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Abstract: The challenge of feeding 9.55 billion people by 2050 is interwoven with the
sustainability challenge, e.g. climate change, eutrophication, biodiversity loss, as well as
social issues. These factors are affecting the ability to produce enough food for an increasing
population, while the food system itself is a contributor to the declining capacities of the
ecosystems. This thesis identifies Sustainability Food Labeling and Certification as one tool
to promote more sustainable production and encourage conscious consumption. The
complexity of the problem requires a strategic approach to strive towards sustainability.
Therefore this thesis examines European Food Labels to gain understanding of the extent to
which they address the sustainability challenge and how this could be improved by a
Strategic Sustainable Development approach. Data was obtained through a document
analysis of certification schemes and websites; and interviews with labeling bodies and
platforms. The analysis revealed some weaknesses including definitions of sustainability
which were found to be too general, a focus on mainly environmental sustainability, and little
cooperation between labeling bodies. Using these findings, suggestions were drawn to foster
a strategic approach. The recommendations call for a concrete definition of sustainability, a
broader inclusion of social sustainability and greater cooperation between labels.
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Executive Summary
This thesis elaborates on the connection of the food system to the sustainability challenge and
on a strategic approach to tackle the problem. It identifies Sustainability Food Labeling and
Certification as one tool to influence the food industry to help move towards a more
sustainable production and encourage conscious consumption. The main purpose of this
thesis is to explore in what ways European Food Labeling and Certification standards could
be improved by a Strategic Sustainable Development (SSD) approach.

Introduction
The world is facing climate change, ocean eutrophication, loss of biodiversity, accumulation
of toxic substances in nature, as well as global inequalities and exploitation, e.g. lack of clean
water, child labor and human trafficking, amongst many other issues (Rockström et al. 2009;
Robèrt 2000; International Labour Organization 2015a). All of these factors can be
summarized as the sustainability challenge (Robért et al. 2010).
Food production faces environmental concerns, and is at the same time one of the biggest
contributors to the declining capacities of the ecosystems. Besides the food systems’ impact
on our ecological systems, food production is in many cases directly related to social
concerns. Feeding a population expected to reach 9.55 billion people will not be possible if
the food system does not function within the ecological and social boundaries of the earth.
The problems comprising the sustainability challenge as well as the challenges the food
system is faced with are complex and many trends are part of the problem per se (Ny et al.
2006). One method that helps to plan in complexity towards a desired future is backcasting.
Backcasting helps to envision desired conditions of the future and define steps to attain those
conditions (Robèrt and Holmberg 2000, 294). Based on scientific principles, a SSD approach,
using backcasting helps to develop and plan strategically towards a vision of a sustainable
society.
Current literature identifies several definitions of ‘sustainable food production’ and
sustainable food should be produced at a rate that does not exceed the earth's capacity to
replace the provided resources (Foresight. The Future of Food and Farming. Final Project
Report 2011). The sustainability challenge regarding the food sector can be seen as a
production challenge, a consumption challenge or a socio-economic challenge (Garnett 2013)
which is why there is not just one solution to the problem. With the issues concerning the
food system becoming more apparent, there are various measures being taken to limit the
impact from food production and consumption. These include Food Labeling and
Certification which are the focus of this thesis.
The literature review revealed gaps, such as, vague definitions of sustainability, focus on
either social or ecological sustainability, that consumers are overwhelmed from the amount
of labels and that labels have a tendency to focus on curing ills, rather than aiming for ideals.
There is a need for a SSD approach to guide the food system towards sustainable
development. In an effort to address some of these identified gaps, this research takes a SSD
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approach to understanding and further developing Food Labeling and Certification bodies. To
guide the research, the following research questions (RQ) are addressed:


RQ1: How do European sustainability food labels understand and address
sustainability challenges/problems?



RQ2: To what extent do European sustainability food labels see themselves operating
in a bigger environment addressing sustainability challenges?



RQ3: In what ways could the standards of sustainability related European Food
Labeling and Certification be improved from application of a Strategic Sustainable
Development perspective?

Methods
To analyze the different food labels within the European food labeling network, a
combination of document analysis and qualitative interviews was used. European food
labeling schemes were defined as the population, whereas the sample was comprised of nine
labels active within the European market and the sample was confined to third-party certified
labels covering a diverse range of products. Using codes, data was collected from the chosen
labels’ websites and labeling schemes. In addition to analyzing documents, interviews were
conducted with four labels and two label assessment platforms. A SSD perspective was used
to guide the research, and the Framework for Strategic Sustainable Development (FSSD)
provided the structure for using the SSD perspective in the context of this thesis. The FSSD
is a decision making Framework that helps to organize information into five levels: Systems
Level, Success Level, Strategic Level, Actions Level and Tools Level.

Results
As the FSSD was used as a tool to organize and analyze the labeling schemes, the framework
was also used to present the results of the analysis.
Systems level
All labels require their certified parties to at least follow the national legislations and most of
the labels state that their requirements are more stringent than the existing laws. Within all
labeling schemes in the sample, certified parties are encouraged to involve local
communities, employees, authorities and members in their decisions and work. All of the
labels try to include a broad range of stakeholders (e.g. research, industry, consumers and
farmers) in their standard development process.
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Most of the international labels are connected to either ISEAL Alliance1 or IFOAM2 and they
support cooperation and relationships between farms. Most labels within the sample seem to
have a holistic view on sustainability. They acknowledge that farmers are dependent on a
market for their product, as well as healthy ecosystems, which form the basis of their
ideology and standard development; however, this is often not clearly communicated in the
standards themselves. This thesis did not focus on the consumer perspective. Nonetheless,
there were concepts throughout the sample that focused on consumers, e.g. quality and
transparency. These concepts were coded in an “others” category within this thesis.
Success level
Although all labels within the sample use the term “sustainability” or synonyms, most of
them do not define its meaning within their standards or their websites. All labels state their
purpose, vision and mission in detail on their websites, but it is not being clearly
communicated to certified parties within the schemes. Furthermore, all labels fail to vividly
describe how they envision the future, and hardly any of the labels encourage certified parties
to set strategic goals. The assessment showed all of the labels mainly address ecological
sustainability and parts of social sustainability within their standards. Some labels such as EU
organic agriculture, Demeter and Svenskt Sigill only touch on social sustainability by
referring to local legislation.
Strategic level
Most of the labels encourage their certified parties to plan in the long term, and EU Organic
Farming, Fairtrade, Rainforest Alliance and Svenskt Sigill acknowledge climatic or
geographic differences between countries when applying the guidelines. Prioritization is
rarely broached as an important process within the standards and when prioritization is
mentioned, guidance on how to prioritize is not provided. Rainforest Alliance, KRAV,
Demeter, EU Organic Farming, Fairtrade and UTZ make it possible for their certified parties
to improve steadily.
Actions level
Generally, the labels within the sample often suggest nonspecific actions, or guidelines to the
certified parties. Furthermore, most labels fail to illustrate the rationale behind the suggested
actions within the labeling schemes.
Tools level
All labels require regular measurements of the external environment. Additionally, all labels
suggest strategic tools and documentation for several operations and actions that are taken
from the certified party, mostly for auditing purposes. Most of the labels require continuous
trainings for the workers on safe and correct working operations.
1

The ISEAL Alliance (International Social and Environmental Accreditation and Labeling) is a global nongovernmental membership association for sustainability standards. The ISEAL Alliance wants to improve the
impacts of standards, define credibility for sustainability standards and improve the effectiveness of standards,
through defining and communicating good practice and core principles.
2
IFOAM (International Federation of Organic Agriculture Movements) is an international umbrella
organization of the organic world, with around 800 affiliates. IFOAM organizes events, projects and aims for
putting organic agriculture on the agenda of decision makers.
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Recommendations
Based on the findings from the analysis, and the FSSD, this thesis gives recommendations in
what ways the standards from European Food Labeling and Certification bodies could be
improved with regards to a SSD approach.
The labels could collectively benefit from more inter-label cooperation and
acknowledgement, and in general, the competitive factors of labeling should be replaced by
cooperative factors, e.g. through unified audits. Cooperation should go beyond the labeling
bodies, to further promote cooperation between producers and other stakeholders in the
producing regions. Furthermore, systems thinking, which can be thought of “as a language
for communicating about complexities and interdependencies” (Goodman 1991, 1), should be
conveyed to the certified parties through the schemes as well as explanations about the
actions’ impacts on natural cycles.
A clear definition of sustainability between the labels, which is also shared by the certified
parties, could add additional purpose to certification. Strategic goals support the strategic
planning process towards the vision, which may be desirable for labels and certified parties.
When looking at the social aspects of sustainability, the fact that social sustainability is not
only about ensuring people's personal integrity might need to be considered. Furthermore, the
labels that certify European production fail to explicitly address the social aspects of
sustainability. Considering that unfair practices do occur within the European Union it might
be recommended to acknowledge the need for social consideration within the EU as well and
incorporate that in their certifications.
With a clear vision in place, for the labels and certifications, the labels can prioritize their
actions, or the guidelines suggested within the certification schemes. Additionally, there
should be guiding principles for the certified parties about how to prioritize actions,
especially when no specific actions are provided from the standards. Making the certification
more differentiated, and allowing for certification in stages or a constantly improving process
is suggested across the sample.
For a labeling body, shared purpose with the certified parties is important. Providing
rationale behind the suggested actions or guidelines may educate about the issue at hand,
hence motivating the certified party to take action.
It is suggested that labeling bodies include concrete rationales also for the measuring.
Introducing Key Performance Indicators could moreover simplify the process of
measurement.

Conclusion
This thesis concludes that European food labels consider the complexity of sustainability,
however, when defining what sustainability is, generic terms such as the Brundtland
definition are used. The labels’ envisioned future is not being described and their respective
understanding of sustainability is not being clearly communicated to the certified parties.
Across the labels, the focus is almost exclusively on ecological and parts of social
sustainability, whereas labels aimed at European production solely rely on legislation when it
comes to social issues.
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Despite labeling networks, there is little cooperation between labels, however, all labels are
said to be developed through stakeholder engagement. Additionally, certified parties are
often encouraged to interact with their stakeholders and peers alike.
This thesis recommends that the labels work towards a shared goal, and cooperate through
shared audits, for example. Additionally, developing a shared purpose between labels and
certified parties could increase the strategic direction of certification. The labels aimed at
European production should consider social aspects as they do environmental aspects within
their standards. When certification requirements require prioritization from the certified
party, there should be guidance for prioritization. Finally, there should be more graduated
certification, which allow for certified parties to gain certification benefits early on.
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Glossary
Animal Husbandry: An agricultural branch concerned with the domestication, care and
breeding of animals used for products or food.
Anthroposophy: A philosophy, founded by Rudolf Steiner, that postulates the existence of a
spiritual world, that can be accessed through inner development.
Backcasting: A method for planning under uncertain circumstances, starting with
requirements that have to be met in order to be successful and then planning strategic actions
towards that goal: What do we need to do today in order to achieve success? (Robèrt and
Holmberg 2000).
Certification: A procedure by which a third party gives written assurance that a product,
process or service is in conformity with certain standards.
Certification Body: Certification bodies evaluate the operations according to the standards.
The label informs the consumer on the type of standards complied with during production
and processing.
Certified Party: Primary producer, food processor or retailer that fulfills the criteria of the
labeling body and is allowed to use the label, or is seeking certification.
Food Label: A food label / sustainability food label is a label which identifies environmental
and social performance of a product within a product category based on lifecycle
considerations and indicates that compliance with specific standards has been verified.
Food Security: Food security describes the supply of food, and each individual’s access to it.
Food security exists when all people at every time have access to sufficient, safe and
nutritious food.
Food Safety: Food safety deals with practices for the handling, preparation, and storage of
food in ways that prevent foodborne illness.
Food System: The food system implies the whole supply chain of food production, from
agricultural production through to processing, distribution, retailing, home food preparation
and waste.
Framework for Strategic Sustainable Development (FSSD): A planning model for solving
complex problems within a system with sustainability as the desired outcome (Holmberg and
Robèrt 2000).
Holistic Approach: Holistic originates from the Greek word ‘Holism’, meaning ‘whole’. It
implies that the parts in a system can only be understood when the whole system is
understood.
Lifecycle: Interlinked stages of a product system, from raw material of natural resources to
the final disposal.
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Organic/Ecological Foods: Foods produced by organic farming, without the use of synthetic
pesticides and chemical fertilizers and processed without using irradiation, industrial
solvents, or synthetic food additives.
Primary Producer: People and organisations that work with natural resources to grow,
harvest or extract primary food products.
Sustainability: A desired state in which the socio-ecological system is not systematically
declining and undermined by society. Eight basic sustainability principles must be met in
order to achieve sustainability.
Sustainability Challenge: The challenge faced by society as a result of systematically
increasing unsustainable practices and continuously declining capacities of the biosphere.
Sustainability Principles: Basic principles, based on scientific knowledge that lead to a
sustainable society in which: “nature is not subject to systematically increasing …
1. …concentrations of substances extracted from the Earth's crust;
2. ....concentrations of substances produced by society
3. ...degradation by physical means;” (Ny et al. 2006, 64)
“and people are not subject to systematic barriers to
4.
...integrity; 5. ...influence; 6. ...competence; 7. ...impartiality; 8. ...meaning”
(Missimer 2013).
Socio-ecological system: consists of the biosphere as a bio-geo-physical unit and associated
social actors and institutions.
Standard: Documented agreement with technical specifications or precise criteria to be used
consistently as rules to ensure that products, processes and services are fit for their purpose.
Standards include environmental standards; organic standards; labor standards; social
standards; and normative standards.
Strategic Sustainable Development: Sustainable development can be seen as active
transition from the current unsustainable practice of the society towards a sustainable one
(Robèrt et al. 2010).
Systems thinking: A practice of thinking that takes a holistic view of complex events or
phenomenon and on how those things influence one another within a complete entity, or
larger system. In nature systems thinking might refer to the understanding of the ecosystems.
Third-party certification: A third-party is a certification body that examines the
certification on the fulfillment of the labeling scheme’s requirements.
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List of Abbreviations
COSA

Committee on Sustainability Assessment

EC

European Commission

EU

European Union

FSSD

Framework for Strategic Sustainable Development

FOA

Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations

GMO

Genetically Modified Organism

ILO

International Labour Organization

ISEAL

International Social and
Environmental Accreditation and Labeling

IFOAM

International Federation of Organic Agriculture Movements

ISO

International Organization for Standardization

KPI

Key Performance Indicator

MSC

Marine Stewardship Council

OECD

Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development

RA

Rainforest Alliance

SAN

Sustainable Agriculture Network

SFSP

The Sustainable Food Systems Programme

SSD

Strategic Sustainable Development

SP

Sustainability Principle

TNS

The Natural Step

UNEP

United Nations Environmental Programme
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1 Introduction
The world’s population is approximately 7.5 billion and it has been estimated that we will
reach 9.55 billion by 2050 (United Nations 2013). To sustain and feed almost 10 billion
people, the world will need a reliable food system which has the capacity and ability to
sufficiently nourish everyone. A sustainable food system will not be reached immediately,
however, there are many initiatives working to move society in the right direction.
Starting from the question of how to feed 9.55 billion people, as an overarching basis to keep
the whole system in mind, this thesis identifies Sustainability Food Labeling and
Certification as one tool to influence the food industry to move towards a more sustainable
production and encourage conscious consumption. The main purpose of this thesis is to
examine European Food Labeling and Certification standards to gain an understanding as to
what extent they comprehend and address the sustainability challenge and how they could be
improved by a Strategic Sustainable Development (SSD) approach.

