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These are the main questions the report addresses: 

n    What are the benefits of aligning on metrics and 
sharing or combining data across organisations? 

n    What challenges arise in reaching agreement on 
common metrics and integrating common metrics into 
your own systems? 

n    When is data sharing or combining data from various 
organisations worth the effort?  

n    What lessons have we learned to make efforts to align 
metrics and combine data more effective? 

To answer these questions, we draw on ISEAL’s recent experience in 
nine projects that involved identifying and implementing common 
indicators or combining and analysing data from multiple ISEAL 
members (see page 5-6). Many of the projects are interrelated; 
learning from one project produced ideas for new projects, and these 
new efforts built on what had been achieved. 

Finding solutions to society’s greatest sustainability challenges requires a range 
of stakeholders and sectors to work together towards shared goals. Indicators 
and data are an important part of this collective effort; they support collaborative 
problem-solving and coordinated service delivery. Stakeholders organise around 
shared outcomes and metrics, share information with each other, and bring their 
data together to generate new insights. 

Collaboration, aligning metrics and sharing and 
compiling data across organisations is not easy. It 
requires a commitment from all parties to work 
together, find common ground, and sometimes 
even make compromises. Before embarking on 
this journey, organisations need to understand 
the potential benefits and challenges in this kind 
of collaboration. They will want to avoid pitfalls 
and obstacles. 

This report sets out to inform and guide 
organisations and initiatives that are considering 
working together to align metrics or share data. 
Standards systems in the ISEAL membership 
are the main audience, but the analysis and 
lessons are relevant for other organisations or 
initiatives working on developing shared metrics 
and exchanging or compiling shared datasets. 
We explore benefits and common challenges 
and provide practical pointers and tips for those 
embarking on these activities. 

1. Introduction
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CHAPTER 1  |  Introduction

THE START OF THE JOURNEY
ISEAL’s first project to tackle common metrics was the 
Demonstrating and Improving Poverty Impacts (DIPI) 
project, which began in 2011. A key goal of this multi-year 
project was for the ISEAL member agricultural standard 
systems to improve their reporting and research about 
the smallholder farmers with whom they work. Better 
information would help understand whether the schemes 
were reaching poor farmers and successfully working to 
improve their incomes and livelihoods. The project design 
called for developing common indicators – indicators that 
could be applied across all participating schemes. 

The basic idea was that common indicators would make it 
easier to collate and compare information across systems 
and across studies. This would deepen collective learning 
about the contribution that sustainability standards make to 
improving farmer livelihoods. This work on ‘common core 
indicators’ has inspired and informed multiple subsequent 
efforts and projects. 

In the years since we launched the DIPI project, an 
appreciation of the importance of common measurement 
frameworks has grown in the sustainability space. It 
is widely recognised that reporting against common 

indicators can drive understanding of individual and 
collective progress towards shared goals, like the 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). Combining data 
is emerging as an important strategy for understanding 
the collective impact of collaborative sustainability efforts, 
such as landscape initiatives. 

CLARIFYING CONCEPTS 
The terms metrics and indicators are often used 
interchangeably. For the purposes of this report, metrics 
are the basic variables that standard systems measure and 
collect data on, whether through the assurance process or 
within the monitoring and evaluation (M&E) system, e.g. 
the number of hectares (ha) of a certified farm. 

Metrics can be analysed independently (e.g. total number 
of certified hectares) or be combined to serve as indicators 
for sustainability performance (e.g. the farm size (ha) 
combined with production output (kg) provides an 
estimation of yield (kg/ha)). 

Don’t get too hung up on terms, as some 
organisations may use them differently.  
What is important is to be clear what is meant 

in the particular context.

ISEAL initially developed the indicator set as part of 

the Demonstrating and Improving Poverty Impacts 

project. It covers ‘reach’ indicators (how many entities 

and what type of entities does your system reach?), 

and outcome and long-term impact indicators, with 

a focus on seven topics: resource management, 

production improvements, business resilience, 

producer group strengthening, labour rights, 

community development, and participation. More 

recently, ISEAL has begun adding indicators identified 

through other ISEAL projects to this indicator set, 

most notably indicators for measuring geographic 

location (produced through the Certification Atlas 

project). Today the CCI are a source of inspiration 

for organisations looking for indicators that other 

standards systems are using. The indicators also 

underlie the collective reporting initiatives outlined on 

page 24. You can find the indicators by searching for 

common core indicators on the ISEAL website,  

www.isealalliance.org.

