reports over 
time.93

Despite the gaps in the research, a growing body of evidence 
questions the effectiveness of voluntary standards and auditing 
in improving labor conditions.94 Quantitative research has pointed 
to marginal and uneven results.95 One such analysis indicates that 
even the most credible and stringent audits performed by an MSI 
with a strong labor rights agenda produced marginal and uneven 
impacts.96 It found marginal overall improvements in worker rights 
(forced labor, child labor, wages, working times, health and safety, 
and employment relationships) and no improvement in process 
rights, such as discrimination and freedom of association.97 Another 
study, which reviewed Nike’s internal rating of over 800 factories in 
51 countries over seven years, concluded that ”monitoring alone is 
not producing the large and sustained improvements in workplace 
conditions that many had hoped it would.”98

More recently, a review of research on the effect of sustainability standards on practice adoption 
indicated that certification was linked to improvements in worker health and safety, with other 
evidence suggesting that standards do not result in improvements for hard-to-detect practices (such 
as freedom of association or discriminatory hiring).99 Another 2018 study, based on a quantitative 
analysis of factory audits between 2003 and 2010, “found no statistically significant association 
between auditing and improvement in factory conditions.”100 Insight 4: Monitoring & Compliance 
discusses this issue in greater detail. 

3

“Despite the gaps 
in the research, a 
growing body of 
evidence questions 
the effectiveness of 
voluntary standards and 
auditing in improving 
labor conditions.”
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B. Transparency initiatives: Lack of evidence of government accountability and broader social  
     impact

Systemic reviews of the evidence of government transparency MSIs’ impacts are particularly sparse. 
These initiatives, which include EITI, focus on government information disclosure and ultimately seek 
to bolster public governance. A 2015 study commissioned by the Transparency and Accountability 
Initiative (T/AI)—a donor group that seeks to expand the impact, scale, and coordination of funding 
and activity in the transparency and accountability field—found that “evidence for the broader social, 
economic, and or environmental impact” of transparency MSIs was “weak or non-existent,” and 
pointed to the need for “balanced research that explores cases of failure as well as success.”101 A 2018 
follow-up study by T/AI sought to assess whether the transparency MSIs had any impact on actions 
taken by citizens, civil society, and government actors to hold the governments accountable, but 
found no studies addressing that question directly.102 Instead, it found a lack of methodological rigor 
in the published research, which made it impossible to draw conclusions about impacts. The existing 
research identified several obstacles impeding the effectiveness of transparency initiatives, including:

• A “broad context of limited political accountability”;
• Lack of enforcement mechanisms in the initiatives;
• Difficulties for accountability actors in processing information generated by the initiatives;
• Government exclusion of civil society actors; and
• The fact that these initiatives are sometimes imposed from the outside rather than grow  
 domestically.103 

The review concluded: “More work is needed” to assess whether transparency MSIs “actually function 
as intended on the ground.”104

C. Agricultural and forestry initiatives: Mixed evidence regarding social impacts

The bulk of research on MSIs’ impacts has focused on agricultural or forestry MSIs.105 Several recent 
studies have examined the state of the evidence regarding the social and economic impacts of 
agricultural MSIs and point to mixed and inconclusive results.106

From 2010–2011, a steering committee composed of representatives 
from business, civil society, and academia oversaw an independent 
assessment of the available evidence on whether certifications in four 
sectors (fisheries, agriculture, forestry, and aquaculture) achieved 
their claimed social, environmental, and economic benefits.107 The 
assessment authors found it difficult to draw conclusions due to 
the variability in research methodologies across the studies under 
review. 108For social impacts, in particular, the few studies of fair trade 
and ethical trade systems that had sound research designs revealed 
mixed evidence regarding impact. The assessment noted, “Claims 
that standards and certification empower, expand benefits or 
secure rights are widespread, but evidence is limited and of modest 
quality”109 and that most certification schemes had gathered “very 
little systematic evidence about their own outcomes and impacts.”110 
It recommended that certification initiatives, “should make a more 
concerted effort to collect information and data on their results.”111

“Several recent 
studies have 

examined the state 
of the evidence 

regarding the social 
and economic 

impacts of 
agricultural MSIs 

and point to mixed 
and inconclusive 

results.”