1.1 The Sustainability Challenge and its connection to
food
The world is faced with climate change, eutrophication of water bodies, loss of biodiversity,
accumulation of toxic substances in nature, as well as global inequalities and exploitation,
e.g. lack of clean water, child labor and human trafficking, amongst many other issues
(Rockström et al. 2009; Robèrt 2000; International Labour Organization 2015a). All these
factors can be summarized as the sustainability challenge, which is increasingly affecting the
socio-ecological system. Society is dependent on the biosphere and the services it provides,
such as food, water, climate and resources for production. By systematically degrading this
system, society limits the “[...] ability to sustain productivity and biodiversity of ecosystems,
and thereby to sustain society with its demands for services and resources” (Robèrt 2000,
244), but also the ability to reverse the effects of the above mentioned impacts. Moreover, the
individual environmental and social impacts are highly interrelated, which require them to be
addressed collectively in order to reach a sustainable future.
Without substitute, food is one of the most important satisfiers for the human need of
subsistence, as well as satisfier for many other human needs, as defined by Max-Neef in 1991
(Max-Neef 1991). Food production is therefore especially sensitive to the degradation of the
socio-ecological system. A sustainable food production is necessary in the long term to be
able to feed nearly 10 billion people.
Food production faces tremendous environmental concerns such as biodiversity loss (Food
and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations 2011), water scarcity (World Economic
Forum 2009), land loss due to desertification and soil degradation (United Nations
Convention to Combat Desertification 2014) as well as changing weather patterns as a result
of global climate change (The World Bank 2013). The latter for example will have a drastic
effect on agricultural production – the World Bank warns that droughts combined with
extreme rainfall will put food production in areas such as the tropics and subtropics at risk,
where it could lead to a 10 percent to 20 percent decrease in crop yields (The World Bank
2013). In the long term, climate change is expected to decrease global agricultural production
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by around 0.5 percent to 2.3 percent (Calzadilla et al. 2013). Whereas, when we have reached
9.55 billion people in 2050, “much more crop production will probably be needed to
guarantee future food security. Recent studies suggest that production would need to roughly
double [...]” (Foley et al. 2011, 337).
On the one hand, food production is highly dependent on the functioning of the socioecological system, but is on the other hand also majorly contributing to the degradation of the
very same. Today, land used for agriculture takes up over 43 percent of the world's land
surface (The World Bank 2015), using more land than any other sector (Simons 2015). The
food system as a whole, which implies the whole supply chain, from agricultural production
through processing, distribution, retailing, home food preparation and waste management, is
responsible for 15 to 28 percent of total greenhouse gas emissions, which contribute to global
warming (Garnett 2013). Furthermore, it uses up to 90 percent of the water consumption in
some developing countries (Reisch, Scholl, and Eberle 2010) and is a major contributor to the
eutrophication of water bodies through fertilization, for example (United Nations
Environment Programme 2015). In addition to the food systems’ impact on our ecological
systems, food production is in many cases directly related to unfair working conditions,
slavery and child labor, diminishing the world’s social fabrics (International Labour
Organization 2015b). The International Labour Organization (ILO)3 estimates that over 98
million children work in agriculture, hindering them from receiving education (International
Labour Organization 2015b). Furthermore, almost 21 million people worldwide are estimated
to be victims of forced labor, many of them in agriculture (International Labour Organization
2015a), all of which is limiting the people’s ability to meet their needs.
The constraints which food production is facing from the impacts of the sustainability
challenge, and the contribution of the food industry to this challenge, could be illustrated as a
downward spiral, with reinforcing effects on both sides (see Table 1.1). This interrelationship
and complexity makes it impossible to solve the occurring problems individually.
Table 1.1: Impacts for and from food production
Threats

Contributions

biodiversity loss, water
scarcity, land loss,
Ecological
droughts, extreme
Concerns
rainfall, increasing
temperatures

Social
Concerns

greenhouse gas emissions, water
depletion, eutrophication of water
bodies, deforestation, soil
degradation, ground water
pollution, biodiversity loss

war and segregation,
corruption, lack of
education

unfair working conditions,
slavery, human trafficking, child
labor

3

ILO is a specialized agency of the United Nations, devoted to promoting social justice and internationally
recognized human and labor rights.
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1.2 Strategic Sustainable Development
Society needs to strive towards creating a socially and ecologically sustainable society that
can continuously develop within the boundaries of the earth. According to the European
Commision, sustainable development can be seen as “a better quality of life for everyone,
now and for generations to come” (European Commission 2015).
For that, a whole-systems – or holistic – perspective is needed to avoid getting entangled in
details and help overcome the complexity of the problem. One method that helps to plan in
complexity towards a desired future is backcasting. Backcasting helps to envision desired
conditions of the future and defines steps to attain those conditions “rather than to take steps
that are merely a continuum of present methods extrapolated into the future” (Robèrt and
Holmberg 2000, 294). In order to find flexible strategies towards the desired conditions, it is
important not to view the future in detail, but to find guiding principles that frame possible
situations in the future. These guiding principles manage to create a common language
between all actors resulting in a common perspective to work together towards a shared goal
(Broman and Robèrt 2000). Based on scientific principles, a Strategic Sustainable
Development approach using backcasting helps to develop and plan strategically towards a
vision of a sustainable society.

1.3 Sustainable Food System
In order to achieve a sustainable society, the current food system must decrease the negative
environmental and social effects, to stop its contribution to the continuously declining
capacities of the earth. For the food industry, striving strategically towards a sustainable
vision means developing a food system that is able to maintain or improve its operation over
a long time scale, while being able to support a growing population (King and Backus 2011).
There are several proposed definitions of sustainable food. Reisch states that: “For food
consumption to be sustainable it has to be safe and healthy in amount and quality; and it has
to be realized through means that are economically, socially, culturally and environmentally
sustainable – minimizing waste and pollution and not jeopardizing the needs of others”
(Reisch 2009, 1). In the same paper it is suggested that the most comprehensive definition of
a sustainable food system is that of the British Sustainable Development Commission, which
states that food is to be considered sustainable if it:


“is safe, healthy and nutritious, for consumers in shops, restaurants, schools,
hospitals etc;



can meet the needs of the less well off people;



provides a viable livelihood for farmers, processors and retailers, whose employees
enjoy a safe and hygienic working environment whether nationally or abroad;



respects biophysical and environmental limits in its production and processing, while
reducing energy consumption and improving the wider environment;
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respects the highest standards of animal health and welfare, compatible with the
production of affordable food for all sectors of society;



supports rural economies and the diversity of rural culture, in particular through an
emphasis on local products that keep food miles to a minimum“(Sustainable
Development Commission 2005, V).

A report from the Government Office for Science points out that sustainable food should be
produced at a rate that does not exceed the earth's capacity to replace the provided resources,
which can be applicable to both natural and social capital (Foresight. The Future of Food and
Farming. Final Project Report 2011), whereas The Food and Agriculture Organization of the
United Nations (FAO) defines sustainable food as, “diets with low environmental impacts
which contribute to food and nutrition security and to healthy life for present and future
generations. Sustainable diets are protective and respectful of biodiversity and ecosystems,
culturally acceptable, accessible, economically fair and affordable; nutritionally adequate,
safe and affordable; while optimizing natural and human resources” (Food and Agriculture
Organization of the United Nations 2011, 48).
Even though the topic of sustainable food is present in the current research discussion, the
current system of food production is unsustainable and is still contributing to the degradation
of the environment and, as previously mentioned, is compromising the world’s capacity to
produce enough food in the future (Buttriss and Riley 2013; Reisch, Scholl and Eberle 2010).
Furthermore, Reisch, Scholl and Eberle point out that current strategies tend to focus on
single issues independently, despite the need to tackle the full range of drivers of
unsustainable food production and consumption (Reisch, Scholl, and Eberle 2010). This may
indicate a lack of a strategic approach in moving food production towards sustainability.
The sustainability food challenge can be seen as a production challenge, where there is a need
to change how food is produced; it can be seen as a consumption challenge, which would
require changes in the diets that in turn determine food production; or it can be seen as a
socio-economic challenge, which would look at how the food system should be governed
(Garnett 2013). This is why there is not just one solution to the problem. Figure 1.4
highlights the complexity of the food system.
Actions are already being taken on the different levels to limit the impact from food
production and consumption, which include national and international initiatives, initiatives
from producers and the focus of this thesis, i.e. Food Labeling and Certification.
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Figure 1.1: The food system and its subsystems
(Good Food World 2015)

1.4 Food Labeling and Certification
Food Labeling and Certification are ways to combat the challenge of food sustainability,
through setting and ensuring compliance with production standards. The International
Organization for Standardization (ISO) identifies three general types of such labels that
communicate environmental and social aspects of products:
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Type I environmental labeling describes all labeling and certification schemes4,
which award a logo to products or processes based on the fulfillment of a set of
criteria. The environmental criteria are based on lifecycle considerations and give
consideration to relative environmental impacts. The criteria are a result of the
communication process between the labeling body and interested parties.

The terms scheme and standard are used interchangeably within this thesis.
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Type II self-declared environmental claims refer to claims, which are made by
manufacturers and businesses themselves. Self-declared claims are often made on
products and packaging and include all environmental claims made in advertising, on
the Internet or in trade reports. The responsibility to ensure accuracy is with the
person making the claim.



Type III environmental declaration means a formalized set of environmental data
describing the environmental aspects of the product. Type III labels are of growing
importance in business-to-business commerce, and allow for objective comparison
between products with the same function, based on the presented environmental
performance (ISO Central Secretariat 2012).

The focus of this thesis are Type I declarations.5 For these labels, organizations comply
voluntarily with environmental, human rights and/or labor guidelines and consider the whole
lifecycle of a product. In order to be able to differentiate environmentally preferable
products, the product environmental criteria needs to be identified by the labeling body and
its stakeholder (ISO Central Secretariat 2012). Type I declarations consist of two distinct
phases, which are the internal development of the criteria and the external third-party audit of
companies on the compliance with the standard (Lavallèe and Plouffe 2004).
Food labels have been developed generally to inform and possibly influence consumer
purchase behavior, and in turn the industry. The Global Ecolabel Network identifies three
main objectives of ecolabels in general (Global Ecolabel Network 2004):
1. Protecting the environment
Governmental and non-governmental organizations want to encourage the production
and consumption of environmentally friendly products.
2. Encouraging environmentally sound innovation and leadership
Ecolabels offer market incentives to environmentally innovative organizations. They
can improve their competitive position and also aim for cost savings and risk
reductions.
3. Building consumer awareness of environmental issues
Ecolabels increase consumer awareness of environmental issues, and labeled products
“have the capacity to change the market” (ISO Central Secretariat 2012, 20).

1.4.1 The role of food labels
The labeling organizations operate within a system of various interrelated stakeholders as
briefly shown in Figure 1.2. The primary stakeholder of labels are producers which are
obliged to produce according to the label standards to get certified, retailers6 in turn are the
intermediary from the producer to the consumer. The consumer on the other hand identifies
the label’s mark on products. Those primary relationships illustrate the disconnect between
5

For readability those are summarized as “Sustainability Food Labels” or “labels” in this thesis.
Some retailers have developed their own labels, identifying ecological and social characteristics of a product.
These labels are outside the scope of this research.
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the typical area of impact in the production countries versus the consumer of the product who
usually lives in industrialized nations. In addition to the primary stakeholders, others like
governments, academia and media provide input such as requirements or new trends for food
production and processing and influence the content of standards. Furthermore, the labeling
organization is connected to industry associations, e.g. standardization associations, which
influence the development of standards, other labels, which can be competitors or partners,
and certification bodies, which carry out the auditing and certification process on the ground.
The complexity of this highly interrelated system highlights that moving the whole system is
an iterative process that only makes stepwise progression. Labels for instance provide an
opportunity for producers to achieve new goals and also to educate the consumer about social
and ecological issues as a justification for paying a price premium. The labeling organization
is aiming to close the gap between the existing environmental or social problems and the
little knowledge and little range of influence of the consumer.

Figure 1.2: Stakeholders and interrelations of labeling organizations with KRAV as example

From the producer’s perspective, sustainability food labels are expected to increase trust in
their practices and products. Consequently they can affect the purchasing decision in favor of
the labeled product and allow the company to gain a competitive advantage through higher
brand value (European Commission 2001). Additionally, potential cost and risk reductions
also play a significant role when companies make their decision towards labeling their
products (De Boer 2003) – labels offer independent assurance about sustainable production
practices and therefore reduce reputational risks (Simons 2015).
There have been studies done on the effectiveness of some labels, for example of the
Rainforest Alliance and the Marine Stewardship Council (MSC). In the case of the MSC, the
certified fisheries seem to be effective in preserving fish stocks and restoring ecosystems,
whereas the real limitation lies in the ability of the majority of fisheries to comply with the
certification scheme and get certified (Gulbrandsen 2009). One attempt to assess the
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effectiveness of Fairtrade, Organic, UTZ certified and Rainforest Alliance was carried out by
the Committee on Sustainability Assessment (COSA) in 2008, which concluded that
economic benefits for the farmers, as well as aspects of worker health and safety are better on
certified farms than on their non certified counterparts. Within the study, no significant
environmental improvement was recorded, which could be because of lag periods in
ecosystem interventions, however, the selection during the study was too small to obtain
statistical significance (Giovannucci 2009).
Simons refers to labels as “an instant, off-the-shelf solution” for food production companies,
because all they have to do is “commit to buying certified coffee, cocoa, or palm oil”
(Simons 2015). This is referring to the ability of major production companies such as Nestlé
to outsource the sustainability assessment process of primary products to labels.
For consumers, sustainability food labels are supposed to provide guidance when looking for
products, which have been produced in an ecologically and/or socially responsible manner
(European Commission 2001). Labels must support the consumer to easily and quickly
distinguish products that have the least impact, and the products that bear the label need to be
less harmful for the environment (Lavallèe and Plouffe 2004). They educate and increase
consumer awareness of the environmental impacts of specific products and are therefore
“encouraging consumers to buy products with a lower environmental impact” (ISO Central
Secretariat 2012, 15), to protect the environment in the long term.

