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Introduction 
Companies, governments and civil society are seeking tools they can use to evaluate sustainability performance 
and to recognise and reward good practice. To assess, compare and qualify this broad array of sustainability 
approaches and performance, different stakeholders are developing evaluation processes that are referred to 
broadly as ‘benchmarks’.  

From 1 March to 15 May 2019, ISEAL is carrying out a consultation to define good practices for benchmarking 
exercises or programmes. Our goal is to make sure that benchmarks, which have the potential to influence how 
companies approach sustainability, are carried out in a robust, transparent and credible manner. 

This background document explains what benchmarking is and why it’s important for anyone involved in 
sustainability. In addition to giving various examples, we summarize key elements from ISEAL’s draft 
Sustainability Benchmarking Good Practice Guide – which is available here www.isealalliance.org/benchmarking     

What are sustainability benchmarks? 
Sustainability benchmarks are a way of systematically evaluating 
the sustainability performance of voluntary standards, 
certifications, companies or other entities that aim to 
implement sustainability measures or create positive impacts.  

Using a set of criteria or reference points, a benchmarking 
process provides its users with comparable information about 
the benchmarked entities. The results of a benchmark allows its 
users to recognize, apply or support the benchmarked entities, 
for example by recognizing a sustainability standard.  

Scope - what is benchmarked?  

A large variety of entities can be benchmarked. The two most common approaches for benchmarking 
sustainability are:  

 Sustainability standards, certifications or similar initiatives or programmes that define sustainable 
production practices. For example, a company or government procurer that sources coffee beans can 
benchmark different coffee standards and certifications to decide which ones to include in its policies 
and contracts. 

 The policies, commitments and performance of companies in the supply chain. For example, an NGO 
can compare how well big brands are realizing their sustainability commitments.  

Useful Definitions: 

Benchmark (verb): To benchmark is the act 
of determining (or judging) alignment with 
the fixed reference point. 

Entity: The subject of a sustainability 
benchmark.  This can be a sustainability 
standard, company, NGO or other 
stakeholder.  

Performance level: The established level of 
quality or attainment against which 
benchmarked entities are assessed. 

With support from: 



   

 

Purpose - who is carrying out benchmarks and why?  

In practice, a variety of stakeholders use sustainability benchmarks for a range of purposes.  

 Governments can use benchmarking programmes to qualify sustainability standards for use in public 
procurement (e.g. Guidelines produced by the US Environmental Protection Agency on the assessment 
of standards for public procurement) or for fulfilling company due diligence obligations (as in the case 
of EU Renewable Energy Directive);  

 Companies or business platforms and associations can better identify which standards or sustainability 
tools are appropriate for their needs (e.g. Mars’s decision in 2013 to source 100% RSPO mass-balance 
certified palm oil);  

 NGOs can rank the sustainability performance of companies, incentivising improvement (e.g. the 
Corporate Human Rights Benchmark and Oxfam Behind the Brand reports). 

 

 

 

US EPA:  Using credible standards in public procurement  
In 2016, the United States Environmental Protection Agency released guidance on the assessment of standards 
and ecolabels for federal procurement. These guidelines are a set of criteria that can help identify those private 
standards and ecolabels federal purchasers should use when seeking to buy greener products, expanding their 
options to include more than federal standards and ecolabels. The guidelines, developed through consultations 
with stakeholders, allow for the identification of standards that are well developed and deliver positive 
environmental outcomes. In creating these guidelines, the EPA provided a benchmark to better leverage existing 
private standards and ecolabels by the US Government. 

Figure 1 - Examples of organisations that carry out sustainability benchmarks 



   

 

Different words for similar processes 

Benchmarking processes follow similar steps. The ISEAL Sustainability Benchmarking Good Practice Guide 
identifies five stages which are included in annex 1 of this document. While many organizations and initiatives 
carry out benchmarks in one form or another, they don’t always describe the activity as such. For example, a 
sustainability (or ESG) index or rating is a type of benchmark specific to the finance sector. An index is a 
selection of shares of companies that are managed in ways that are seen to consider sustainability challenges 
and opportunities. Similarly, company ratings allow investors to use ESG information to evaluate the 
performance of their portfolios.  

Alignment assessments are another specific 
form of benchmarks that measures the degree 
to which sustainability standards or tools are 
aligned to internationally agreed norms, 
regulations, or policy recommendations. The 
OECD’s sector specific alignment assessments 
are the most notable examples. 

In the ISEAL Sustainability Benchmarking Good 
Practice Guide, all of these activities are 
considered a form of benchmarking.  

 

How do benchmarks influence business behaviour and trade? 