A 2017 independent review that synthesized the available evidence from the existing research on 
agricultural certification schemes’ impact on socioeconomic outcomes for producers and workers 
also found that it was difficult to draw any positive conclusions.112 Specifically, the available quantitative 
evidence indicated that certification allowed producers to command a higher price and earn more 
income from the sale of certified goods, and resulted in a modest improvement (6% more) in schooling 
for their children.113 It also found that workers engaged in certified production had wages that were 13% 
lower than workers for non-certified employers, and that certification had no statistically significant 
effect on producers’ health, total household income, or wealth.114 Additionally, evidence from the 
available qualitative studies showed that multiple contextual factors contribute to the impact (or lack 
of impact) of certification schemes, including inconsistency in monitoring and auditing practices, 
the effects of inequality within producing organizations, and difficulties in addressing gender-based 
inequality.115 The report explained, “For the ultimate beneficiaries, farmers and workers, the results 
are not particularly encouraging and show that there is no guarantee that living standards improve 
through certification.”116

Two additional systematic reviews generally support this conclusion. A 2017 systematic review that 
examined whether voluntary certification of bananas, cocoa, coffee, palm oil, and tea led to improved 
environmental, social, and economic outcomes found similarly modest impacts.117 In particular, while 
56% of the studies showed improved revenue from crop sales, only 24% showed improved household 
income.118 The authors explained that certification may be successful in providing premiums, but show 
“less success with improving smallholders’ overall economic situation.”119 They concluded, “Consumers 
should be aware that these programs are not a panacea especially for the considerable social hardships 
facing smallholder producers.”120 A 2019 systematic review similarly found that farm certification leads 
to increases in prices and crop income, “but that improvements in these intermediate outcomes do not 
necessarily translate to higher net household income.”121 Out of 12 studies that addressed household 
income, the majority (67%) showed no significant difference between certified and non-certified 
farms; 25% showed that certified farms had higher household income; and 8% percent showed that 
household income was significantly lower on certified farms.122 It concluded that “[f]uture research 
efforts should focus on disentangling the complex relationships between yields, price premiums, and 
income . . . and should center on net household income as an important measure of overall economic 
wellbeing.”123
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The stakes are high. By MSIs’ own claims, their standards now apply to millions of rights holders, on 
farms and in forests, in manufacturing plants and mining operations, worldwide from Cameroon to 
Cambodia, Pakistan to Peru. These are not pilot programs; they are experiments in private governance 
on a global scale.

Yet there are more questions than answers regarding whether, and under what conditions, MSIs’ 
standards or certification produce positive human rights impacts. While a norm of impact measurement 
appears to be emerging under the leadership of ISEAL Alliance and its members, at present there is 
a lack of robust standards and expectations around the methodology, consistency, and frequency of 
assessments.

The limited evidence that is available is not particularly promising, and stands in stark contrast to 
MSIs’ suggestions that they benefit rights holders. Governments are reporting public expenditures on 
infrastructure and receipts from resource extraction, but there is no understanding of whether this has 
strengthened civil society or otherwise led to improved government accountability. Factory workers 
have protective gear, but discrimination and violations of freedom of association go undetected. 
Improvements in crop yields and prices exist, but this has not always led to higher net household 
income—the metric that matters for lifting people out of poverty.

Yet, MSIs appear to be feeling more pressure to prove their worth. Unfortunately, producing graphics 
that demonstrate the scope and scale of an MSI’s reach is more common than deep and honest 
reflections into whether an initiative is protecting rights or achieving its mission. This self-promotional 
tendency suggests that MSIs have themselves become institutions with their own agendas, self-
preservation instincts, and desires to sustain or grow. This is further emphasized by the fact that MSIs’ 
impact studies are generally focused on whether the desired effects within the companies or sites 
monitored have been achieved—has child labor been reduced or are safety practices followed—rather 
than questioning if there have been any unintended consequences or examining the wider effects of 
the MSIs’ intervention in a community. This narrow focus enables corporate members of MSIs to point 
to their participation in MSIs as achieving change, without the more critical question of whether an 
MSI’s intervention is generally positively protecting rights holders and communities, or if it is causing 
any other complications or negative side-effects. This, in turn, points to the Achilles heel of MSIs: that, 
as institutions, they need to prove to their business members they can “deliver results” in order to 
sustain membership and survive as organizations.

By comparison, if rights holders were meaningfully centered in evaluations of whether or not MSIs 
achieve their goals, then impact measurement would be a much more vital and institutionalized part of 
MSI operations. The method and focus of these studies would likely be different; they might focus on 
MSIs’ unintended consequences or their wider impacts in communities, and rights holders might have 

Our Insights

If MSIs are going to be relied upon by policymakers, businesses, donors, and CSOs 
as tools for closing governance gaps or achieving rights protection, then there ought 
to be evidence that they are fit for that purpose. Nearly three decades since the first 
MSIs emerged, such evidence remains scant. While MSIs often promote themselves as 
successful, without an understanding of their actual impacts on rights holders, they 
risk creating the perception that the issues and abuses associated with an industry, 
country, or company have been addressed—when in fact they may still be occurring.
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