1.4.2 Tendency to broaden the scope
Many of the initiatives and labels on the market have emerged as a response to specific
crises: for example the Roundtable on Sustainable Palm Oil, which was provoked by the
massive forest fires that plagued Indonesia in the ‘90s, or the labels ensuring resilient cocoa
production, which were started as a result of the big outbreak of Witch’s Broom7, which
struck Brazil’s cocoa plantations in the late 1980s and early 1990s, wiping out a big part of
the nation’s cocoa production. Another example is when child labor on coffee plantations
was brought to light, which resulted in labels ensuring fair production practices (Simons
2015). Some labeling programs were focusing on a single sector like the forestry industry,
addressing only one environmental issue e.g. energy efficiency, or considering only a single
lifecycle phase (Global Ecolabel Network 2004). The focus on single issues developed
further during the next years and moved towards including a broader spectrum: The Marine
Stewardship Council for instance, was originally started as an awareness campaign to save
the dolphins, and has then evolved into a label, which realized that the problems with
fisheries go beyond dolphins getting caught in fishermen’s nets (Gulbrandsen 2009). The
Swedish label KRAV, started as a labeling body limiting the use of synthetic fertilizers and
pesticides, and since then has grown tremendously, “In 1985 the rules covered one page, then
grew to twenty-five pages by 1990, fifty-two pages in 1995, 105 pages in 2000, and 183
pages in 2005. The growth can be explained both by greater detail, and by new areas of
certification— such as the board’s decision in 1987 to incorporate animal husbandry”
(Broberg 2010, 821). The documented rules from the labeling bodies also refer more and
more to qualities of products or production processes that are not only relevant for
7

A witch's broom is a disease or deformity in a woody plant where the natural structure of the plant is changed.
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individuals, like human health issues, but also point to the public perspective, and tackle
issues like biodiversity and social justice (De Boer 2003).
The evolution of labeling and certification, the bodies’ tendency to broaden their scope, and
their important role to mediate between producer and consumer, suggests Food Labeling and
Certification as an appropriate tool to support the transition towards a sustainable food
system.

1.4.3 The limitations and problems of sustainability food labeling
There are currently 75 agricultural sustainability labeling bodies aimed at the European
market. The labels target more and more different environmental and social problems by
promoting various strategies for sustainability, ranging from organic farming to fair trading
practices (Standards Map 2015). The Committee on Certification of Sustainable Products and
Services, which is a part of the National Research Council of the National Academies,
explored the role of sustainability labeling during a workshop in 2010. This committee
suggested that certification is not the final solution for the complex problem of sustainability,
however it is indeed a powerful tool when complemented by other tools, such as education,
government mandated labeling, government procurement standards, incentives and direct
government regulation. The same report states that labels are good at highlighting certain
unwanted attributes in products, but also contribute to “green noise”, and are in some places
adding to the confusion in the market place (National Research Council (U.S.) 2010).
Although the worldwide consumption of e.g. organically grown food is worth 50 billion USD
annually, it is merely a fraction of total food consumption (Broberg 2010). The reasons for
the relatively low adoption rate of ecolabeled products in general have been under scrutiny by
environmental, marketing, psychological and governmental research. There seem to be
several reasons for this: the most widely cited reason is that food which is produced in a more
sustainable manner is often accompanied by a price premium. According to the British
consumer body Which?, price is important to 92 percent of consumers (Which? 2010).
Another reason for the lack of adoption is confusion or information overload due to an
increasing number of food labels. One study concluded that 97 percent of consumers
perceived the label information as too much to take in (Lloyd 2006).
Adding to the confusion due to the number of labels, Scialabba also points out that
proliferation and fragmentation hinder voluntary sustainability standards, such as the SAFA
Guidelines, and that their cooperation should be supported by “common rules” to “build
capacities for effective sustainability” (Scialabba 2014, iv). Another study has also found that
there is hardly any collaboration between labeling programs and their stakeholders, this,
amongst other findings, led to the conclusion that those programs lack a full systems
perspective (Bratt et al. 2011).
A recent report by the FOA/UNEP Programme on Sustainable Food Systems, criticized
labels that make general claims regarding sustainability. The report concluded that the labels
are not to be considered as holistic sustainability standards. The conclusion was made that
there is a need for a holistic assessment of the food systems and that there is a need to involve
the producers when designing standards (Meybeck and Redfern 2014).
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According to de Boer, certification labels either identify ‘ideals’ to approach or some
significant ‘ills’ to escape (e.g. dependencies on chemicals or fossil fuels, or labor in
sweatshops). It is easier for society to agree on ills than ideals, which is why certification
labels often focus on curing the ills, instead of aiming for the optimal (De Boer 2003).
In summary, the literature shows that


commonly accepted conceptions and definitions of sustainability are general, high
level and difficult to conceptualize (Reisch, Scholl, and Eberle 2010),



consumers are overwhelmed by the amount of labels and information (Lloyd 2006),
and



labels typically focus on either ecological or social sustainability, but lack in covering
the whole spectrum of sustainability (De Boer 2003, Meybeck and Redfern 2014),
additionally,



labels focus more on avoiding negative aspects, than suggesting best practices (De
Boer 2003).

As introduced in chapter 1.3 a SSD approach could be used in order to develop and plan
strategically towards a vision of a sustainable food system and overcome the gaps that
currently exist within the food labeling system.

1.5 Purpose
The purpose of this thesis is to assess the extent to which food labels active within the
European market, address sustainability. Based on the analysis, the study concludes with
suggested areas for improvement.

1.6 Research questions
There is a need for a SSD approach to guide the food system towards sustainable
development. In an effort to address some of these identified gaps, this research takes a SSD
approach to understanding and further developing Food Labeling and Certification bodies. To
guide the research, the following research questions (RQ) are addressed:


RQ1: How do European sustainability food labels understand and address
sustainability challenges/problems?



RQ2: To what extent do European sustainability food labels see themselves operating
in a bigger environment addressing sustainability challenges?



RQ3: In what ways could the standards of sustainability related European Food
Labeling and Certification be improved from the application of a Strategic
Sustainable Development perspective?
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1.7 Scope and limitations
As outlined before, this study focuses on the certification standards of labels and the
functioning of the labeling bodies themselves (see Figure 1.3). The main emphasis is on the
interrelationship between the labeling organization and the producing company. The question
is how do food labeling standards influence producers towards a set of certification goals;
and how could these certification goals be adapted to move producers strategically towards
sustainable production. The perspective of the consumer on labeled food products only has a
limited focus within this research. Especially when it comes to social sustainability the focus
of this research is on the workers within the production process, not the integrity of the
consumer.

Figure 1.3: Scope of study8
One goal of this research is to understand how the European food labeling network functions
and how it can help to strategically move society towards sustainability. The primary
audience for this thesis is European labeling organizations. Recommendations and insights as
to how to improve guidelines and creating synergies to further leverage their work
strategically within sustainable development will be produced. The insights of this thesis
might be helpful for label directory and assessment platforms that help guide consumers and
producers, when choosing a label. Finally, this thesis is intended for academia, where future
areas of research might be revealed.

8

The company within this figure refers to food companies, e.g. Nestlè, which can have multiple, potentially
certified, suppliers.
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2 Methods
To analyze the different food labels within the European food labeling network, first an
analysis of label documents was conducted, followed by semi-structured interviews. The
document analysis allowed for a comprehensive understanding about what parts of
sustainability current European food labeling standards address and to what extent they deal
with those issues from a Strategic Sustainable Development perspective. Qualitative
interviews were conducted with different food labeling bodies to gain a deeper understanding
of current food labeling practices. The data was assessed and structured according to the
Framework for Strategic Sustainable Development (FSSD), developed by The Natural Step
(TNS).

2.1 Population and Sample
European food labeling schemes are the population of labels from which the sample was
selected. With regard to data handling constraints, the authors chose to limit the sample to
nine labels. Given that the researchers were German and Swedish the study focused on
Germany and Sweden. To identify the labels currently available in Sweden and Germany,
labeling assessment websites from Germany and Sweden were consulted. Two of the labels
are to be considered endemic to Sweden and one is to be considered endemic to Germany.
The other labels in the sample are active in the two countries of interest, as well as other
European and non-European countries. In addition to this the sample was confined to thirdparty certified labels.
Figure 2.1 gives an overview of the label sample set. Detailed descriptions of the labels can
be found in Appendix A.

Figure 2.1: Logos of the labels in the sample
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A third-party certifier is a certification body that examines the certification with respect to the
fulfillment of the labeling scheme requirements. Self-regulated labels (ISO Type II and Type
III) were excluded from the research as it is said that those labels can be deceptive; since
most of their standards are not binding, not transparent and serve more corporate interests
instead of public interests (Van Amstel, Driessen, and Glasbergen 2008). Moreover, an
additional selection criteria was to choose food labels, which cover more than one food
category, such as diverse agricultural products. This criteria was related to the concerns that
the multiplicity of certifications and labels lead to consumer confusion (King and Backus
2011) and that labels for every single product would lead to a higher variety of labels,
whereas labels that cover more product categories aim to lower the number of labels needed.

2.2 Data Collection
Documents
The documents of the labels were found on their corresponding websites. Considering that
this research focused on the agricultural production and processing of food products,
standards that take textiles, cosmetics or other non-food products into account, were not
considered. After a review of the websites of the labeling bodies, pages that cover the
labeling standards and pages that approach the history and development of the label were
taken into consideration for the analysis. Table 2.1 gives an overview of all reviewed
standard documents and specific website pages. The specific source of each document can be
found in the reference list.
Table 2.1: Analyzed standard documents and websites
Standard Documents

Bio-Siegel

Demeter

EU Organic
Farming

Fairtrade

KRAV

Websites

Council Regulation (EC) No 834/2007 (same
as EU-Organic Farming)
COMMISSION REGULATION (EC) No
889/2008 (same as EU-Organic Farming)

Bio-Siegel, Schritte zum Bio-Siegel
Kontrollen nach EU-Rechtsvorschriften für den
ökologischen Landbau, Verbraucherinformation
Auf einen Blick: Informationen zum Bio-Siegel
(additional document)

Production Standards
Processing Standards
Aquaculture Standards

what is demeter?, history, particularities of demeter,
holistic approach, Biodynamic preparations

Council Regulation (EC) No 834/2007
COMMISSION REGULATION (EC) No
889/2008

Producing Organic, Organic Certification, The
organic logo guarantees, Quality of organic
products, Short food supply chains, EU law on
organic production: an overview , Organic Farming
Policy: the historical background, Environment,
Animal Welfare

Fairtrade Standard for Small Producer
Organizations

What is Fairtrade?, Certifying Fairtrade, Our vision
and mission, Our strategy, What we do, Benefits of
Fairtrade, Aims of Fairtrade standards, Child
Labour, Climate Change, Workers’ Rights & Trade
Union Relations

KRAV Standards 2015

Get the KRAV-label, For Consumers, KRAV
Standards, About KRAV
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Naturland

Naturland Production Standard
Naturland Processing Standard
Naturland Fair Standard
Naturland Fishery Standard

Naturland Policy Guidelines (additional document),
About Naturland, About us, Our distinguishing
features, Naturland policy guidelines, Our Quality
approach

Rainforest
Alliance

Sustainable agriculture standard
Sustainable cattle production system

Rainforest Alliance, About us, Our family of marks,
Integrity and Transparency,

IP Sigill Frukt och Grönt
IP Sigill Spannmål och Oljeväxter

En väg till bättre mat och blommor, Fem löften, Vad
är IP-certifiering, Syfte och trovärdighet,
Värdegrund

Core Code of Conduct for individual and
multi-site certification
Code of Conduct Cocoa
Code of Conduct Coffee
Code of Conduct Tea

What is UTZ Certified, Here’s how UTZ works,
Vision & Mission, The story of UTZ
Field Development, Standards & Certification,
Monitoring & Evaluation, Trade and Traceability

Svenskt Sigill

UTZ

Interviews
Following the document review, interviews were conducted to gain a deeper understanding
of the current practice of European food labeling schemes. Within the sample, three labeling
bodies agreed to be interviewed, and two additional interviews were conducted with label
directory and assessment platforms. In total, five parties were interviewed. The interviews
took place between 04/10/2015 and 04/21/2015.
The interviews were conducted over telecommunication software and telephone. Two of the
authors were present during each of the interviews. Notes and recordings were taken during
the interviews and turned into transcripts during the first week after the conversation. The
authors offered to conduct the interviews either in English, German or Swedish. Although
English was the preferred language, no interviewee should be excluded because of language
barriers. Four interviews were conducted in English, one interview was conducted in Swedish
and one interview was conducted in German.
The interview questions were open-ended, as these questions allow interviewees to give
detailed information and allow for individual viewpoints and experiences to emerge (Turner
2010). The interview questions can be found in Appendix B and C. The interview questions
were standardized, but the process was open to follow-up questions and probes. The
interview questions were sent to the interviewees at least seven days in advance to allow time
to prepare and make clarifications. The interview questions for the German interview were
translated beforehand.

2.3 Data Analysis
A SSD perspective was applied to guide the research. The Framework for Strategic
Sustainable Development (FSSD) provided the structure for using the SSD perspective in the
context of this thesis. Additionally, coding was used to analyze and categorize the data.

14

2.3.1 Framework for Strategic Sustainable Development
The FSSD is an analysis and decision making tool which structures information and supports
solving problems in complex systems. It provides a mental model “that makes it possible to
plan and evaluate activities from a future sustainability perspective” (Robèrt 2000, 245). In
general, the framework promotes an understanding of the system boundaries and interactions
between the earth, as an ecological system and its subsystems, including society (Robèrt
2000).
The FSSD provides a structure to sort all needed information into five levels. Table 2.2
presents all five levels with respect to the Food Labeling and Certification System.
Table 2.2: FSSD in the context of the European food labeling system

Systems
Level

The Systems Level describes the overall system in which food labeling bodies
are operating. This includes laws on labeling, acknowledged norms, stakeholder
interactions, food markets, food producer, and consumers. An overall systems
approach also acknowledges the ecosystem within which society operates.

Success
Level

The Success Level describes the alignment of the organization with its vision and
within the boundaries of eight Sustainability Principles (see below). The adaption
of the production process in alignment with the standards and also the
consideration of the label from the consumer during the purchasing process,
would lead to a food system that strives towards sustainability in a strategic
manner.

The Strategic Level deals with the strategic guidance for planning and managing
towards the vision within organizations, through the process of backcasting. The
FSSD provides three basic questions to guide actions towards the vision (Robèrt
and Holmberg 2000):
1. Does the action proceed into the right direction with respect to the
Sustainability Principles?
Strategic
2. Does this action provide a “stepping stone” for future improvements?
Level
3. Is this action likely to produce a sufficient return on investment to further
catalyze the process?
Moreover the strategic level suggests to consider e.g. social and ecological
impact, the relative contribution, urgency, visibility, feasibility of the solution
and uncertainty.

Actions
Level

The Actions Level describes concrete actions to reach the Success Level. In the
context of this thesis those could be actions or guidelines that food labeling
bodies suggest to parties to reach certification, and therefore a sustainable
practice.