Sustainability benchmarking can have material implications for trade and investment flows because they enable 
brands, companies, buyers, governments or finance actors to define what ‘acceptable’ or ‘necessary’ 
sustainability practices are. They can be understood as ‘market signals’ that indicate what sustainable business 
behaviour should be. 

Depending on its scope, purpose and use, a benchmark can have a significant effect on market access for 
exporting producers or countries. For example, the EU Renewable Energy Directive is a strong determinant for 
how European companies will import biofuels from exporting countries such as Brazil. Similarly, when an 

industry or business association such as the 
Consumer Goods Forum (CGF) or the European 
Feed Manufacturers’ Federation (FEFAC) 
benchmarks sustainability standards or 
certifications to recommend to their members, this 
can influence sourcing policies and impact suppliers 
and producers in supply chains.  

Whether used by financial institutions to negatively 
screen potential clients, multinational companies to 
inform their sourcing policies, or by governments to 
incentivise the import of products with certain  

EU RED: Subsidies for sustainable biofuels 
The European Union’s Renewable Energy Directive 
(2009/28/EC) set binding renewable energy targets for 
all EU Member States as of 2020. With an overall target 
of 20%, a mix of policy instruments have been 
introduced to support the directives development and 
deployment. One such policy instrument has been to 
subsidize biofuels that have been produced under more 
sustainable conditions. The European Commission has 
benchmarked and recognized various private 
sustainability standards and certification systems under 
EU RED to achieve this.   

IndexAmericas: linking sustainability and 
investment opportunities 
IndexAmericas is a corporate sustainability index developed 
by the Inter-American Development Bank and the Inter-
American Investment Corporation. Assessing companies 
based on ESG data analysis, the index recognises the 100 
publicly traded companies operating in Latin America and 
the Caribbean that best meet the content of their 
evaluation. Indices such as this drive improvement in the 
private sector by recognising and rewarding leaders, 
improving company practices and standards, and rewarding 
transparency and disclosure. 



   

 

sustainability characteristics, these benchmarks are important tools for driving the uptake of responsible and 
sustainable practices.  

 

What are the challenges with benchmarking sustainability? 

For various reasons, benchmarks can create challenges. Those voluntary standards, organizations or initiatives 
that are subjected to a benchmark will face these directly, but they can also relate to the broader range of 
companies or producers that are expected to implement the sustainable practices or standards included in a 
benchmark (e.g. farmers that need to implement a certain standard). Broadly the challenges can be summarized 
in two ways: 

 Process issues: It is quite common that the methodology and process underpinning a benchmark are 

lacking. This could mean that the benchmarking process lacks sufficient transparency, rigour, 
inclusiveness, and impartiality, or other credibility aspects. This not only weakens the results of a 
benchmark, but also the legitimacy of any subsequent decisions based on that benchmark. ISEAL’s 
Good Practice Guide focusses on how to ensure a benchmark is developed and applied in a credible 
manner – the key principles are elaborated below.  

 Content issues: The content of the benchmark, that is the sustainability requirements, practices or 

performance expectations that are included in the benchmark, need to be relevant for a broad range of 
stakeholders. This can be partly solved by consulting widely when developing the content of a 
benchmark (for example, which SDGs to focus on, or which aspect of sustainable farming to include). 
ISEAL’s Good Practice Guide provides overall guidance on how to develop the content and align with 
international norms, but this process is specific to each benchmark.  The content of the benchmark 
needs to be detailed enough to differentiate between benchmarked entities and, equally importantly, 
needs to ensure that claims and communications about the results of the benchmark are accurate.  

Actors that are involved in benchmarking or are impacted by them need to understand both types of 
challenges. The principles for credible benchmarking processes on the next page can be used to identify and 
address these issues.  

 

 

 

 

FEFAC: Fostering more sustainable soy production and consumption 
FEFAC, the European Feed Manufacturers’ Federation, published its Soy Sourcing Guidelines in 2015, comprising 
of 59 baseline criteria, accompanied by verification requirements. Responsible soy programmes can apply to be 
benchmarked against the Guidelines, which are assessed independently by the ITC. The Guidelines are intended 
to bring more clarity to the market about existing and newly developed responsible soy schemes, with the long 
term intended outcome of stimulating market transformation to responsibly produced soy. The guidelines define 
a baseline level for imported soy to the European market.  



   

 

Principles of a Credible Benchmarking Process 

A number of core principles are applicable across all benchmarks and can be used as a point of reference for 
decisions about how to develop and implement the benchmark. These principles are derived from the ISEAL 
Credibility Principles. 

Transparency: Relevant information is made freely available in an accessible manner. Interested stakeholders 

should have access to information about the mission of the benchmarking programme, the benchmark criteria, 
how the benchmark was set and how it is being implemented, and the results of any benchmarking and what 
those results mean. 