ISEAL COMMON CORE INDICATORS (CCI)

http://www.isealalliance.org
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Metrics alignment is about achieving consistency in 
metrics or indicators used across different organisations 
and systems. This could be alignment across standards 
systems or between standards systems and external 
frameworks like the SDGs. Alignment can occur on a 
number of levels:

n  Aligning on the topic – this involves agreements across 
organisations about what to measure (e.g. wages, land 
size, biodiversity), but not the specific measures used. 

n  Aligning on the definition of specific metrics or indicators 
– this level of alignment goes deeper to make sure that 
organisations are using the same definitions (e.g. water 
use = litres of water used for all purposes per capita per 
day), but does not specify how the data will be collected 
(e.g. from water bills, or by asking respondents to 
estimate minutes per day that a tap is open).

n  Aligning on how to measure – this includes agreeing on 
the definitions and the specific methods/protocols used to 
collect information on that metric (e.g. measure certified 
farm area by walking the boundaries of the farm with a 
GPS following a set of precise instructions and reporting 
on the results in a standardised format). 

Deeper alignment opens up more opportunities for sharing 
and combining information, but requires more commitment 
from the respective organisations to adjust their internal 
systems and practices. For example, it’s not possible to 
combine data on wages across organisations if the specific 
metrics used and the way the data is collected are different 
in each organisation.

Sharing data can take many forms – from providing data to 
another organisation for their own analysis or use, to pooling 
or combining data provided by several organisations to analyse 
together. Data can be shared with partners or within a network 
such as the ISEAL Alliance, or it can be made publicly available. 

The lessons presented in this report primarily come from 
the experience of aligning metrics or combining data across 
multiple organisations within the ISEAL Alliance to deepen 
understanding and expand opportunities for analysis, 
reporting and insight generation. Different issues might arise 
when working with a broader stakeholder group.

Topic  
alignment

Defintions and 
protocols alignment

Definition  
alignment
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ISEAL’s CCIs recommend gender disaggregation in the collection 
in several metrics (that is, collecting and recording separate 
information on men and women). ISEAL recently did a review of 
gender disaggregated data collection across ISEAL members, as 
part of the ‘Improving data and impact measurement for women 
in the supply chain’ project (in which BSR, ISEAL and other partners 
are involved). This project aims to improve integration of a gender 
perspective in standards processes and tools and to improve 
measurement of meaningful progress on gender equality in supply 
chains, in part through collection of gender disaggregated data.

www.bsr.org/en/our-insights/report-view/making-women-
workers-count-gender-responsive-due-diligence-report  
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Projects contributing to this learning paper
Find out more about these projects and learnings on the ISEAL community site

COMMON INDICATORS RELATED TO POVERTY REDUCTION 
AND LIVELIHOODS 
Developing and Improving Poverty Impacts (DIPI) project

This was a joint effort to agree on a set of common 
indicators to help demonstrate and evaluate the 
contribution that standards systems can make to poverty 
alleviation and pro-poor development. The use of common 
indicators was intended to make it easier to collate and 
compare information across systems and studies, and 
thus increase and deepen collective learning about the 
contribution that standards systems make to improving 
livelihoods and addressing other aspects of sustainability. 
The indicators developed through this project were the 
basis for ISEAL’s set of common core indicators (CCIs).

www.isealalliance.org/about-iseal/our-work/
common-core-indicators

BRINGING THE DATA ON COMMON INDICATORS TOGETHER 
FOR COLLECTIVE REPORTING
DIPI project 

ISEAL worked with members to integrate DIPI 
common indicators into their data collection 
systems and then pull together data from 
agricultural standards on a sub-set of relevant 
metrics. The goal was to create a report about 
our collective reach and how that had changed 
over time. Even just the process of bringing the 
data together generated many valuable lessons 
for the group.

www.isealalliance.org/about-iseal/our-
work/demonstrating_improving_poverty_
impacts

BRINGING DATA TOGETHER TO ASSESS THE EXTENT OF 
MULTIPLE CERTIFICATION 
DIPI project 

This was a joint effort to create a clearer picture of the 
number of certificate holders that have one or more 
other certifications/verifications (multiple certification) 
in coffee and cocoa. Understanding the level of multiple 
certification helps assess whether standards systems are 
bringing more farmers into the system over time and 
helps avoid double counting. The experience also helped 
the participating standards systems improve the quality 
of their data.

www.evidensia.eco/resources/450/multiple-
certification-patterns-of-iseal-member-schemes-
in-the-coffee-and-cocoa-industries-briefing-paper   

‘Demonstrating Collective Impact in the Global 
Coffee Sector: indicator alignment’ set out to 
develop a technical standard for common metrics 
to facilitate data interoperability and exchange 
for collective impact reporting, based on a 
structured repository of most commonly used 
indicators. This effort built on the ISEAL CCIs and 
SDG indicators.