Tools
Level

The Tools Level describes tools for analysis, measurement, reporting, auditing,
communication (strategic tools), capacity building tools and tools for monitoring
improvement in the system, to make sure that actions lead strategically to success
within the system. Tools can be used by the label itself or can be suggested to the
certified party.
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One important step within the FSSD is the strategic planning process through the use of
backcasting, as mentioned in chapter 1.2. Robèrt and Holmberg point out the importance of a
clear, shared vision of success and then moving strategically towards that vision, through the
process of backcasting (Robèrt and Holmberg 2000). The vision of success can be framed by
basic and generic principles (the Sustainability Principles (SPs)), that are based on scientific
knowledge, and lead to a sustainable society in which:
“nature is not subject to systematically increasing …
1. …concentrations of substances extracted from the Earth's crust;
2. ....concentrations of substances produced by society;
3. ...degradation by physical means;” (Ny et al. 2006, 64)
“and people are not subject to systematic barriers to
4. ...integrity; 5. ...influence; 6. ...competence; 7. ...impartiality; 8. ...meaning”
(Missimer 2013).
A further description of the Sustainability Principles can be found in Appendix D.
The FSSD defines success as society’s compliance with the Sustainability Principles to aim
for sustainable development (Robèrt 2000, 245). The current food system, with food
production and consumption patterns, does, as already outlined, not comply with the eight
SPs and therefore cannot be considered to be fully sustainable (see chapter 1.2).

2.3.2 Analysis and coding
Documents
The FSSD was used as a tool to organize the data to allow the analysis from a SSD
perspective. Data from the documents were organized in accordance to how they address the
following questions:


What is the label’s system perspective?



How does the label state success for itself and the certified party?



Do current labeling schemes provide strategic guidance for the certified party?



Do current labeling schemes suggest concrete actions and tools to use?

The questions show that labeling schemes can take two perspectives, i.e. label and certified
party perspective. These perspectives could be identified throughout all levels of the FSSD
and were considered throughout the research.
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Interviews
As the interviews were designed to provide deeper knowledge about the current practice of
food labeling bodies, the analysis of the standard document and websites was conducted as
an upfront analysis to inform the interview questions. The interview questions (Appendix B
and C) were guided by the Systems Level and Success Level of the FSSD and were
developed in a way that allowed the following guiding questions to be addressed:


Do individual labeling schemes see themselves as part of the bigger system?



Are the labeling schemes aware of their inter-system dependencies?



What is the label’s understanding of sustainability?



What vision do labeling bodies hold?

Further Analysis
For analyzing the descriptive data that was gained through the document review and the
qualitative interviews, coding was used as a method to identify main themes and patterns that
emerged within the collected data. Coding also made it possible to gain a quantitative
analysis of the main themes within the analysis.
According to Gläser and Laudel, codes can be deduced from theoretical considerations before
the actual data analysis or from the text itself (Gläser and Laudel 2013). In this thesis, the
first option was used. As the FSSD was identified as a tool to inform the data analysis from a
SSD perspective, the FSSD and the Sustainability Principles were used as a lense for the
foundational structure of the coding instrument prior to the data analysis. Miles and
Huberman state it as “creating a provisional ‘start list’ of codes prior to the fieldwork” (Miles
and Huberman 1994, 58). The start list was sorted into a conceptual and structural order
guided by the FSSD and the eight SPs. Miles and Huberman also suggest clear operational
definitions for each code to make sure that a single researcher can apply the codes
consistently over time and that multiple researchers all have the same understanding (Miles
and Huberman 1994, 63). To define the codes, attributes and additional descriptions were
added to each code if needed. In order to be able to identify matching attributes for the codes,
it was necessary to find practical terms for describing the eight Sustainability Principles and
also the FSSD. A literature review of different praxis related articles of the FSSD was
considered (Bratt et al. 2011, Missimer 2013, Robèrt 2000, Ny et al. 2006). Table 2.3 shows
an example of the structure of the coding sheet for Sustainability Principle 1 and 5, and the
Systems Level of the FSSD.
The authors were aware that codes would change and develop as the field work continued.
Some codes would not work within the labeling schemes, and some codes would require
more attributes to be described appropriately. Attributes in particular were added and deleted
during the fieldwork. In the end 148 attributes were describing 36 codes, within 5 categories.
The categories were the ecological Sustainability Principles, the social Sustainability
Principles, the Levels of the FSSD, a pair of codes related to identifying ills or ideals
according to De Boer 2003 and others, that did not fit into any other category. See Appendix
E for the final coding sheet.
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Table 2.3: Example Coding Sheet
Category SP Abbr.

Code

Attribute

Management of ecosystems

Soil

Description

Ecological
3

MOE

3

Water

3

Forests

3

Biodiversity

3

...

3

Management of renewable raw
materials (from forests, fields,
lakes, and oceans)

MOM

deforestation

3

desertification

3

...

Social
5

FSSD

IF

Collective
Bargaining

Influence

5

Freedom of
Association

5

Complaint System

5

Democratic
Structures
Certified
party Pers.

Label
Pers.

SY

SYL

System

Stakeholder
Holistic Approach
Intersystem
dependencies
Trends
Legislations
Acknowledged
Norms
...

As it was shortly outlined in chapter 2.3.2, labeling bodies have two perspectives within the
labeling scheme: one that is based on their own work and one that is related to the work of
the certified party. Within the category of the levels of the FSSD there were therefore two
sets of codes. One that described the perspective of the certified party and one that was
focused on the label perspective.
The codes were mainly used for the qualitative data analysis to identify main themes and
patterns within the data and, based on these results, acquire an overview describing the status
quo of the current practice of the sampled labels according to the FSSD. Moreover, a
quantitative analysis was used to identify the sustainability focus of the different food labels
by measuring the occurrence of themes within the data. For this purpose, attributes that were
connected to the SPs were counted within the standard documents. In the next step, the
distribution within all documents of one label and across all labels was analyzed based on the
quantity of occurring attributes. Due to the varying numbers and length of the documents,
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another step of analysis highlighted the percentage each SP is distributed within the
documents of each label. Ultimately, key attributes of each label and across all labels were
identified. In conclusion, the results were illustrated in diagrams (see chapter 3.3) to simplify
interpretation and to make the data more tangible. A tendency on which sustainability issues
(SPs and attributes within the SPs) the individual labels as well as all labels of the sample
focus on, could be drawn upon the quantitative data.

2.4 Validity and Limitations
The triangulation of the data around the research was assured by examining different
perspectives from the qualitative interviews with various stakeholders and the upfront
document analysis. Recordings and transcriptions of the conducted interviews enhanced
accuracy of the data collection process. To assure the validity of the coding process, each
document was coded by at least two of the authors (check-coding). Analyzing and
interpreting the data was conducted by all authors to bring in different perspectives and reach
consensus.
Even if the aim was to conduct interviews with all food labeling schemes within the sample
to gain an all-embracing overview of the European food labeling system, for various reasons
not all labeling bodies agreed to conduct the interviews.
There was potential for misinterpretation, particularly since English was not the native
language of many interview participants as well as the interviewers. Moreover two interviews
were conducted in Swedish and German respectively, which also left room for different
interpretations.
Although the sample was chosen to represent the bigger network of European labels, the
question still remains whether or not the results are solid enough to make generalizations
about all the players in the market, especially because it was not possible to interview all
labels in the sample. Since there were no significant differences or variations between the
labels in the sample, it could be argued that the findings would apply to a larger sample.
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3 Results
"[...] it is not a matter of sticking a label on a product, it is about changing practices, to
educate" (Anonymous C Label 2015).
As the FSSD was used as a tool to organize and to analyze the labeling schemes, the
framework is also used to present the results of the analysis. Using the FSSD as a tool,
success is defined using the Sustainability Principles, covering both the ecological and the
social aspects of sustainability. The extent to which each of the labels is addressing the
principles is presented and discussed under the Success Level, and therefore answering RQ1.
RQ2 is mainly addressed on the Systems Level and Success Level of this chapter. As
previously identified, labeling schemes have two perspectives: i.e. a perspective on the label
itself and a perspective on the certified party. This logic is also being followed throughout the
presentation of the results. The headlines within each level represent the concepts that got
evident during the coding process. Different codes lead to similar outcomes or patterns,
which are assembled under each headline.
At the request of the respondents, all quotes from the interviews are anonymous and not
associated with specific organizations. The term Label or Assessment Platform within the
references identifies whether the quotes are from a labeling body or from a labeling
assessment platform.

3.1 Systems Level
As outlined in section 2.3.1, the Systems Level of the FSSD describes the system within the
socio-ecological system in which food labels operate, as well as its interactions with its
subsystems. This includes, for example, laws on labeling, acknowledged norms for
production practices and interactions with stakeholders, for instance food producers and
consumers. An overall systems approach that strives towards sustainable development also
needs to acknowledge the functioning of the biosphere, which the society and the food
labeling system are part of.
With regards to the Systems Level there were seven concepts that emerged as important, and
address RQ2 within this research. Those were acknowledging legislation and norms,
stakeholder engagement, collaboration versus competition, systems thinking, a holistic
approach and consumers.

Legislation & acknowledged norms
In terms of legislatory requirements, all labels obligate their certified parties to at least follow
the national legislations on labor and consider the national laws in the focus areas of the
specific label, e.g. environmental legislation. The organic labels consider the EU regulations
(EG) 834/2007 and 889/2008 on organic agriculture as legal requirements. Some labels
explicitly state the laws within the standard, whereas most simply refer to the laws at hand.
Most of the labels state that their requirements are more stringent than the existing laws on
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the production practice, for example; “For healthy and well managed animals, our criteria
are more stringent than the Swedish laws on animal welfare, which are the world’s most
stringent” (translated Sigill Kvalitetssystem AB 2013).
Especially labels that focus on the European market do not consider any social requirements
within their standards directly, but instead merely point towards the national law. In
comparison, the labels with social focus have specific guidelines on social issues based on
the norms on human rights and labor agreements such as the ILO conventions.

Stakeholder engagement
In this study, all of the labels include a broad range of stakeholders (e.g. academia, industry,
consumers and primary producers) in their standard development process. During one
interview, it was stated that; "[...] of course, it is an open standard and we want to have, of
course, the best researchers and international input as well [...]. The connection to the
people who actually use this is key" (Anonymous C Label 2015).
Feedback from different parties is also accepted through various channels during the
development; "We work with universities and other institutions to measure the impact, trying
to understand; are the criteria that we have in fact leading to the right results" (Anonymous
E Label 2015).
Not only do the labels themselves foster stakeholder engagement - they also encourage their
certified parties to involve stakeholders in their decisions as well, for instance the local
community, employees, authorities and members. Especially those standards that focus on
social sustainability like UTZ and Fairtrade, and also the EU Organic Farming and
Naturland, promote strong community engagement.

Collaboration vs. competition
Beyond including stakeholders in decision making processes, certified parties are also
encouraged by most of the labels to cooperate amongst each other. This encouragement for
cooperation is communicated to the certified parties through the schemes, as well as through
auxiliary projects: "[...] we have some really interesting projects where we are using
technology and stuff for farmers to network among themselves" (Anonymous C Label 2015).
The standards and interviews showed that collaboration amongst certified parties is
especially suggested for feed production or exchanging manure.
The labels recognize the need for them to cooperate and have relationships with industry,
bigger organizations, umbrella organizations and labeling networks (e.g. IFOAM9 and

9

IFOAM (International Federation of Organic Agriculture Movements) is an international umbrella
organization of the organic world, with around 800 affiliates. IFOAM organizes events, projects and aims for
putting organic agriculture on the agenda of decision makers.
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ISEAL10). One interviewee acknowledges: "[...] of course there is cooperation going on
between all the ISEAL members on standard development [...]" (Anonymous C Label 2015).
In general "[...]a lot of [the labels] do see themselves in a bigger system. I mean there are
certainly organizations which have been established which attempt to bring [the labels]
under some sort of a common umbrella because in many ways they are not particularly
operating in the same sector, [the labels] are not competitors. [...] I think [the labels] see
themselves as part of the same movement and there are some benefits to them collaborating
and cooperating in some way" (Anonymous B Assessment Platform 2015).
Several interviews revealed that even though most labels are part of networks like ISEAL and
IFOAM, the interview partners expressed that the collective might benefit from more interlabel cooperation and acknowledgement. "And we want to [do] this for the good of
sustainability, although we are competitive in the market, there are many things in which we
should not compete and in which we should support each other" (Anonymous E Label 2015).
Evidently, the interviews that were conducted suggest that competition between labels may
not be beneficial to neither labels, nor certified parties and most likely not for consumers
either. The labels might benefit from looking for ways of which they can complement each
other in some areas, rather than compete with one another.
One interviewee from the label assessment platforms says "[...] it is easier for them to share
testing laboratories and things like that, share marketing dollars, instead of intensively
compete with one another" (Anonymous B Assessment Platform 2015).
Moreover, as many certified parties are required to have several certifications, interviewees
have pointed out that labels could facilitate certification by making the auditing process
simpler, e.g. through unifying the audits and therefore supporting the certified party. "Quite
often, farmers are, once you have one certification it is easier to go and get another
certification, so you can have double certified farms, you can have triple certified farms"
(Anonymous C Label 2015). In fact, some of the labels already try to achieve this: "For
instance what we do is we are the driving force behind one audit for several certificates"
(Anonymous E Label 2015).
However these are also generally competing organizations which need to make money: “[...]
some farmers who have more than one certificate have to do several audits, although there is
17-20 percent overlap within the different programs.[...] we should have one auditor doing
the audit for all the certifications because that is much cheaper and more efficient. [Other
labels] have their own certification organization and they make their money with certifying
farms so that means that there are some conflicts of interest” (Anonymous E Label 2015).

