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Remaining challenges 
•  Lack of credible information about the impacts and costs/benefits; 
 
•  Often high compliance costs with no support regarding financing 

options; 

•  Lack of transparency in developing VSS content requirements; 
 
•  Design of VSS by importing and retailing companies with limited input 

from producers; 

•  Potential marginalization of small-scale producers; 

•  Lack of harmonization and equivalence across similar VSS often 
requires compliance with multiple VSS for a single product. 

•  Concern about a holistic approach - very often VSS are single-issue-
focused 

•    



Impacts of VSS in supply chains 

Role of VSS and 
small producer 
participation in 
value chains is 

contested. 

Positive impacts 
have been found 
where dominant 

chain actors 
share the values 

promoted by 
standards. 
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upgrading 
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Impacts of VSS on producers and 
exporters 

Producers tend to be 
better off financially 
when participating in 

VSS 

Business-related 
positive effects can 

outweigh direct 
financial impact of VSS 

Closer relationships 
between buyers and 

sellers  
lead to better results for 

producers and 
exporters 

VSS are one tool in a 
broader set of voluntary 
and regulatory options 



The interplay of regulations and VSS - I 
•  The development of an efficient system of regulation and VSS is more 

advanced for food safety and quality standards as opposed to social 
and environmental VSS or other VSS with sustainability claims; 

•  Potential gains to be realized from more harmonized VSS and 
regulations are considerable; 

•  Legitimacy of VSS perceived by stakeholders is essential for 
acceptance and use of VSS; 

•  Governments are important stakeholders influencing the legitimacy of 
VSS. 

•  Governments need to strengthen national capacities for pro-active VSS 
implementation, assure policy coherence, and facilitate public-private 
partnerships and dialogue.  



The interplay of regulations and VSS - II 
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Source: ITC (2011): The interplay of public and private standards. Literature 
review series on the impacts of private standards part III.  



When do VSS work? 
1.  Adoption of VSS tends to be favoured in contexts where  

(i)  the type of product has  high requirements regarding traceability,  
(ii)  in extractive businesses,  
(iii)  where commodities are identifiable in end-products, or 
(iv)  where there are shorter supply chains with fewer actors; 
(v)  VSS tend to be more viable in contexts with higher levels of producer 

and institutional preparedness;  
 

2.  Successful implementation of VSS requires a balance between global scope 
and adaptation to local conditions;  

3.  The implementation of VSS is enhanced when clear and visible incentives 
by value chain actors for their adoption exist, at least in the short term; 

4.  The role of the buyer is critical in determining the effects for producers. 



Points / questions for further discussion 
 
 
 
 
     
 
 
 
 
 

1.  Need for information as VSS are complex and difficult to understand.  This complexity 
is exacerbated by the sheer number of standards. 

2.  Should standards that ease market access be given priority over other VSS? 

3.  Need for information on VSS spans a wide range of issues:  social, environmental, 
quality and traceability, market data, impacts data, etc. 

4.  Need for information is evident on many levels:  producer/exporter, manufacturing/
retailing, buyers, policy level, and NGO/international organisations 

5.  Information is key for clarifying the potential and understanding the limitations of 
sustainability standards.  Good data is also the prerequisite for strategy and policy 
development. 

6.  What is the appropriate role of national voluntary standards as an intermediate step 
towards international standards? 