www.isealalliance.org/innovations-
standards/innovations-projects/

developing-common-indicators-farm-level-coffee  

A small group of standards systems came together as 
the Global Living Wage Coalition to agree on a common 
definition of living wage and to apply a common 
approach to measuring living wage benchmarks. The 
group also developed guidance for auditors to guide 
alignment in how current wages are calculated. Social 
Accountability International has developed auditor 
training to support consistency in the approach taken 
across SA8000 auditors, and other organisations are 
experimenting with a template for standardising the 
collection of wage data from certified operations.

www.globallivingwage.org  

COFFEE SECTOR INDICATOR FRAMEWORK 
ISEAL Innovations Fund project – Global Coffee Platform (GCP)

THE GLOBAL LIVING WAGE COALITION THE LIVING INCOME COMMUNITY OF PRACTICE

Following the Global Living Wage Coalition’s work to 
define living wage for workers, there was interest in 
exploring how a similar concept could be applied to 
farmer incomes. When ISEAL, GIZ and the Sustainable 
Food Lab formed a multi-actor Living Income Community 
of Practice, one of the goals was to encourage learning 
and exchange around the measurement of living income 
benchmarks and to explore how this information can 
drive action to close the gap between living income and 
current farmer incomes.

www.living-income.com    

This work focuses on understanding existing 
member capacity to generate and use location 
data, promote the collection and use of this 
information and build capacity. The ultimate goal 
is to create an updatable map-based data layer 
that visually represents the collective reach of 
member certification across the globe.

www.isealalliance.org/innovations-
standards/innovations-projects/iseal-
certification-atlas-putting-certified-sites-map 

Under the Certification Atlas project, ISEAL members 
compiled their certificate location and other 
certificate data in combination with a variety of freely 
available third-party data layers. They produced pilots 
combining this data with geospatial analysis options 
to visualise and provide deeper insights (e.g. risk 
analyses). The pilots were conducted collaboratively 
among ISEAL members and provided the opportunity 
to format, systematically organise and standardise 
the geospatial data they hold.

CERTIFICATION ATLAS AND LOCATION DATA CERTIFICATION ATLAS ANALYSIS PILOTS FRAMEWORK FOR GENDER DISAGGREGATED DATA
Business for Social Responsibility (BSR), ISEAL gender working group

http://www.bsr.org/en/our-insights/report-view/making-women-workers-count-gender-responsive-due-diligence-report
http://www.bsr.org/en/our-insights/report-view/making-women-workers-count-gender-responsive-due-diligence-report
https://community.isealalliance.org/online-community/resources/iseals-metrics-alignment-and-data-sharing-projects-members-week-2018
http://www.isealalliance.org/about-iseal/our-work/common-core-indicators
http://www.isealalliance.org/about-iseal/our-work/common-core-indicators
http://www.isealalliance.org/about-iseal/our-work/demonstrating_improving_poverty_impacts
http://www.isealalliance.org/about-iseal/our-work/demonstrating_improving_poverty_impacts
http://www.isealalliance.org/about-iseal/our-work/demonstrating_improving_poverty_impacts
http://www.evidensia.eco/resources/450/multiple-certification-patterns-of-iseal-member-schemes-in-the-coffee-and-cocoa-industries-briefing-paper
http://www.evidensia.eco/resources/450/multiple-certification-patterns-of-iseal-member-schemes-in-the-coffee-and-cocoa-industries-briefing-paper
http://www.evidensia.eco/resources/450/multiple-certification-patterns-of-iseal-member-schemes-in-the-coffee-and-cocoa-industries-briefing-paper
https://www.isealalliance.org/innovations-standards/innovations-projects/developing-common-indicators-farm-level-coffee
https://www.isealalliance.org/innovations-standards/innovations-projects/developing-common-indicators-farm-level-coffee
https://www.isealalliance.org/innovations-standards/innovations-projects/developing-common-indicators-farm-level-coffee
http://www.globallivingwage.org
https://www.living-income.com
https://www.isealalliance.org/innovations-standards/innovations-projects/iseal-certification-atlas-putting-certified-sites-map
https://www.isealalliance.org/innovations-standards/innovations-projects/iseal-certification-atlas-putting-certified-sites-map
https://www.isealalliance.org/innovations-standards/innovations-projects/iseal-certification-atlas-putting-certified-sites-map
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This alignment is an important 
prerequisite to sharing or combining 
data. It also supports comparison and 
analysis across different datasets, 
making sure that we are not ‘comparing 
apples to oranges’ in any analysis. 
While aligning on metrics is usually 
the foundation for data sharing or 
combining datasets, sometimes it works 
the other way around – the process 
of data sharing spurs commitment to 
work towards collaboration and deeper 
alignment on metrics. 