10

The ISEAL Alliance (International Social and Environmental Accreditation and Labeling) is a global nongovernmental membership association for sustainability standards. The ISEAL Alliance wants to improve the
impacts of standards, define credibility for sustainability standards and improve the effectiveness of standards,
through defining and communicating good practice and core principles.
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Systems thinking and holistic approach
Regarding the labels’ understanding of sustainability, most labels within the sample seem to
have a holistic view on sustainability, which forms the basis of their ideology and standard
development; however, this is often not explicitly stated in the standards themselves.
Naturland states on its website: "The key is a holistic approach, sustainable management,
nature conservation and climate protection in actual practice, preserving and maintaining
the soil, air and water, as well as consumer protection" (Naturland - Verband für
ökologischen Landbau e.V. 2015b).
Demeter with its anthroposophic ideology encourages its certified parties to follow a
thorough holistic approach: "All the measures used on a biodynamically managed enterprise
must be evaluated according to holistic principles" (Demeter-International e.V. 2014b, 16).
Moreover, all labels acknowledge that farmers are dependent on a market for their product, as
well as healthy ecosystems – the labeling bodies see this interconnectedness between society,
nature and economy; "Biodiversity supports natural ecosystems. The loss of natural
ecosystems is a threat to the sustainability of the production system because the benefits they
provide can be lost. These benefits include enhanced water conservation, soil fertility,
potential alternative crops, hosting of natural enemies, and a reserve of products important
to local communities. Natural ecosystems also provide a buffer to mitigate and adapt to the
effects of climate change" (Fairtrade International 2005, 20). This also became evident during
one interview; “so agriculture activities should not harm biodiversity, since, presuming that
the people who live on the land [...], they totally depend on the ecosystems [...] (Anonymous
C Label 2015).
KRAV, Fairtrade, EU, Demeter and Svenskt Sigill state that they consider ecological cycles
and describe the connectedness of different ecological processes. Svenskt Sigill is even using
it to provide rationale for the guidelines: “Integrated crop protection is about keeping the use
of herbicides to a level that is biologically sustainable and economically just. Integrated crop
protection is part of integrated production, where the whole unit with all the grown crops are
considered as one” (translated Sigill Kvalitetssystem AB 2013, 22). Furthermore, UTZ,
Naturland, EU Organic Farming and Fairtrade promote that the certified parties should adopt
a lifecycle-perspective; "throughout the supply chain from primary production to final
product" (The KRAV Association 2015a).
When it comes to the basis of the standards, some labels consider the state of scientific
research on certain issues. KRAV and Naturland state that at least the standards should be
based on science: "The work of Naturland is scientifically substantiated, practice oriented
and innovative" (Naturland - Verband für ökologischen Landbau e. V. 2015b, 5) and "The
aim is to have scientific support for all the standards" (The KRAV Association 2015b, 17).
Furthermore, UTZ, Fairtrade, Rainforest Alliance, Svenskt Sigill and Demeter are the only
standards, naming climate change specifically, although all the other labels have actions on
how to reduce effects on climate change within their scope of action, e.g. reducing
greenhouse gases, efficient energy use and focus on renewable energy.
During the interviews, it became evident that there seems to be a definite need for labels to
broaden their scope towards more generalized guidelines; "[...] and that’s what I think we
should be looking for in the industry generally is ecolabels that are looking at multiple stages
and a product's lifecycle and are more complete and more robust, than ones that are just
looking at a single issue and that’s kind of where the conversation is right now, I think in
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many ways, in the industry" (Anonymous B Assessment Platform 2015). Another possible
area of improvement might be to see the bigger picture and take action besides certification,
looking beyond the farm;
"So like I said, certification is great but certification is also limited to what is happening.
Like in cocoa for example, it is limited to the farms but if you want to have real impact you
need to work more on the landscape level and we are doing that more and more on larger
projects on a landscape level. That includes activities that lie outside the actual certification
but is still important to the farmers" (Anonymous C Label 2015).

Consumer
Even though the consumer perspective is not a focus of this thesis, as the consumer is part of
the Systems Level of the FSSD, some codes were identified to describe the consideration of
the consumer within the labeling scheme (these codes could be found in the category “others”
in the coding sheet). All labels consider quality of the produced food products within their
guidelines. The quality is referred to food safety and health aspects of the food and therefore
relates to the integrity of the consumer; "The quality of the products should be maintained in
the processed goods" (Demeter-International e.V. 2015); "KRAV labeled food is naturally
healthy” (The KRAV Association 2015a). Moreover, all standards emphasize the importance
of a transparent production system and have guidelines on traceability. Those issues were
among the most coded during the coding process.

3.2 Success Level
The Success Level in general describes the alignment of organizations with the vision and
with the eight Sustainability Principles.
There are two ways by which labels can define success, firstly in relation to the goals and
objectives for the label itself and, secondly in relation to the guidelines or goals the labels
defines for the certified party. With regard to success in both instances, there were four
concepts that emerged, and are related to RQ2. Definitions of sustainability, vision of
success, strategic goals and the sustainability principles were identified as the most occurring
concepts. Moreover, through the quantitative SP analysis of the labels, a conclusion could be
drawn whether or not the actions stated within the schemes are aligned with the stated
success, and what aspects of sustainability the labels address.

Definition of Sustainability
When analyzing the status quo of the labels’ success level, the first point of interest was how
they de facto define and communicate sustainability. The analysis showed that even though
all labels within the sample use the term “sustainability” or related concepts, most of them do
not define its meaning within their standards or their websites. The definitions that the labels
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offer, are vague or generic definitions, such as the Brundtland definition on sustainability11:
"You have the Brundtland definition, I suppose in the way we work, we really acknowledge
the link between that the wellbeing of the people that live of the land, we need to work with
these people" (Anonymous C Label 2015).
Furthermore some labels, like Fairtrade, name sustainable development, without further
explaining the approach; "Fairtrade is a strategy that aims to promote sustainable
development and to reduce poverty through fairer trade" (Fairtrade International 2005, 3)
Also the EU Organic Agriculture does not have any definition of the term within the
standard; "Buying locally produced food also supports sustainable development by reducing
transport costs, CO 2 emissions, wear and tear on rural roads, traffic congestion, and road
accidents” (European Commission 2015).

Vision of Success
As aforementioned, all labels use the term sustainability or related concepts when describing
their work. This is also the case within the purpose and mission statements. In fact, all labels
state their purpose and mission in detail on their websites and some in the standard
documents. Table 3.1. displays some sustainability related quotes from the purpose and
mission of the labels to show the general attitude of the labels towards sustainability.
Table 3.1: Sustainability related quotes from purpose and mission
Bio-Siegel

“The keynote of organic agriculture is bringing economic activity in harmony
with nature.” (translated Oekolandbau 2015).

UTZ

"Our mission is to create a world where sustainable farming is the norm"
(UTZ Certified 2015).

EU
Organic
Farming

“Organic production respects natural systems and cycles. Biological and
mechanical production processes and land-related production should be used
to achieve sustainability [...]” (European Commission 2015).

Naturland

"[...] we strive to remain in harmony with nature, in recognition of the
responsibility we bear towards succeeding generations" (Naturland - Verband
für ökologischen Landbau e. V. 2015, 4).

Fairtrade

"[...] aims to promote sustainable development and to reduce poverty through
fairer trade" (Fairtrade International 2005, 3).

Demeter

"DEMETER products contribute to the nutrition, care and clothing of
mankind" (Demeter-International e.V. 2013, 5).

11

“Sustainable development is development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the
ability of future generations to meet their own needs.” (UN World Commission on Environment and
Development 1987)
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Rainforest
Alliance

"[...] promotes efficient agriculture, biodiversity conservation and sustainable
community development by creating social and environmental standards"
(Sustainable Agriculture Network 2010a, 4).

Svenskt
Sigill

“[...] to assure quality in the production of food and cut flowers, throughout
the chain, from primary production to processing in the areas of food safety,
animal welfare and environmental responsibility” (translated Sigill
Kvalitetssystem AB 2013).

KRAV

"The goal is to pursue crop production that is sustainable, has consumers’
confidence and provides high quality products" (The KRAV Association
2015b, 68).

As previously mentioned, a clear, shared vision is important to enable organizations to move
strategically towards a goal. The analysis showed that most labels have visions, which to a
certain extent connect the concept of sustainability to their focus area, although the vision is
not clearly communicated to the certified parties within the standards. Furthermore, all labels
fail to vividly describe how they envision the future. UTZ for instance; "wants sustainable
farming to become the most natural thing in the world" (UTZ Certified 2015), but does not
illustrate any further explanations regarding what the achievement of this state would be like
for consumers and certified parties or what it would mean for the organization itself.
KRAV avails itself of the before mentioned Brundtland definition of sustainability to phrase
their vision: "All production of food is economically, organically and socially sustainable
and meet[s] the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations
to meet their own needs" (The KRAV Association 2015a).
Whereas one interviewee expressed some criticism towards the labels by saying,"[translated]
Once they all have one vision: namely that they support the labeled product or the labeled
company, or the service on the market" (Anonymous A Assessment Platform 2015),
implying that labels might be motivated by profits, rather than good intentions.

Strategic Goals
Hardly any of the labels encourages its certified parties to set strategic goals. Only Svenskt
Sigill and KRAV encourage setting some strategic goals for energy, phosphorous and
nitrogen: “Strategic goals should be set for the company's crops that will regulate the added
nitrogen (N)” (translated Sigill Kvalitetssystem AB 2013, 36).
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Sustainability principles
While the data shows that labels present vague definitions of sustainability, they do generally
target specific issues within the sustainability challenge. In order to assess their various
targeted goals, objectives and actions, from a sustainability point of view, the eight SPs were
used. This helped identify where the labels direct their focus with regard to the SPs, thus
answering RQ1. The analysis revealed the frequency by which labeling schemes addressed
different topics, according to the SPs, however, it does not provide insights regarding the
quality of the suggested actions or guidelines. Figure 3.1 shows an excerpt of the analysis
results for Svenskt Sigill. The analysis for the other labels was conducted in the same
manner. In this example, the number of coded attributes (“Measures”) corresponding to SP1
were counted for each of the Svenskt Sigill documents and summed (“Sigill Total”), showing
that “Energy Efficiency” was the most mentioned attribute of a total of 29 SP1 attributes
across all of Svenskt Sigill’s documents.

Figure 3.1: Example – Quantitative Analysis on SP1 within Svenskt Sigill
The number of coded attributes for each of the labels made it possible to compare the labels’
focus within their standard documents. Figure 3.2 shows an overview for SP1, where it can
be identified that KRAV and Svenskt Sigill have the highest number of coded attributes for
SP1 (32 and 29). The sum per attribute across all labels enables the identification of the
attribute, which has been mentioned the most, in this case Energy Efficiency (highlighted in
orange).

Figure 3.2: Example – Quantitative Analysis on SP1 across all labels

A more in depth analysis, considering not only the quantity of coded attributes per SP, but
also the distribution of attributes, shows for instance that the majority (43 percent) of all
coded attributes within Svenskt Sigill documents are related to SP2 (Figure 3.3).

27

Figure 3.3: Example – Quantitative Analysis on SP distribution within Svenskt Sigill
When looking at all labels within the sample, it is clear that not only Svenskt Sigill, but also
KRAV, Demeter and the EU Organic Farming label have a strong focus on SP2 (Figure 3.4).
The data showed that indeed more than half of the coded attributes of KRAV, Demeter and
the EU organic label are SP2 measures (Appendix F). Rainforest Alliance (RA), Naturland
and UTZ on the other hand spread their focus more evenly across SP2, 3 and 4. Svenskt
Sigill is the only label within the sample, which focuses with more than 80 percent on SP1
and 2 (about 40 percent each). As aforementioned, the Social SPs are not completely
addressed, and especially SP5 to 8 each make up only 11 percent or less of all coded sections
per label. Some labels such as EU Organic Farming, Demeter and Svenskt Sigill do not
address the Social Sustainability Principles at all. Figure 3.4 shows the coverage of the SPs
for each label individually.

Figure 3.4: Coverage of the Sustainability Principles by each label12

12

The graphs illustrate the focus of each label based on the quantitative analysis and are not intended as a
measurement or comparison of the quality, or impact each label is having on the respective SPs. Moreover some
of the labels focus significantly on e.g. transparency and/or animal welfare, which are not included in the
graphs.
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The assessment of the standard documents showed that all of the labels mainly address
ecological measures (SP 1-3) and the first Social SP (SP 4), integrity, within their standards.
Across all SPs, SP2 is the one, that occurs the most in all labels, followed by SP3, SP4 and
SP1 in descending order (Figure 3.4). Figure 3.5 shows the coverage of the SPs by the labels
in the sample.

Figure 3.5: Coverage of the Sustainability Principles by the labels
When looking at all coded attributes, some, such as Energy Efficiency, Pesticides and Soil,
occur in great quantity across all label standards and can be seen as focus areas for the labels
in general.

Figure 3.6: Example – Identification of SP1 focus measures across all labels
Within the SPs, it is apparent that there are certain attributes, which occur more than the
others and signify the labels’ focus within each particular SP, for example Energy Efficiency
in SP1 (see Figure 3.3) in contrast to attributes which appear seldom, for instance Complaint
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System (SP5, Figure 3.4), which was only coded in the UTZ documents, or No Emotional
Harm only found in UTZ and Fairtrade standard documents. Other attributes, which had been
identified as important by the authors, were not found at all - for instance Degradability for
SP2. Table 3.2 gives an overview of the most mentioned and least mentioned attributes
across all labels. Moreover, it also shows attributes that were in the coding sheet, but were
not coded at all.
Table 3.2: Attributes across all labels
SP
SP1

Most mentioned
Energy Efficiency

SP2

Pesticides

SP3

Soil

SP4

Health & Safety
Collective
Bargaining
Education, Child
Labor
Freedom from
Discrimination
Cultural Traditions

SP5
SP6
SP7
SP8

Across all Labels
Least mentioned
Scarce Metals
Softening Agents, Paints,
Methane
fire, developing land on fertile
agricultural soils, landfills
No emotional harm, insurance

Not mentioned
n.a.
Degradability, PCBs, Nitrous
Oxides
desertification, riverbed
extraction, quarry mining
Labor inspections, decent
work

Complaint System

n.a.

Personal Development
Women's rights, Multilingual
information
Productive Work

n.a.
n.a.
n.a.

3.3 Strategic Level
The Strategic Level highlights the strategic guidance for planning towards the vision, through
the process of backcasting. The FSSD suggests three main questions to prioritize between
possible actions in order to plan towards the vision (Robèrt and Holmberg 2000):


Does the action proceed into the right direction with respect to the Sustainability
Principles?



Does this action provide a “stepping stone” for future improvements?



Is this action likely to produce a sufficient return on investment to further catalyze the
process?

Regarding the Strategic Level, topics that were identified as most evident during the analysis
were a long term scope and continuous improvement, prioritization and strategic investments.
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Long term scope and continuing improvement
Most of the labels encourage the certified parties to plan between three and five years ahead.
This long term scope is referred to the protection of the ecosystem and also to the
profitability of the business. Rainforest Alliance states; "the long term viability of the species’
populations [should] not [be] affected" (Sustainable Agriculture Network 2010a, 21); and
UTZ states; “Farms [should be] profitable in the long term" (UTZ 2014a, 11).
Furthermore, a strategic and steady improvement of the business is crucial when transitioning
towards sustainable development. Rainforest Alliance, KRAV, Demeter, EU Organic
Agriculture, Fairtrade and UTZ make it possible for their certified certified parties to improve
steadily. Certified parties can e.g. gain an “In-Conversion-To-[...]” label from Demeter, or
follow the "four-year improvement process [that] reflects the leading philosophy of UTZ
Certified to encourage ‘continuous improvement’ of agricultural businesses" (UTZ Certified
2014a, 6).
Continuous improvement is not only suggested for the certified parties, it is also included by
the labeling bodies in their standard development process:
"It is also something that is fundamental to the label, the continuing improvements. We
cannot allow it to stagnate, but rather aim for continuing improvements" (translated
Anonymous D Label 2015). That not only makes sense to avoid stagnation, but might also be
needed due to changes in the market:
"That means a label needs to develop, not every day, but over the years. Sure, because the
external demands change" (translated Anonymous A Assessment Platform 2015). Moreover,
other conditions might require adaptation in order to continue with the long term plan.
Therefore, a flexible application of the guidelines is suggested by most of the labels: “It is
appropriate to provide for flexibility as regards the application of production rules, so as to
make it possible to adapt organic standards and requirements to local climatic or geographic
conditions, specific husbandry practices and stages of development” (European Commission
2007, 3). Consequently, all labels consider public discussion about environmental issues,
demand on organic products, and consumer preferences when developing new standards.