Rigour: Benchmarking exercises and programmes are structured and implemented in ways that are sufficient 

to produce quality outcomes. This means that the benchmark is sufficiently detailed and clear, while the 
benchmarking process is robust and implemented consistently by individuals who are competent for their roles. 

Stakeholder engagement: Interested stakeholders have appropriate opportunities to participate in and 

provide input to the process. This means that programmes have identified interested stakeholders and should 
determine whether and how they can provide input to the development of the benchmark or to the subsequent 
benchmarking of standards, and to make those opportunities available to them.   

Impartiality: Benchmarking exercises and programmes identify and mitigate conflicts of interest throughout 

their operations. This means that the benchmarking programme is not engaged in activities that would 
compromise the integrity of the benchmarking results. Where one organisation benchmarks other organisations 
against itself, this principle would imply that the results only be used for internal purposes. 

Efficiency: Benchmarking exercises and programmes are structured as simply as possible and avoid 

redundancies. This means that a new benchmarking programme should only be developed if its objectives can’t 
be fulfilled by existing initiatives, that the programme is not unduly complex, that the number of benchmarking 
criteria are fit for purpose and not overly prescriptive, and that the criteria are aligned as much as possible with 
the most relevant existing benchmarking initiatives. 

Improvement: Benchmarking exercises and programmes are structured to incentivise better practices in the 

entities that they cover. Ideally, this means benchmarking programmes stimulate a ‘race to the top’ rather than 
a drive towards the lowest common denominator, while recognizing that ‘better’ practices do not necessarily 
imply higher performance levels or more stringent requirements. Benchmarking programmes can be used as a 
gap analysis that encourages and rewards improvements in benchmarked entities.  

Accessibility: Benchmarking exercises and programmes avoid structures that create unnecessary barriers to 

participation and implementation. This means that the benchmark and accompanying procedures are 
appropriate, easy to understand, and broadly applicable, and that any associated fees or other requirements do 
not create significant burdens that would prevent or inhibit participation. 



   

Developing the 
framework
•Identify the target 
audience and their 
needs

•Articulate purpose 
clearly

•Delineate scope 
regarding:
•Commodity
•Geography
•Type of entity
•Supply chain
•Market presence

•Develop a strong 
governance structure

Defining content
•Support decisions 
through stakeholder 
engagement

•Identify and mitigate 
conflicts of interest

•Ensure alignment 
with international 
norms and guidelines

•Accomodate for 
diverse approaches 
in the benchmark

Deciding on the 
evaluation structure
•Pick a suitable 
evaluation structure:
•Mandatory vs 
Aspirational

•Scoring
•Ranking
•Progress Models

Implementation
•Entity applies to be 
benchmarked

•Desk review
•Additional data 
collection (such as 
shadow audits)

•Benchmarking 
committee

•Public consultation
•Evaluation decision
•Monitoring of 
continued alignment

Communicating 
results
•Ensure proper 
representation of 
results

•Consider the types of 
claims that can be 
made

•Develop a publically 
available claims 
policy

Annex 1: Stages in developing a benchmark 
The ISEAL Sustainability Benchmarking Good Practice Guide identifies five stages through which a benchmark is developed and 
implemented. The overview below provides a brief indication of the different aspects that need to be considered at each stage. The Good 
Practice Guide provides further detail and insights on how to address credibility issues at each stage of the process. 



 

 

About ISEAL 

ISEAL Alliance is the global association for credible sustainability standards. ISEAL members include 23 of 
the leading global sustainability standards organizations. Our members support the delivery of 
sustainable value chains and have pioneered the design and application of standards to link sustainable 
production and consumption across international trade. 

 

About the consultation on Good Practices in Sustainability 
Benchmarking 

To ensure consistent, accurate and robust benchmarking, ISEAL has developed a practical guide for 
organisations who commission or carry out sustainability benchmarks. In particular, the guidance aims to 
support public policy-making and inform policy design, which will help stimulate the development of 
advanced smart-mix policies for sustainable production and consumption. 

To support the development of this document, ISEAL is running a global consultation on sustainability 
benchmarking best practice. 

The global consultation runs from 1 March to 15 May 2019. 

Contact us at benchmarking@isealalliance.org to find out more about our consultation workshops; 

Download the guidance from this webpage; 

Complete our survey about the draft guidance. 

 

 

 

 

This summary document is an output for an ISEAL project on sustainability benchmarking, supported by 
the Deutsche Gesellschaft für Internationale Zusammenarbeit (GIZ), on behalf of the Federal Ministry for 
Economic Cooperation and Development (BMZ). 