In this chapter, we outline key benefits 
of metrics alignment and data sharing 
emerging from ISEAL project experience. 
While some benefits come directly 
from being aligned or having combined 
datasets, many other, often unexpected, 
benefits emerge from the process of 
working together on data and metrics. 
Some of these directly benefit individual 
organisations and others are benefits 
for any collective of organisations 
working together to achieve a common 
goal. These are discussed further in the 
following sections.

We know sustainability matters… but how to measure it?  Measuring what matters 
starts with metrics – pieces of data that are the basic building blocks for the infor-
mation we want to have. When we align on metrics, we create a common language 
and understanding on what is being measured and how. 

2. Benefits and opportunities

n  Ensures that concepts are clear and agreed
n  Facilitates comparability across studies, 

organisations or systems
n   Facilitates data sharing and combining 
n   Identifies metrics already tested and accepted 

by others
n   Moves discussions from a focus on concepts 

and metrics to a focus on action

n  Increases efficiency by using data already 
collected by others

n  Builds a more complete and robust picture of 
performance by triangulating data and sources 
of information

n  Arrives at a picture of collective reach or 
impact, without double counting

n  Reveals patterns that are not visible with data 
from only one organisation

n  Enables collective learning 
n  Provides checks on data quality and stimulates 

improvements in data governance and data 
management

n  Tests (in practice) the degree of metrics 
alignment and generates recommendations 
for further alignment of definitions or data 
collection protocols

Overview of benefits from metrics alignment, data sharing and combining data

BENEFITS OF 
FINDING A COMMON 
LANGUAGE THROUGH 
METRICS ALIGNMENT

BENEFITS OF SHARING 
DATA ACROSS 
ORGANISATIONS

BENEFITS OF 
COMBINING 
DATA ACROSS 
ORGANISATIONS
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CHAPTER 2  |  Benefits and opportunities

some information from certificate holders about the 
different certifications they hold. By bringing data together 
they produced a fuller picture of multiple certification 
than any one of the systems could have done alone. A 
better understanding of multi-certification could inform 
operational changes, such as how to bring down audit 
costs and reduce the burden on producers holding more 
than one certification. 

ISEAL’s Certification Atlas project is another example of 
standard systems combining data to derive new insights. 
By mapping the location of certified entities across 
multiple schemes, individual systems could see where they 
operated relative to others. This highlighted similarities 
and differences between schemes and opportunities 
to work together through landscape or jurisdictional 
approaches.

Find errors in your own data by comparing or 
combining it with data from others 

In both the multiple certification project and the 
Certification Atlas project, pooling data had an unexpected 
benefit: it revealed errors in the data managed by 
different ISEAL members. This led to recommendations 
about how standards could improve their data capture 
and data management systems. For example, the 
multiple certification project revealed database gaps and 
inconsistencies in how locations and names were reported. 
Members received reports highlighting the issues, so they 
could then fix these specific errors, decide how to fill the 
gaps, and identify system improvements to avoid these 
problems in the future. 

Build insights by putting your data in context 

The Certification Atlas project did more than bring data 
from multiple schemes together: publicly available 
contextual data about the socio-economic and 
environmental conditions was added to the combined 
dataset, giving standards a clearer understanding of the 
risk landscape in which they operate (specifically around 
water scarcity, child labour and deforestation). 

Adding this secondary data layer helped standard systems 
evaluate how their effectiveness might be affected by 
external conditions (e.g. how prevalence of migrant labour 
might affect the potential impact of the standards’ labour 
requirements) or conversely how the operations of the 
standard systems might be affecting the context (e.g. how 
a standard might be influencing water availability). 

2.1  OPPORTUNITIES FOR YOUR 
ORGANISATION
Save time and effort by using tried and tested 
metrics 

Are you developing or updating your systems or looking 
for good metrics and indicators on a particular topic? 
Leveraging tried and tested metrics and indicator 
frameworks such as ISEAL’s CCIs can help shortcut that 
process. 

Adopting existing metrics and indicators used by other 
organisations also opens up opportunities to use data from 
other systems. For example, under the First Mile project, 
UTZ was able to leverage highly granular location data 
about certified farmers by signing data sharing agreements 
with private companies and aligning with their metrics 
guidance. This gave UTZ access to valuable data without 
needing to go to the field and collect it themselves. 