Prioritization
As emphasized above, it is helpful to have a prioritization process to plan towards the vision.
This part of the analysis was conducted in order to assess how the labels support their
certified parties with a process to identify actions. The data reported here appears to support
the assumption that prioritization is rarely broached as an important process within the
standards. The only exception are national laws compared to the standards, in which case it is
advised to prioritize the stricter measures:
“In the case that a national law, regulation or standard is stricter than the requirement of a
control point, the national rule will prevail (unless the national rule has become obsolete or
outdated). In the case that a national law, regulation or standard is less strict than the
requirement of a control point, the requirement of the control point shall prevail (unless the
control point explicitly allows for the national rule to apply)" (UTZ Certified 2014a, 5).
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In other cases, prioritization is mentioned, but without clear guidance on how such a
prioritization process could look like: "The producer prioritizes these measures taking into
account costs and benefits" (UTZ Certified 2014a, 14). Within the standards, the lack of
prioritization guidelines is evident across the sample. Whether or not the guidelines
themselves have been prioritized with respect to the aforementioned criteria, is unclear.
Moreover, UTZ’s certified parties need to assess if a control point (criteria) is applicable to
their situation, but it is not outlined how to do this.

Strategic Investments
Some labels within the sample acknowledge that strategic investments are needed in order to
develop further, e.g. investments in alternative energies to reduce energy expenses or
knowledge and skills to improve business:
"We think it is better if you really train farmers to increase their productivity because if they
have better yields of better quality they will get more money, they don’t want charity if
possible. They want to live from their work" (Anonymous E Label 2015).

3.4 Actions Level
The Actions Level of the FSSD describes and arranges concrete actions to reach success. In
the context of the food labeling system, those actions can be seen as guidelines within the
standards that food labeling bodies stipulate to certified parties in order to reach certification.
With regards to the Actions Level two major findings occurred: nonspecific actions and
missing rationales. Generally, the labels within the sample often suggest nonspecific actions,
or guidelines to the certified parties, e.g.; "Corrective actions are taken based on the results"
(UTZ Certified 2014b, 1) or "You must report on activities that you or your members carry
out to protect and enhance biodiversity" (Fairtrade International 2005, 21). In some instances
however, the labeling bodies suggest concrete actions for specific issues: "You must take he
[sic!] following measures if they are relevant for your farm: [...]" (The KRAV Association
2015b, 76).
Furthermore, most labels do not illustrate the rationale behind the suggested actions within
the labeling schemes and thus fail to assure that the certified party understands the reasons
for, and the potential outcome of the actions. For example KRAV states: “You must do what
you can to ensure that the products you use do not contain GMOs or are made from GMOs”
(The KRAV Association 2015b, 59), but without mentioning the potential risks from GMOs
(Genetically Modified Organism), or why it would be important to exclude those organisms
from the production process.
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3.5 Tools Level
In order to facilitate transition towards success, various tools can be used. In this context,
tools can be used by the label itself or they can be suggested to the certified party. The FSSD
distinguishes systems tools, strategic tools and capacity tools. These could also be identified
within the labeling standards during the analysis.
All labels require regular measurements of the external environment such as soil type and
structure, water quality (UTZ, Naturland, Demeter), nitrogen balance (KRAV) and also the
inventory of wild animals (Rainforest Alliance). In this context, KRAV suggests calculating
Key Performance Indicators (KPI) for energy use.
Additionally, all labels suggest strategic tools for e.g. inspection and certification by
inspection bodies, health check and safety measures, risk management, documentation and
monitoring of pollutants on the commodity. Furthermore, all labels require documentation for
several operations and actions that are taken from the certified party, mostly for auditing
purposes: "Exact documentation is required in all these cases" (Demeter-International e.V.
2014b, 34).
Within the context of labeling, capacity tools focus mainly on trainings: Most of the labels
require continuous trainings for the workers on safe and correct working operations, for
instance pest management, health risks when working with hazardous substances, training on
labor rights, such as working hours and safety, and education on how to treat animals and on
environmental issues. Some even use capacity tools to raise "[...] awareness among farmers,
traders, consumers and business leaders about the interdependencies among healthy
ecosystems, sustainable agriculture and social responsibility" (Sustainable Agriculture
Network 2010b, 4).

3.6 Ills and Ideals; Others
Although it was the author’s intention, “ills” and “ideals” according to de Boer 2003 were not
consistently coded throughout the research due to the fact that the label’s intention was
subject to interpretation, which would lead to subjectivity in the coding process.
Additionally, de Boer has already come to the conclusion that labels do tend to focus on ills,
since they are easier to grasp (De Boer 20013).
During the analysis, the authors came across attributes, which did not fit within the FSSD.
These codes were sorted under a category, which was deemed “others”. These attributes
include guidelines regarding e.g. quality attributes, which were seen as consumer related, and
animal welfare. The quality and animal welfare attributes were frequently coded in some of
the schemes, where Svenskt Sigill, has the two issues as objectives, in addition to
environmental protection. In one case, animal welfare was considered with the objective of
environmental protection; “And then there is the case with continuously improved animal
welfare, which contributes to a reduced need for antibiotics, which is a very important area
for the standard” (Anonymous D Label 2015).
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4 Discussion
The main conclusions from the analysis are presented below, followed by recommendations
for improvement, which will answer RQ3. Some concepts emerged that were outside the
boundaries of the research questions, but were considered to be interesting nonetheless and
will be discussed in the second part along with suggestions for further research. The strengths
and limitations of this research project are also presented.

4.1 Findings
The results and conclusions drawn from the data analysis validates what previous research
had concluded, e.g. that labels lack clear definitions of sustainability and systems thinking.
However, the results also contradict conclusions drawn from previous research, namely that
labels focus on either social or ecological sustainability. It can be seen that UTZ and
Rainforest Alliance respectively focus on parts of the ecological and social dimensions. This
study, moreover, used a strategic approach to assess the labels and also gives suggestions for
improvement based on this perspective. Additionally the FSSD, used as a tool within this
study, provides an overarching definition of sustainability, and allowed for a precise
assessment of the labels from this perspective.
In total there were around 20 findings that were sorted into three categories: the analysis
revealed areas (1) where the labeling bodies already include a strategic approach, (2) some
areas that have some room for improvement , and (3) others that showed clear gaps.
(1) In some areas, labeling bodies already include a strategic approach: engagement of
stakeholders, SP2 and long term planning. Labels involve stakeholders, and also encourage
certified farms to engage stakeholders in development and decision making. Furthermore,
cooperation amongst certified farms is suggested throughout the schemes. Throughout the
sample, SP2 is being thoroughly covered, whereas it becomes evident that each label has its
specific target area in relation to sustainability. Additionally, labels seem to plan in the long
term, whereas this is also encouraged to certified farms.
(2) On other issues though, there is still room for improvement. These mainly include areas
such as social sustainability, inter-label cooperation, linking ideals and practice and
progressive certification.
All labels within the sample have applicable legislation as minimum requirements for the
certified farms, however, labels aimed at European production refer solely to legislation
when it comes to the social aspects of sustainability, even though there might be a need for
labels to cover this as well. The majority of the labels are connected to either IFOAM or
ISEAL alliance, however, the interviews revealed that the inter-label cooperation could go
further than these networks.
When looking at sustainability as a concept, all labels mention sustainability or related
concepts, however, there was neither a clear definition of sustainability, nor a description of
what sustainability means for their respective area of focus. Furthermore, the analysis
revealed that the labels are lacking logical progressive links between their ideals and practice
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e.g. when communicating their holistic sustainability approach or their vision merely to their
website’s audience, but not to their certified parties. Moreover, while all labels have actions
or guidelines designed to limit the effects of climate change, those are hardly ever mentioned
as the rationale for the actions. Due to the complexity of sustainability, the labels have
broadened their scopes to include more issues, but interviewees have pointed out, that further
expansion of their scope might be beneficial for their success.
The authors have also found that there are essentially two ways to achieve certification. One
way where farmers either do fully, or do not comply with the requirements and depending on
their result either receive certification or not. Whereas with only some labels, there is the
option to engage in progressive certification, which lowers the threshold to become certified.
The fact that most labels do not offer this option of progressive certification may limit how
rapidly the food industry moves towards sustainability.
(3) Moreover, there were apparent gaps regarding a strategic approach in some areas: auditing
synergies, a lack of strategic goals, incomplete coverage of social sustainability, missing
prioritization guidelines and no clearly communicated rationale.

It is often required by the market, that producers get multiple certifications. Therefore, they
need to go through the entire audit process for each certification individually even though
there might be potential overlaps. Throughout the sample, there was a clear lack of strategic
goals, both for the label, but also as suggested to the certified parties. With regards to the
labels covering sustainability, there was a clear lack of coverage for the social SPs 5-8. This
means for example that although Rainforest Alliance does cover measures for SP4, for
instance Health & Safety, in their standard documents, while other social sustainability
aspects such as education (SP6) or child labor (SP7) are hardly mentioned. As for the
guidelines within the schemes, there were instances where labels suggested that certified
farms prioritize actions related to achieving certification, whereas no guidance on how to
prioritize was provided. Furthermore, the labeling schemes were often comprised of
suggestions for non-specific actions, which in most cases were lacking rationale behind the
suggested actions.
Figure 4.1 illustrates the above mentioned findings, by highlighting the critical relationships
of labeling organizations with their stakeholders.
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Figure 4.1: Findings on stakeholder relationships of labeling organizations

4.2 Recommendations
Based on the findings from the analysis, and the FSSD, this thesis gives recommendations in
what ways the standards from European Food Labeling and Certification bodies could be
improved to better serve a transition towards a sustainable food system. These
recommendations are presented below and are organized into the levels of the FSSD.

Systems Level
For the overall system, the authors have derived four distinct recommendations that relate to
cooperation and communication.
As mentioned in chapter 3, many certified parties have several certifications, or would
benefit from multiple certifications. Interviewees have identified that labels could improve
the certification by making the auditing process more simple, e.g. through unifying the audits
across different labels, which would make it possible for the producer to gain several labels
with only one auditing process. Unification of the auditing process could lower barriers to
getting certified and thus increase the number of labeled products on the market, which in
return may have positive effects on environmental and social issues. The authors suggest that
it would be better for the environment, society and farmers if labels collaborated and unified
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their certification process. However, the authors do recognize that the labels are operating in
a competitive environment and that cooperation may be difficult because of the capitalist
mechanisms in which they are operating.
Furthermore, cooperation could go beyond the labeling bodies to further promote cooperation
between farms, as well as between farms and other stakeholders in the producing regions.
When working on the farm level, labeling bodies are already in an auspicious position to set
good examples by taking responsibility, e.g. for changing the workers lives in the long run by
offering free education and health care to the community around the farm.
Even though the labels on their websites highlight the importance of thinking and acting
according to a holistic view, this is not clearly conveyed towards the certified parties through
the labeling schemes. The integration of information in the schemes, as well as additional
attributes to convey systems thinking to certified parties and customers alike, may render the
labels more successful.
The gap of communication is also apparent in most labels when it comes to explaining the
rationale behind guidelines to the certified parties. Explaining the actions’ impact on natural
cycles, hence clarifying its relevance to the bigger picture, might motivate certified parties
further. Additionally, scientific facts should also be included in greater detail in the standards,
in order for the certified parties to understand the nexus of problems. One approach could be
explaining how different practices have an effect on climate change. This is needed in order
to extend the discussion of climate change further than just fossil fuels. Some labels already
work on that: "We want to learn more of the burning issues, for instance [...] climate change.
We want to integrate that, but for that we also need to find out how to deal with that. So for
this we need to do a lot of research [...]" (Anonymous E Label 2015).

Success Level
For the Success Level, the authors have developed four distinct recommendations that relate
to the labels’ vision, defining sustainability, defining strategic goals and addressing social
sustainability.
The findings show that labels do not articulate a clear and rigorous definition of
sustainability, nor do they state how sustainability relates to their focus area. It can be
suggested that it may be beneficial for the labels to express a clear vision, both about where
they want to be as a label, but also what sustainability means within their area of focus. The
vision should include the labels’ core ideology and a clearly articulated envisioned future,
based on principles to provide flexibility (Collins and Porras 1996). Backcasting from that
vision during the strategic planning process for the label, and criteria development could
increase the effectiveness of the certification itself with regard to environmental and social
improvements.
Since all the labels have similar high level sustainability objectives, an agreement between
the labels on what a sustainable food system means, and what each label’s role with respect
to sustainability is, could facilitate their work towards their respective objectives, and be the
basis for a common language for the issue. To avoid getting lost in details, or to contain the
definition to specific focus areas, this definition of a sustainable food system should be based
on generic principles of sustainability. A clear definition of sustainability between the labels,
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which is also shared by the parties choosing to get certified, could add purpose to
certification, other than just gaining market advantages, and motivate certified parties to do
good. If the certified parties would be enabled to understand more about what the success
would be and what the rationale behind it was, the process would be easier for the certified
party and potentially even more successful. Even if the labels were to only focus on one part
of the problem, but would define sustainability on a broader scale, this could help to broaden
their long term scope and thus make them more complete, as suggested by academia and
experts (see chapter 3.1).
To achieve their overall vision, the definition of strategic goals can be recommended for the
labels within the sample and their certified parties. Strategic goals can “serve as stepping
stones” (Robèrt et al. 2010, 176), support the strategic planning process towards the vision,
and make it more tangible and measurable. The measurability might also be an advantage to
compare for compliance with the standard.
When looking at the analysis of the SPs, it becomes clear that the labels within the sample
collectively focus on SP1 through 4, whereas SP5 through 8 are hardly being addressed.
When looking at the social aspects of sustainability, the fact that social sustainability is not
only about ensuring people's personal integrity (SP4) might need to be considered. The
labeling bodies should ensure that all aspects of sustainability are covered throughout the
whole labeling network.
Furthermore, the labels that certify European production fail to explicitly address the social
aspects of sustainability, except when referring to European legislation. Considering that
unfair practices do occur within the European Union it might be recommended to
acknowledge the need for social consideration within the EU as well and incorporate that in
their certifications.

