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Call for proposals 

Developing risk profiling methodologies – insights from financial 

services in the quantification of sustainability risk at different 

spatial scales 

Deadline for submission of proposals: 14th of October 2019 

Contract duration:  17th of October 2019 to 18th of December 2019 (TBC with consultant) 

Contract value: ~15,000 GBP (including VAT and expenses) 

 

1. Research Framing 

ISEAL is the global membership association for credible sustainability standards. Our members are 

sustainability standards that meet our Codes of Good Practice and promote measurable change through 

open, rigorous and accessible verification, certification and assurance models. 

A growing number of standards are beginning to incorporate risk-based approaches into their assurance 

models, in response to changing stakeholder expectations and opportunities inherent in new 

technologies. Risk-based approaches have significant potential in supporting standards to better 

understand where the highest risks of unsustainable practices among producers are, and use that 

understanding to guide policy development, audit verifications, monitoring and capacity building. Such 

sustainability risk can occur at multiple levels including: 

- Risk related to a product, species, or sector: Some sectors, products or species are strongly 

linked to particular sustainability issues (e.g. the production of hazelnuts and cocoa are known to 

be associated with forced labour);  

- Risk related to the geographical area where the commodity is produced or sourced: Due to 

variation in geophysical, cultural and institutional factors, some geographical areas are more 

prone to risk than others (e.g. companies operating in areas with high deforestation rates might 

be more likely implicated in forest clearance); 

- Risk related to producers or supply chain entities: Internal risks associated with certified 

entities, or their suppliers (e.g. the fact that a factory employs subcontractors, or that a farm 

employs seasonal workers). 

Credible risk quantification, though the triangulation of internal and external data sources to produce 

spatially explicit risk profiles, would allow standards to better decide the scope, sample size, frequency 

and nature of certification audits. A clearer understanding of risks at producer or geographical level could 
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also help inform strategies for certificate holders to strengthen their performance through improvement 

strategies, and manage the inclusion of non-certified material into certified chains of custody. 

Sustainability standards are not the only sector seeking to better quantify sustainability risk. Risk is a 

central consideration for financial services professionals when considering equity, debt, infrastructure, 

project finance, and service opportunities of all sizes across sectors. Examples of the inclusion of 

sustainability risk in the operations of financial services include wholesale and investment banks 

integrating environmental risk management into their broader credit risk controls, insurers incorporating 

sustainability considerations into their underwriting and risk modelling and the integration of 

sustainability criteria into the assessment models of ESG rating agencies.  

While the financial services sector have greater capacity and resources to undertake complex risk 

profiling and modelling, key lessons can be taken from how they quantity sustainability risk, which would 

be relevant to ISEAL members. These lessons include: 

- Considerations in the identification of external data sources (be they qualitative or quantitative) 

that can inform sustainability risk assessments;  

- Considerations in developing methodologies used to aggregate potentially disparate sources of 

data to create risk profiles for a given commodity, sector or region;  

- Considerations in drawing conclusions on the relative risk of sustainability issues in a given place. 

This consultancy is part of a wider ISEAL-led project that seeks to improve the assurance programmes of 

ISEAL members. The project aims to do so by supporting ISEAL members to strengthen their 

understanding of how to use multiple sources of information to assess performance, both of certified 

entities, and at a greater spatial scale. This work is funded by the German Federal Ministry for Economic 

Cooperation and Development (BMZ), and implemented by GIZ. 

 

2. Research scope and questions  

ISEAL is seeking a consultant to carry out research into how institutions offering financial services inform 

their understanding of sustainability risks. The research should draw lessons on how they reach their 

conclusions, allowing ISEAL to identify how these approaches can inform strategies employed by 

sustainability standards. The research will consist of interviews with professionals from financial services, 

supplemented by desk-based research analysing commonly used methodological frameworks, with 

associated data needs and software tools employed by these institutions in their quantification of 

sustainability risk. Financial services that should be considered for this research include the insurance 

sector, commercial / wholesale banking, and ESG rating agencies. ISEAL is open to exploring 

methodologies employed by other entities in financial services, based on agreement between ISEAL and 

the consultant. 

Throughout this work, we expect the consultant to be mindful that sustainability standards have limited 

resources (both funding and staff capacity), so more emphasis should to be placed on the rationales 

behind method development and how gaps in data and information are approached and solved. Less 

emphasis should be placed on identifying bespoke software solutions and/or services available for 
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purchase. This is about the identification of good practice in this field, which ISEAL will then share in a 

format tailored to sustainability standards as both learning and development opportunities. 

The research should answer the following questions:  

- What methodologies and strategies are commonly employed by financial services to quantify 

sustainability risk across multiple levels and spatial scales? This should highlight both 

commonalities and gaps in different approaches taken to develop risk profiles for a given 

commodity, sector or region.  

- What sources of information are needed to support those methodologies? This should highlight 

both quantitative and qualitative sources, data integration, validation protocols and data needs 

identification, depending on spatial context of the sustainability risk assessment. Of particular 

importance will be understanding how financial institutions overcome challenges in data-poor 

contexts and regions.  

- What processes and decision making steps are required ultimately reach robust conclusions 

from risk assessments on the relative risk of sustainability issues in a given place? This should 

highlight operational decision-making tools, checks and balances and good practices that should 

be in place in order to verify that model outputs meet business needs and adequately inform 

mitigation actions and responses to identified risks.   

 

3. Expected Deliverables 

The consultant will be expected to deliver: 

- Interview summaries (2 pages max. per interview) that summarise the types of data sources and 

methodologies used by each financial institution interviewed to quantify risk across sectors and 

sustainability issues; 

- Synthesis report (30 pages max.) that outlines key similarities and differences in methodologies 

and data sources used by interviewees, supplemented by desk research where appropriate. 

- A presentation (slide deck) summarizing the research and its findings - to be presented to ISEAL 

at the end of the project. 

The exact format, length and tone of these deliverables will be agreed upon in close consultation with the 

ISEAL project team.  

 

4. Application timeframe  

The contract duration will be two months, from 17th October to 18th December 2019 (to be confirmed 

with successful consultant).  

The expected timeline for the application process and implementation deadlines is: 

- 14th October: deadline for proposal submission 
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- 15th – 16th October: notification of contract award 

- 17th October: start of contract and kick-off meeting 

- Mid-November: intermediate outputs provided and discussed 

- 18th December: final report submitted and close of contract (TBC with consultant) 

 

5. Application process  

Interested parties should submit a full proposal of max. 10 pages, covering or considering the following 

elements: 

- A summary of experience and knowledge related to the specific deliverables, including 

references from related work experience and publications; 

- A proposed research methodology covering data collection methods and data sources. As the 

success of this consultancy relies on access to relevant informants, the proposal should also 

detail how access to informants will be secured, and the number of interviews to be pursued;  

- Financial services institutions that will be considered for interviews, and the number of 

interviews that will be conducted as part of this research; 

- A budget including a high-level work-plan, day rates, and incidentals such as communications 

expenses and any applicable taxes. 

Please note that interested parties are expected to have the network and contacts already in place to 

independently organise and schedule interviews with relevant stakeholders. 

 

Contractors should declare all potential conflicts of interest.  

The ISEAL project team will provide the consultant with existing background research, where relevant.  

Tenders can be submitted by email to innovations@isealalliance.org on or prior to 14th October.  

ISEAL reserves the right not to accept any tender submitted. 
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