Learn from others in the process of agreeing on 
shared metrics 

By working together with other organisations to identify 
relevant and feasible metrics, you will gain access to 
considerable insight and experience. The cooperative 
nature of the process creates an intimate learning 
environment and an opportunity to dig deep into the 
methods and systems of others.

This type of collaboration takes time but 
can be worth the investment because of the 
efficiencies, learning and opportunities it brings. 

As ISEAL and its members developed the CCIs, smaller or 
new standard systems with limited M&E resourcing were 
at the learning table as equals, benefiting from the lessons 
learned from larger or more mature organisations. And 
when the CCIs were piloted in different country settings, 
the whole group was able to learn from several pilots. This 
covered more ground than any one organisation could on 
its own. 

Similarly, the standard systems that have participated in 
the Certification Atlas project have learned a tremendous 
amount from ISEAL and from each other about how to 
best collect and use geolocation data in their own systems. 
Benefiting from the experience of others sped up the 
process of learning about how to use and capitalise on this 
new type of data.

Identify opportunities for collaboration and system 
improvements by bringing data together 

Rainforest Alliance, UTZ, Fairtrade International and Global 
Coffee Platform (GCP) combined certificate-level data from 
their systems to estimate the level of multiple certification 
in the coffee, cocoa and tea sectors. Each system collected 

https://utz.org/tag/first-mile/
https://www.evidensia.eco/resources/450/multiple-certification-patterns-of-iseal-member-schemes-in-the-coffee-and-cocoa-industries-briefing-paper
https://www.evidensia.eco/resources/450/multiple-certification-patterns-of-iseal-member-schemes-in-the-coffee-and-cocoa-industries-briefing-paper
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Test degree of metrics alignment by bringing data 
together 

Sharing and combining data is the moment when you can 
really test the degree of each organisation’s alignment with 
shared metrics. When ISEAL brought together data from all 
agriculture members for DIPI collective reporting efforts, 
it became clear that not all organisations had fully aligned 
with certain common indicators. For example, the way that 
producer groups were characterised in each system did not 
fully align with the producer group categories recommended 
in the CCIs. With a little digging, patterns in the combined 
dataset also revealed differences in data collection or data 
recording approaches, which could then be addressed.

Combining data early in any data sharing process 
is a great way to test the degree of alignment and 
generate recommendations for improvement. Try 

creating a mock report early in the process.

2.2  OPPORTUNITIES FOR 
COLLECTIVE ACTION
Build trust and understanding, and support 
coordinated activity, by working towards shared 
metrics frameworks 

Many complex sustainability issues – like deforestation, 
poverty and gender inequality – are best tackled by multiple 
actors working together. The demand for well-coordinated 
collective action will only grow over time. Working towards 
metrics alignment helps clarify concepts and goals, paving 
the way for collective efforts to address a problem. In this 
sense, metrics alignment is both an end in itself and also a 
means for driving further collaboration.  

Successful metrics alignment provides a common language 
or framework that can support coordination of joint activity, 
interoperability between systems, and comparable reporting 
between partners in collective sustainability initiatives. This 
was one of the motivations for the development of the ISEAL 
CCIs, the GCP coffee data standard and the Certification 
Atlas. The vision was that metrics alignment would enable 
stakeholders to monitor progress in a more coherent way 
and work together more effectively to drive change. 

Working together also builds trust, which is an 
essential prerequisite for deeper collaboration. 
In ISEAL’s recent projects, we have seen that 

working on measurement provides a safe space for deeper 
discussion about systems challenges and collaboration.

Align on measurement in order to move to action 

The first step in the collaboration that became the Global 
Living Wage Coalition was to agree on a specific definition 
of a living wage and to adopt a shared methodology 
for calculating it. With this as a base, the group has 
commissioned more than 25 living wage benchmark studies, 
which produce living wage estimates that all members 
(and the wider public) can use and support. They have also 
collaborated with each other and with other partners in 
collective efforts to improve wages – for example to raise 
wages for tea sector workers in Malawi. 

The success of this alignment on a definition and 
methodology for living wage calculation sparked efforts to 
achieve similar clarity around income goals for smallholder 
farmers. The Living Income Community of Practice (www.
living-income.com) has borrowed from the living wage 
definition and approach to clarify the concept of ‘living 
income’ – the cost of a basic, decent standard of living for a 
farming household. 