Strategic Level
On the Strategic Level, two recommendations were developed that relate to the labels’ vision
and the certification process.
The labels within the sample all state their respective strategies, however, with a lack of a
clear vision of success, planning strategically becomes arduous. With a clear vision in place,
for the labels and the certifications alike, the labels can prioritize their actions or the
guidelines suggested within the certification schemes. Additionally, there should be guiding
principles for the certified parties about how to prioritize actions, especially when no specific
actions are provided from the standards. Such guidance should at least include the issues
suggested by the three prioritizing questions of the FSSD, and could moreover consider the
social/ecological impact, the relative contribution to the problem, urgency, visibility,
technical and economic feasibility and the uncertainty factor (Robèrt et al. 2002). This can
also lead to more guidance when it comes to selection criteria for the standards. With
suggestions on how to prioritize, labeling bodies could also add more "if applicable" criteria
that applies only to some of the certified businesses.
It became evident during the analysis that most of the labels within the sample encourage
continuous improvements for the certified parties. Especially, as already noted in the results,
the process from UTZ lowers the threshold and allows farmers to get certified early on in
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their conversion process: "Throughout the four years of the UTZ continuous improvement
process, the number of mandatory control points increases, to encourage producers to
improve their practices." (UTZ Certified 2014a, 6) "At least two topics are addressed per
year (including child labor in Year 1). By the end of the fourth year all of the following topics
have been addressed by internal or external trainers: [...]" (UTZ Certified 2014a, 13).
Making the certification more differentiated, and allowing for certification in stages or a
constantly improving process like it was seen with UTZ is advisable across the sample. Such
processes could make it easier for more farmers to get certified at an early stage and gain the
advantages that come with the certification.

Actions Level
Each labeling body clearly identifies actions that support their issue of concern. However, the
analysis shows a clear disconnect from the suggested actions to the broader vision of
sustainability as nearly none of the labeling bodies provides rationales for the suggested
actions to their certified party. Providing rationale behind the suggested actions or guidelines
may educate about the issue at hand, hence motivating the certified party to take action, not
just to achieve certification, but out of intrinsic motivation.

Tools Level
Especially for the systems tools, it is suggested that labeling bodies include concrete
rationales for the measuring, in order to raise awareness of the certified parties and support
systems thinking. Introducing KPI’s, on for instance energy consumption, could moreover
simplify the process of measurement.
Most of the training required for label certification has a narrow focus. To raise awareness
and understanding, it might, however, be useful to provide capacity tools, such as workshops,
online-seminars or even information folders, which mirror the labels’ purpose, values and
strategic goals to the certified parties for motivational purposes.
Table 4.1. summarizes the results, especially within the identified areas for improvement and
includes the suggestions that were given above.
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Table 4.1: Identified gaps and suggestions
Identified Gaps to improve


Systems
Level







Success
Level



Suggestions

potential for more inter-label
cooperation
holistic approach is not explicitly
communicated to certified parties
only few labels mention climate
change
labels communicate sustainability,
however do not properly define it
visions are not being
communicated within the schemes
and are not being described in
detail
no strategic goals
labels hardly cover SP 5-8













Strategic
Level

Actions
Level

Tools
Level




no guidance for prioritization
only some labels allow for stepwise
certification



non specific actions and missing
rationale



missing rationales for system’s
tools
capacity tools mostly on health,
safety etc.










unify audits across different labels
communicate holistic approach
relate actions e.g. to climate
change
agreement on what a sustainable
food system means and share a
definition of sustainability with
certified parties
express a clear vision
set strategic goals
include social considerations
within the standards
include guiding principles for the
certified parties and farmers about
how to prioritize actions
make the certification more
differentiated, and allow for
certification in stages or a
constantly improving process
providing rationale behind the
suggested actions to motivate the
certified party
include concrete rationales for the
measuring and introduce KPI’s
include capacity tools, which
articulate the labels’ purpose

4.3 Recommendations in perspective
Acknowledging the complexity of the aforementioned problems of the food system and its
connection to the sustainability challenge, it is important to bear in mind that there is no one
solution to the problem. Consequently, labels need to be seen as merely one part of a
potential solution. Moreover, complexity is added on due to the fact that labels act in diverse
contexts around the world and within regions. Hence, even if labels would adopt the
suggested recommendations, they would still not be the only solution to the problem.
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4.4 Concepts beyond research scope and opportunities
for future research
Beyond the direct focus of this research, there were some concepts that emerged as
interesting and will be discussed in this section.

4.4.1 Scientific Evidence, public opinion or ideology
It seems that certification development has three distinct drivers, i.e. scientific evidence,
public opinion and ideology. In some cases, for instance Demeter, with its anthroposophical
ideology of Rudolf Steiner, and Svenskt Sigill, which is owned by the Swedish farmers
association, the ideology behind the labels is obviously influencing the development of
standards.
In other cases, for instance when radiation as a hygienic measure or the use of human manure
as fertilizer is not allowed although there is no scientific reason for this prohibition, it seems
that public opinion is the main driver when labels develop their standards. As the analysis
revealed some labels rely on scientific research, when setting up requirements for the
certification. These different drivers need to be kept in mind when assessing and
understanding labels.

4.4.2 Guidance vs. rules
Some labeling bodies suggest nonspecific actions, only by saying what needs to be done, but
not how, whereas some suggest specific actions that need to be strictly followed.
It is debatable if the strict rules without any creative space do in fact limit potential creativity
and flexibility of the certified parties to find their individual solutions or instead make it
easier for the potentially uneducated farmers to simply follow the rules. On the other hand, a
lack of explanation to an action could result in a lack of motivation of certified parties or
even to actions which are not actually as intended by the label, but officially fulfill the
defined requirement. An example for such an unintended behavior comes from the food
industry – when certain ingredients get limited to increase health benefits, the industry might
substitute the forbidden ingredients with legal, but potentially even more harmful ingredients.
Regardless of how the schemes are designed, there should be rationale behind each action.

4.4.3 Consumer and producer
As it became evident during the study, driving the food industry towards sustainability is a
classic catch 2213. Producers will not produce in a sustainable manner, because they do not
have the customer base for it, customers will not buy the sustainable choice because it is not
being offered to them. What labels are attempting is to provide an incentive to both
13

A catch-22 is a paradoxical situation with contradictory rules which prevent the resolution.
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organizations and customers that will help to resolve this conundrum. For the authors, it is
still unclear where the power lies to drive change, if it is the consumers, the producers,
retailers, all together or none of the above is still to be determined, making it subject to future
research. However, two interviewees implied that some in the industry have made up their
minds regarding that question; “In our view it is the companies who make the decision about
sustainability [...] they decide whether and how [...] sustainable they want to be”
(Anonymous E Label 2015).
“Well, it starts somewhere else, the thought about sustainability. It will probably be first
implemented in companies, then in products and the supply chain and then ideally comes the
label” (translated Anonymous A Assessment Platform 2015).
The main emphasis in this study was on the interrelationship between the certification
standards and the producers. The question is how food labeling standards influence producers
towards a set of certification goals; and how these certification goals could be adapted to
move producers strategically towards sustainable production. An analysis on the
effectiveness of sustainability labels might be needed to understand to what extent labeling
schemes actually have influence on the production methods, and where it is most valuable to
include a Strategic Sustainable Development approach. The perspective of the consumer of
labeled food products only has a limited focus within this research. Especially when it comes
to social sustainability the focus of this research is on the workers within the production
process, not the integrity of the consumer. Future research would be needed here to
understand the full role of the consumer within the food labeling process.

4.4.4 Labeling and Health Benefits
An interesting issue regarding sustainability labeling is the aspect of health. One could argue
that unhealthy food is a violation to people's integrity (SP4), and some labels go as far as
having blacklists where they do not certify tobacco, for example. However, the sustainability
challenge, when looking at social issues on a population level and environmental issues that
cover the entire globe, is already complex. Adding the dimension of healthy food into the
equation would, on the one hand, make the labeling process even more complicated, not to
mention the development of criteria. On the other hand, the marketplace is congested with
labels covering sustainability in various forms, origin, nutritional information, nutritional
claims etc. independently, which is adding to customer confusion. With this in mind, it might
be beneficial, from a customer's point of view, if one label existed, which would ensure that
the particular food was fairly produced, organically grown, that the animals were treated with
dignity and additionally are beneficial for the customers’ health. What the criteria for
incorporating health claims with sustainability labeling would be like, is something that
needs to be explored further in collaboration with health experts. For now, the authors would
suggest an easily understandable illustration on products, for instance in form of a spider web
diagram. Figure 4.2 shows an example of how such a guidance symbol could look like for a
product with high ratings for ecological and social sustainability (starting from the top
clockwise) and lower ratings for animal welfare and health.
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Figure 4.2: Example for a guidance symbol for consumers
In fact, experts already see health as a potential part considered by labels as a trend: “We are
involved in an research project, that begins in autumn, and we will try to extend the issue
about sustainability clearly by the health dimension. I think that this trend will continue, yes”
(translated Anonymous A Assessment Platform 2015).
However, what is beneficial for individual consumers depends on their individual health
condition and genetic predisposition. Furthermore, nutritionists and health experts often
disagree on the nutritional value or risk of certain ingredients and components. Therefore a
challenge could arise from the above mentioned discussion within labels: it might not be
possible to give a general recommendation on how “healthy” a product is for every person.
Instead, it might only be possible to further illustrate a food product’s nutrients which would
in turn probably only be read by those able to comprehend the nutritional specifications.
Therefore, the authors would encourage the industry to develop a programme for mobile
devices which allows consumers to enter their specific nutritional requirements and
restrictions, scan the barcode of a product and then get a visual feedback on how the product
fits those specifications. Such a visualization could look like Figure 4.3:

Figure 4.3: Visualization of nutritional mapping of a product
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4.4.5 Social Considerations in Europe
With the opening of borders within the EU, and the relatively recent inclusions of less
prosperous nations e.g. Romania and Bulgaria into the union, this has resulted in what is
referred to as EU migration. With less fortunate people coming to wealthy nations like
Sweden and Germany, they are in danger of being taken advantage of on the job market. This
is however not limited to EU migration. There have been recent scandals involving people
from third countries14 being employed within the food industry in Sweden, without neither
fair pay or appropriate living arrangements. Even though countries like Sweden and Germany
have legislation to protect the people that are lawfully employed from unfair practices, the
laws do not affect the ones that are illegally employed. Perhaps this is not an issue that is up
to labels to solve, but they could consider these issues when designing criteria for
certification, to allow conscious consumers to make educated choices regarding these issues,
in addition to environmental or animal concerns.

4.4.6 Animal Welfare
Animal welfare is an issue that was subject to debate within this study and is also to be
considered an issue in the public discussion. Consumers are increasingly conscious of where
their meat comes from and how the animals were treated and it is also an integral part of
many of the labels within the sample. The inclusion of animal welfare into certification is
partly based on ethics, but there are also environmental benefits to practicing good animal
husbandry. However animal welfare has an unclear distinction within the FSSD. Even though
animals are part of the socio-ecological system, the authors struggled to label their welfare
according to the SPs, hence deeming it one of the “others” during the coding process. How
the wellbeing of animals should be considered when moving society towards sustainability
should be elaborated on within the FSSD.

4.5 Strengths and Limitations
During the research, strengths and limitations were identified, which will be discussed in this
section.
This study is considered to be comprehensive, with an in-depth analysis of standard
documents and websites, which provides a unique insight into the world of labels, with
regards to a SSD perspective.
The coding process revealed that there were some limitations to using the FSSD in the
context of labeling. For instance when the intention behind the suggested actions to the
certified party was ambiguous, it was not clear to the authors how to code the action, with
regards to the SPs. Within this research, the authors coded each action with regards to the
perceived intention of the action, as opposed to the first area of impact, which can be seen as
a limit to the research validity.

14

Countries outside the EU
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Furthermore, the system of labeling and certification is quite complex, therefore the authors
needed to simplify the analysis and did not consider differences in size, product groups,
nationality, auditing process (and frequency). The authors compared standard documents that
were similar in their approach to inform certified parties of how production must take place
in order to achieve certification and be allowed to market products bearing the label.
In addition, only standard documents and websites were assessed during this research. To
gain a more complete picture of the labels, an analysis of the standard development process
as well as the labels’ and standards effectiveness should be conducted.
Furthermore, there were several codes that were not utilized during the coding process. The
question is if that can be seen as failure from the labels to address those issues, or bias from
the authors for including them.
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5 Conclusion
“If we don’t change our direction,
we’re likely to end up where we’re headed” (Chinese proverb).

The purpose of this thesis was to assess how and to what extent the labels within the sample
address sustainability, and in what ways the labeling standards could be informed by a SSD
approach. The analysis was informed by a literature review that revealed gaps for the labeling
network from a SSD perspective, e.g. a missing systems perspective, no common language
when it comes to defining sustainability and a missing backcasting perspective.
This thesis concludes that the sample of European sustainability food labels considers the
complexity of sustainability, also promoting a lifecycle-perspective and considering
ecological cycles as well as scientific research to further develop in areas like climate change.
However when defining what sustainability is, the labels use generic terms like the
Brundtland definition. The labels do not vividly describe their envisioned future and their
respective understanding of sustainability and its connection to their envisioned future is not
being clearly communicated to the certified parties. Across the labels, the focus is almost
exclusively on SP1 through 4, whereas 5 through 8 are being neglected. Furthermore, labels
aimed at European production solely rely on legislation when it comes to social dimensions
of sustainability, which might not be enough. Despite labeling networks, like ISEAL alliance
and IFOAM, there is little cooperation between labels, however, all labels are said to be
developed together with a broad range of stakeholders. Additionally, certified parties are
often encouraged to interact with their stakeholders and peers alike.
This thesis suggests that it would be preferable for the labels to work towards a shared goal
of sustainable food production and the authors see potential benefits if the labels cooperate
through e.g. shared and unified audits. Additionally, developing a shared purpose between
labels and certified parties could increase strategic direction of certification. The labels aimed
at European production should consider social aspects as they do environmental aspects
within their standards. Even though labor laws exist, they do not apply to people being
illicitly employed. When certification requirements require prioritization from the certified
party, there should be guidance for prioritization. Finally, there should be more stepwise
certification, which would allow for certified parties to gain certification benefits early on,
fostering future improvements. This could have positive effects for the primary producers
themselves, along with favorable effects for the environment.
Testing the suggestions that were given within this thesis to improve the standards of
European Food Labeling and Certification would require further research, preferably in
cooperation with some labels, in order to assess the effects.
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Appendices
Appendix A: Description of Labels within the Sample
The food labels that are included in the sample are shortly introduced and described in
alphabetical order.
Bio-Siegel (Germany)
The Bio-Siegel, a voluntary label for organic food, was created by the German Federal
Ministry of Food, Agriculture and Consumer Protection in September 2001. Products and
foodstuffs that bear the Bio-Siegel label are produced and controlled according to the EU
Regulation on Organic Farming. The Bio-Siegel stands for organic food production and
appropriate animal husbandry. The use of the label is voluntary and free of charge. The BioSiegel seal was used by 4,448 companies on 69,766 products in 2014 (Bundesanstalt für
Landwirtschaft und Ernährung 2014). All non-processed agricultural products and
agricultural products and products of aquaculture can bear the Bio-Siegel label. Since the EU
organic logo became mandatory in 2010, products can still bear the German Bio-Siegel in
addition to the EU Bio Logo.