In both cases, alignment on definition and measurement 
has provided a foundation for multi-stakeholder and cross-
sectoral discussions and is motivating the development of 
coordinated initiatives to improve worker wages and farmer 
incomes. In short, metric alignment has helped to move from 
debate about definition to action. 

http://www.malawitea2020.com/uploaded/2019/01/2018-Malawi-Wages-Report-final.pdf
http://www.malawitea2020.com/uploaded/2019/01/2018-Malawi-Wages-Report-final.pdf
https://www.living-income.com
https://www.living-income.com
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3.1  POTENTIAL ISSUES AND 
CHALLENGES IN METRICS 
ALIGNMENT 
Clarity about whether and what level of 
alignment is necessary

A first stumbling block in any metrics alignment 
effort is around agreeing what to align on, and why. 
Organisations can very quickly settle on important 
topics of common interest (e.g. climate change or 
child labour) but the case for deep alignment on 
specific metrics may be less clear. If that is not ironed 
out at the start of a process, you may spend more 
time than necessary trying to reach an agreement 
or find that organisations are not truly committed to 
implementing the metrics framework you develop.

Differences between work on living income and 
living wage provide a good example of how the level 
of alignment needed can differ across initiatives. 
Participants in the Living Income Community of 

While many benefits and opportunities can be derived from metrics alignment and 
data sharing, there are also important challenges. Organisations and initiatives need 
to carefully consider these issues and challenges before deciding whether the benefits 
of alignment and sharing outweigh the costs. Taking lessons and tips from ISEAL’s 
recent projects on board can help avoid some potential pitfalls and unnecessary costs.

3. Challenges – and tips  
for addressing them

COMMON CHALLENGES IN 
METRICS ALIGNMENT 

n  Deciding what level of alignment 
is necessary

n  Overcoming organisational 
differences

n  Addressing costs and feasibility of 
implementation

COMMON CHALLENGES IN  
DATA SHARING OR  
COMBINING DATA

n  Data privacy
n  System (in)compatibility
n  Data quality

Overview of challenges encountered in efforts to align metrics 
and share or combine data 
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CHAPTER 3  |  Challenges – and tips for addressing them

Practice were very interested in defining a living income 
for smallholder farmers in a general sense. But there was 
less agreement on whether it was necessary to agree to a 
single approach to measurement. It was not yet clear how 
the different organisations in the community of practice 
would use the measure of living income; moreover, no 
one actor could on its own guarantee a living income for a 
farming household. Was perfect alignment on measurement 
necessary if living income estimates were going to be used 
in many different ways in different sectors and different 
geographies? By contrast, the standards systems in the 
Global Living Wage Coalition needed to rally around a 
single estimate of a living wage, as this estimate was going 
to define requirements for wages and wage increases for 
certified operations.  

Any decision about the level of alignment on metrics will 
have implications down the road. When you use data from 
another organisation, the level of alignment on metrics 
affects what you are able to do with the combined dataset. 
For example, if shared audits are a goal, differences in how 
data is collected can affect the rigour and robustness of 
the assurance. In this case, deep alignment on metrics is 
necessary (see Chapter 1)

Take time upfront to discuss and agree on the 
purpose of considering common metrics. Be 
explicit on scope, focus and level of alignment. 

Ask and answer: What is the purpose of aligning metrics? 
What value will that add? What is the desired scope and 
focus of any shared metrics?  What level of alignment is 
required (see Chapter 4)?

Understanding the degree of overlap in 
organisational interests and goals

Important differences between organisational missions, 
goals and strategies can create hurdles for metrics 
alignment initiatives. Even when standards share high-
level goals (e.g. improved farmer wellbeing), differences in 
individual organisations’ priorities, theories of change or 
implementation strategies can mean that not all metrics or 
indicators will be seen as equally relevant by all organisations. 
It is important to understand this from the outset.

Theory of change can be a powerful tool to learn 
more about other organisations and for finding 
ground for alignment. 

The DIPI project started by creating a shared general theory 
of change across all organisations. While not a perfect 
reflection of any one organisation’s approach to improving 
farmer wellbeing, the general theory of change highlighted 
seven shared ‘results pathways’ that provided a useful 
framework for identifying common indicators. 

Finding common ground around output indicators

Organisations may find it easier to agree on indicators to 
track progress towards common end goals (e.g. poverty 

reduction, water quality improvement, etc.) than to measure 
the outputs that are expected to lead to those goals. This is 
because the vision of how to bring about change can vary 
substantially across organisations, even when they share 
goals. For example, one organisation may favour stream 
buffers as the best way to improve water quality, while 
another may be focused on reducing point source pollution. 
In these two cases, the output indicators of interest 
would be very different (e.g. kilometres of stream buffers 
established versus number of point sources with pollution 
control monitoring). 

In developing the CCIs, ISEAL ultimately decided not 
to include output and practice indicators in the shared 
indicator set as these were specific to the different 
standards’ strategies and reflected in their individual 
requirements. The final CCIs have reach level indicators and 
outcome and impact level indicators, but do not include the 
levels in between. 

 Be smart and realistic about where alignment 
will really add value. Focus your effort and 
compromises there. 

Organisations need to see value and benefit in using an 
alignment metric before they will go through the effort and 
expense of adding it to their system. When demand on time 
and resources is expected to be high, getting high-level buy-
in in each organisation will be critical.

The devil is in the details

Some concepts that appear simple are actually quite 
complicated to define and even more difficult to measure in 
a way that satisfies all. For example, in the DIPI project, the 
idea of ‘smallholders’ was central. A major goal of that project 
was for organisations to have better information about the 
smallholders in their system. It took a lot of time just to define 
what a smallholder was (e.g. under 2 hectares or 5 hectares? 
Is it only about land size? What about labour source and 
mechanisation?). ISEAL members debated whether a common 
definition across sectors and contexts even made sense. 

Some of these differences arise from differences in the 
products or sectors in which organisations operate. 
Is it more relevant to talk about volumes or the value 
of products sold, for example? Does a concept like 
smallholder have an equivalent in a forestry context? But 
even within sectors, there can be important disparities 
across organisations. The GCP Data Standard for the 
coffee sector had challenges agreeing on definitions and 
metrics for seemingly straightforward concepts like price 
and productivity due to legacy systems and different 
stakeholders’ perspectives and definitions.

Anticipate that agreeing on ‘simple’ metrics 
may actually be complex because of how 
central these metrics are to existing data 

systems and to specific sectors. 
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High costs or complexity of implementation

Organisations that want to align their measurement systems 
with agreed metrics will likely face costs and operational 
challenges. Depending on the extent of the changes 
required, the costs and time lag can be substantial. 
For example, if data is gathered through the assurance 
process, auditors will need specific training on the collection 
of any new metrics to ensure high data quality. Adding 
metrics could also mean that auditors must spend more 
time in the field, raising questions about who will bear this 
cost. Changes to existing metrics may also have costs. For 
example, changing the unit of measurement or the time 
period (e.g. from a crop calendar to an annual calendar) 
can have repercussions for many aspects of the data 
management system and process. 

The Certification Atlas project encountered a number of 
these challenges. The collection of new, more useful forms 
of location data required the development of innovative 
collection approaches, capacity building for auditors and 
data managers, and, in some cases, a new GIS-based data 
management system. 

In many cases, the long-term value and efficiencies of 
alignment will outweigh the costs. Still, working towards 
alignment can be a big ask for small, capacity-constrained 
organisations with more pressing developmental priorities. 
The gender disaggregated data project found that it is 
particularly hard to ask for the collection of more data if 
existing data is not well used or if the case for using new 
metrics is not made clear.

Make defining the case for using new metrics 
and metrics alignment a central pillar of your 
project and look for implementation efficiencies 

where you can.

Be realistic about the time needed to 
move from defining a metrics framework 
to implementing the changes needed. At a 

minimum one full data collection cycle (e.g. one year or 
one harvest) is needed. Often it will take longer to get 
internal buy-in and make necessary system changes.

Long-term maintenance and governance of the 
aligned metrics

Who will own and take responsibility for the new set of 
aligned metrics? Is anyone going to take responsibility 
for ensuring consistent application or for updating 
the metrics guidance to reflect experience with 
implementation? These questions came up in the GCP 
data standard project, which struggled to identify which 
organisation would be responsible for governance of 
the coffee metric framework. Governance of a shared 
framework has a cost, and not all organisations will want 
to assume this cost, especially for an undetermined 
period of time. 

Think from the outset about the long-term 
purpose and ownership of shared metrics. 
By thinking through potential challenges in 

alignment, implementation and governance right from 
the start, you can identify and head off many problems 
that might occur later down the line.

3.2  POTENTIAL ISSUES AND 
CHALLENGES IN SHARING AND 
COMBINING DATA
ISEAL’s project experiences have shown that a huge 
amount of value can be derived from data sharing.  
There is inherent value in the process of collaborating 
on data sharing, and also much value in the outputs 
made possible by bringing data together (see Chapter 
2) That said, this is no small task: a number of common 
barriers make the act of data sharing difficult and can 
limit its value. 

Data privacy and data use permissions

Several ISEAL projects aimed at combining data 
across systems hit barriers when organisations’ data 
use policies and agreements did not allow for use 
of data in ways not originally anticipated (e.g. using 
audit data for M&E purposes) or for sharing data 
outside the organisation. For example, in the Multiple 
Certification project, data policies limited some 
organisations from sharing even basic data at the 
certificate holder level.