Demeter
Demeter Biodynamic is an independent, non-governmental organization. Its certification
indicates biodynamic farming practices since 1928. Biodynamic farming, which originates
from the agricultural course held by Rudolf Steiner in 1924, is a holistic approach to
agriculture in which vitality is one of the most important factors. Biodynamic farmers strictly
avoid all synthetic chemical pesticides, fertilizers, and transgenic contamination. In 1997, 19
independent Demeter organizations formed Demeter International. In 2014, 5,000 farmers
certified by Demeter were cultivating an area of 155,000 hectares in 50 countries (DemeterInternational e.V. 2014).

EU-Organic Farming
EU-Organic Farming regulation is a national voluntary standard since 1992, which is
applicable in EU member states. Since July 2007 a new organic regulation from the European
Commission (Council Regulation (EC) No 834/2007) clarifies the standards for organic
production and labelling. Council Regulation (EC) 889/2008 from 2008 includes moreover
detailed rules on production, labeling and control. Since 1 July 2010 the use of the EU
organic logo for European organic food producers is mandatory. Third-party certification
within the European member states is required. The current EU organic legislation covers
plant and animal production and processing of food and feed to be labeled as organic.
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Fairtrade
Fairtrade Labelling Organizations International or mostly Fairtrade International, was
founded 1997, and is an independent, non-governmental, not-for-profit organization that
promotes sustainable development and poverty alleviation. Twenty national organizations,
called Fairtrade Labelling Initiatives, market the Fairtrade products in specific countries. The
organization FLO-CERT is responsible for auditing and certification against the Fairtrade
standards. Fairtrade covers a wide range of agriculture, composite and manufactured goods
like bananas, cocoa, coffee, cotton, flowers, fresh fruits, honey, juices, rice, spice and herbs,
sugar, tea, wine and composite products, and also sport balls (Fairtrade International 2015a).

KRAV (Sweden)
KRAV is an environmental labeling system founded in 1985. KRAV is based in Sweden and
is also active in Norway. KRAV standards are based on organic principles, but have a higher
focus on good animal welfare, social responsibility and climate impact. KRAV standards
cover agriculture-food products including food preparations, beverages and products of
aquaculture and sustainable fisheries. They also cover the certification of restaurants,
industrial kitchens, and textiles. 6,200 products bear the KRAV seal and in 2013 around
4,000 farms and 2,000 companies were certified (International Trade Centre 2013).

Naturland
Naturland Association for Organic Agriculture was founded in 1982. Its headquarter is in
Germany but the association is active all around the globe. Naturland is a non-governmental,
not-for-profit organization that promotes and develops holistic approaches to organic farming
with aspects of social responsibility and fair partnerships on a regional, national and also
global level. In 2014 almost 50,000 certified farmers all around the world were cultivating an
area of 180,000 hectares (International Trade Centre 2014b). Producers, processors and
traders can be certified according to Naturland organic guidelines. Naturland certification
covers a wide range of agriculture and manufactured products such as meat and meat
products, milk and milk products, bakery products, cereals, feed, aquaculture products,
vegetables and fruit, production of wine, diverse beverages, yeast, and some non-food
products as textiles and cosmetic products.

Rainforest Alliance
Rainforest Alliance was established in 1987. The independent, non-governmental, not-forprofit organization currently has 16 offices with more than 300 employees around the globe.
Products that bear the Rainforest Alliance Seal meet the Sustainable Agriculture Network
(SAN) Standard. This standard focuses on wildlife and ecosystem conservation and also
workers welfare. There are 916,818 certified farms covering 6.83 million acres, and 35,000
members (International Trade Centre 2015b). The standard covers certification for crops
including coffee, cocoa, banana, tea, pineapple, flowers and foliage, and citrus.
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Svenskt Sigill (Sweden)
The Sigill Kvalitetssystem AB develops and manages the IP – standard, an independent food
and flower certification scheme. The aim of the standard is to contribute to a sustainable
development in crop and animal production. Almost 4,000 companies are certified according
to one or more of the different standards (Sigill Kvalitetssystem AB 2014). The label
guarantees Swedish origin and certified production of the raw product. The standard covers
different agricultural products and flowers.

UTZ
UTZ Certified is an independent, non-governmental, not-for profit organization founded in
October 2002. UTZ aims to create an open and transparent marketplace for socially and
environmentally responsible agricultural products. UTZ has developed three standards (the
UTZ Traceability System, the UTZ Code of Conduct and Chain of Custody documents) to
support this process. In 2012 there were 398,636 UTZ certified farmers producing coffee,
cocoa, tea and Rooibos. 8,350 labeled products were on the global market (International
Trade Centre 2014a). The UTZ web-based traceability system makes those products traceable
from producers to consumers.

Appendix B: Interview questions for labels
1. How has [label] developed since it was founded?
2. Tell me about how standards criteria are developed. In what way does the vision of
[label] inform that process?
3. What is [label]’s understanding of sustainability?
4. Are there some explicit examples of how this definition informs [label]’s activities in
any way?
5. Which aspects of sustainability does [label] identify as the most important, in addition
to its current focus areas?
6. Why is the work of [label] important?
7. Where do you see [label] in 20 years, and what are you doing to get there?
8. Is the vision of [label] shared by the certified producers?
9. Are there any measures taken, or initiatives, to include practitioners as partners
towards a common goal? If not now, have there ever been?
10. Are there long term strategies for how the standards will develop with time? Is this
strategy communicated to the producers?
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11. Does [label] cooperate with other labels? If so, with whom and to what extent? What
synergies could be achieved through interlabel cooperation?
12. Do you see [label] in cooperation with any other labels in the future? If so what would
that cooperation look like (with whom, to what extent and why)?
13. Where do you see limitations within the food labeling industry’s area of influence?

Appendix C: Interview questions for labeling assessment
platforms
1. What is, in your opinion, the role of food labeling in changing consumption and
production of food towards sustainability? Where do you see limitations to food
labels’ impact on sustainability?
2. Why is the work of labeling bodies important?
3. Which opportunities do you see for labels to cooperate?
4. Do labels in general see themselves as parts of a bigger system and do they generally
work towards a common goal?
5. How did the European food labeling network evolve to where it is today?
6. Did the focus areas of the food labeling network change during the years? Can you
tell me why and how?
7. Which trends do you see occurring within food labeling?

Appendix D: Sustainability Principles
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Appendix E: Coding Sheet
Categories SP Abbreviation

Codes

Attributes

Description

Substances extracted
from the Earth's crust

mined elements

e.g. heavy metals

Ecological
1

EC

1

Greenhouse
Gases

1

Scarce Metals

1

Renewables

1

Fossil Fuels

1

Peat

1

Energy Efficiency

1

Cesium

2

US

Persistent, unnatural
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Pesticides

renewable energy sources,
e.g. wind power, solar

substances
2

Toxic Substances

2

degradability

2

PCBs

2

PVC

2

softening agents

2

paints

2

nanoparticles

2

cleaning agents

2

GMO

2

Plastic

2

Synthetic
Chemicals

2

Antibiotics

2

Chemical
Insecticides

2

SPN

BPA

GMO and varieties
generated by cell fusion
technology
e.g. for seed treatment,
drugs or drugs for artificially
speeding up growth,
preservation

Substances present in
nature, but typically in
lower concentrations
Methane

2

Chloride

2

Nitrous Oxides

2

Sulfur Oxides

2

Nitrogen (In
compounds that
fertilize)

2

Organic fertilizers

e.g. animal manure

2

Inorganic fertilizer

not animal manure, but
Ammonium sulfate,
ammonium phosphate,
ammonium nitrate, urea,
ammonium chloride and
others

2

Phosphate

and phosphorus

3

MOE

Management of
ecosystems

Soil

3

Water

3

Forests

3

Biodiversity

3

Rarely occurring
species

3

MOM

Management of
renewable raw
materials (from forests,
fields, lakes, and
oceans)
deforestation

3

desertification

3

over-fishing
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3
3

fire
MOR

Management for
natural resources

riverbed extraction

3

quarry mining

3

developing land in
fragile
environments
and water

3

developing land on
fertile agricultural
soils

3

Water
conservation

3

Landfills

Social
4

IN

Integrity

Health & Safety

4

Labor Inspections

4

handling of
hazardous
substances or
products

4

no physical harm

4

Human Rights

4

Labor Rights

4

no mental harm

4

no emotional harm

4

no slavery

4

no servitude

4

Minimum Wage

4

Fair Wage

4

Insurance

4

Child Protection

4

Working Hours

4

Working Contract

4

Maternity
Protection

4

advanced payment

4

Decent Work

5

IF

Collective
Bargaining

Influence

5

Freedom of
Association

5

Complaint System

5

Democratic
Structures

6

CO

Personal
Development

Competence

6

Education

6

Professional
Development
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e.g. through recycling

6
7

IM

Freedom from
Discrimination

Impartiality

7

Workers with
Families

7

Child Labor

7

Women's rights

7

Multilingual
information

8

FSSD

Child Labor

ME

Meaning

Freedom of Labor

8

Productive Work

8

Cultural Traditions
Certified
party
Perspective

Label
Pers.

SY

SYL

System

Stakeholder
Holistic Approach
Intersystem
dependencies
Trends
Legislations
Acknowledged
Norms

e.g. Good agricultural
practice

Other Standards

mentions other standards
that should or could be used
in combination with the
standard

Interactions

between different
stakeholder

Relationships

(long-lasting) Cooperation/
Collaborations

Life-CyclePerspective
Ecological Cycles
Scientific Evidence
Climate Change
Acknowledged
Barriers
Complex
SC

SCL

Definition of
Sustainability

Success

Vision
Purpose
Envisioned Future
Strategic Goals
Values
Objectives
Mission
ST

STL

Strategy

Prioritization
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Right Direction
Selection Criteria
Strategic
Investments
Continuous
Improvements
Flexible
Focus Areas
Possibilities
long term
short term
Action Plan
Management Plan
Quality
Management
Precautionary
Principle
Baseline
Assessment
Awareness
Accessibility
Resilience
AC

TO

ACL

TOL

Actions

Concrete Actions

Tools

Strategic Tools

tools for analysis,
measurement, reporting,
auditing, communication

Systems Tools

direct measurements in the
system to monitor damage or
improvement e.g. risk
assessment, environmental
assessment

Capacity Tools

learn about sustainability,
group learning, systems
thinking and co-creation

Indicator

e.g. Key Performance
Indicators

Documentation
Checklist
Self-Inspection
Success according to SSD (de Boer 2003)
IL

ills

described as negative
aspects to escape

ID

ideals

described as positive aspects
to achieve

TRP

Transparency

in reference to the customer

Traceability

in reference to the customer,
when conventional and
organic production should be
separate

Others

TRA
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PR

Principles

when standards name
"principle"

AW

Animal Welfare

includes all social principles
in the context of livestock

QU

Quality

quality and food safety of the e
product

HY

Hygiene

hygiene to maintain the
quality of the products, as
also to protect employees
and consumers

FA

Food Additives

flavorings, colorings, aroma
etc.

RG

Regional

regional and local
preferences of production

RY

Recycling

recycling of materials

RU

Reuse

reuse of materials

EFF

Efficiency

efficient use of (natural)
resources

WA

Waste Management

minimized waste

HO

Hormones

hormones within the livestock
husbandry

CC

Climate Compensation

Planting or having trees to
reduce the impact from
emissions

DEF

Definitions

expressions are explained
and defined

RAD

radiation

HER

herbicides

SR

Social Responsibility
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Appendix F: SP Analysis

UTZ
QA

UTZ Rank

Naturland
Focus

QANaturlan Rank

KRAV
Focus

QA KRAV Rank

3%

Energy
6 Efficiency

19

8%

4 Energy Efficiency

32 16%

SP2

36 21%

3 Pesticides

62 27%

2 Pesticides, GMO

111 54%

4050%

SP3

42 24%

2 Water

82 35%

1 Soil

3040%

SP4

59 34%

Health &
1 Safety

37 16%

Health & Safety,
3 Human Rights

>60%

SP1

5060%

2030%
1020%

SP5

SP6

5

6

10

3%

Collective
6 Bargaining

6

3%

Collective Bargaining,
Freedom of
6 Association

6%

Education,
Child
5 Labour

12

5%

Education, Child
5 Labour

<10%

SP7

14

8%

Child
4 Labour

n.a.

SP8
3
sum 175

2%

Freedom of
7 Labour

4

3%

5%

Freedom from
5 Discrimination

2

1%

7 Freedom of Labour

231

Fairtrade
QA FairtradeRank

11

QA Demete Rank

7

QA OrganicRank

Fossil Fuels, Energy
3 Efficiency

8%

Energy
3 Efficiency

QA orest All Rank

5

4%

4%

3 Peat

54 54%

Organic
1 Fertilizers

35 17%

2 Soil

39 39%

2 Soil

14

7%

4 Health & Safety

3

3%

Health &
4 Safety

2

1%

Collective Bargaining,
7 Freedom of Association

0

0%

9 n.a.

2

1%

Education, Child
7 Labour

0

0%

9 n.a.

4

2%

Freedom from
Discrimination,
6 Multilingual Information

0

0%

9 n.a.

6

3%

5 Cultural Traditions

0

0%

9 n.a.

100

Rainforest Alliance
Focus

4

Focus

1 GMO

206

Demeter
Focus

Greenhouse Gases,
Renewables, Fossil
7 Fuels, Energy Efficiency

EU Organic/Bio
Focus

Focus

Svenskt Sigill
QAenskt Si Rank

Focus

Across all labels
SP SP Rank Focus Measures

Renewables,
Energy
6 Efficiency

29 41%

Energy
2 Efficiency SP1

Energy
4 Efficiency

25 17%

2 Pesticides

51 59%

Synthetic
1 Chemicals

16 12%

Pesticides,
3 MISC

30 43%

1 Pesticides SP2

1 Pesticides

23 16%

3 Biodiversity, Soil

28 32%

2 Soil

41 30%

2 Biodiversity

11 16%

3 Water

SP3

2 Soil

58 40%

1 Health & Safety

1

1%

Health &
4 Safety

46 34%

Health &
1 Safety

0

0%

9 n.a.

SP4

Health &
3 Safety

Collective
7 Bargaining

0

0%

9 n.a.

SP5

Collective
7 Bargaining

4 Education

0

0%

9 n.a.

SP6

Education,
6 Child Labour

0

0%

9 n.a.

SP7

Freedom from
5 Discrimination

0

0%

9 n.a.

SP8

Cultural
8 Traditions

9

6%

5 Freedom of Association

0

0%

9 n.a.

8

5%

6 Child Labour

0

0%

9 n.a.

16 11%

3
146

2%

4

3%

13 10%

Freedom from
4 Discrimination

0

0%

9 n.a.

7

5%

Freedom from
Discrimination,
5 Child Labour

Freedom of Labour,
8 Productive Work

0

0%

9 n.a.

3

2%

Cultural
8 Traditions

87

135

70

64