Similarly, lack of clear terms of data use (how can 
different types of data be shared, with whom, at what 
level, and under what circumstances?) in contracts 
for certified entities prevented ISEAL members from 
being able to make their data publicly available or to 
share certificate level data with other ISEAL members. 
Who owned what data and what rights the owners 
had was also not always clear. In these situations, most 
organisations chose to be cautious and limit what data 
could be shared publicly – just in case. 

 When you are considering the costs and benefits 

of adding or changing metrics, consider costs for 

all actors involved. An important realisation from 

the GCP coffee data standard project was that 

increasing demand for impact data puts more 

burden on producers. This often means longer 

audits and more requests for information, at a time 

when producer audit fatigue is already a prevailing 

issue for standards.  

WHO BEARS THE COST?
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National laws and legal restrictions can also act as a barrier 
to sharing or publishing data. Two ISEAL members who 
had plans to make certificate locations public encountered 
legal restrictions. In both cases, key actors, including local 
jurisdictional governments, raised concerns around legality 
and potential privacy issues associated with the exposure of 
supply chain actor locations. In both cases the organisations 
ultimately overcame these issues, but it required significant 
effort and resources to do so.

When you start a project, look at existing data 
governance policies and data use agreements to 
anticipate challenges that might arise in any data 

sharing projects.

Incompatibilities and inconsistencies across systems 
and datasets

Dataset differences and incompatibilities are another 
common problem in efforts to combine or share data. 
The incompatibility can result from differences in how 
organisational data is represented and managed, or in the 
metrics and the methods used to collect it. In efforts to bring 
together data on the CCIs, for example, slight differences in 
naming protocols (e.g. the name of a standard – Fairtrade, 
Fairtrade International, FT, FTI, FI) across systems and major 
differences in approaches to capturing some basic information 
(e.g. level of detail in product identification) increased the cost 
of bringing data together. It requires time and effort to map 
equivalencies across datasets. Even when metrics are aligned, 
information is often reported in a different way or collected 
across incompatible timescales (production season, audit 
cycle, calendar year etc.), further hampering analysis. 

Encountering differences across systems is 
inevitable, so expect to need to do some ‘mapping’ 
of indicators from one system to another. 

This ‘mapping’ can make it possible to compare data that at 
first glance seems incompatible. Mapping can require a lot 
of effort, particularly if an appropriate translation framework 
does not yet exist. For instance, converting feet to centimetres 
is a relatively simple task (the conversion factor is well known), 
but comparing data collected at the level of a certificate 
holder versus at the site/field level is a much bigger challenge, 
especially if what constitutes a ‘site’ varies across systems. 

For ongoing efforts, adopting requirements for 
data format, structure and management can 
help iron out these differences over time. ISEAL 

members can start by consulting and using (if relevant) 
CCI, Certification Atlas guidance and other agreed upon 
protocols when designing or updating data systems (e.g. 
producer IDs, country names).
 

Given the time it takes to smooth out 
inconsistencies, it only makes sense to bring 
scheme data together when there are clear 

benefits to doing so (see Chapter 2). 

Since 2010, a clear global trend has emerged 

— the protection of personal information is 

increasingly considered a fundamental right, 

and governments worldwide are regulating it 

accordingly. This makes data protection a strategic 

requirement for any organisation entrusted with 

personal information. 

Ensuring that personal and sensitive information 

is managed responsibly is now a major 

barrier to sharing data. For sustainability 

standards, operational data can be associated 

with vulnerable people (e.g. impoverished 

smallholders) and/or sensitive issues (e.g. 

instances of child labour). In the same way, 

standards hold data that, if shared or made 

openly available, can undermine the privacy of 

individual actors. Understandably, standards 

have to be very cautious about sharing data and 

need to have clear data governance practices 

and policies for the data they collect through 

assurance and M&E systems and as well as their 

project portfolios.

WHY WORRY ABOUT DATA 
PRIVACY?
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Thinking holistically about data quality control 
is a key element of a good data management 
system.

Limited value of combined data due to data gaps in 
one dataset 

Data gaps are a significant barrier to deriving value from 
combined datasets. If data is missing for one organisation, 
that particular data point cannot be combined across all 
systems. From ISEAL’s project experiences, two significant 
types of dataset gaps were identified in many systems: lack 
of historical data (which prevents the comparison of changes 
over time) and differences in the type and granularity of data 
collected in different geographies across the system. Both 
can result from project-centric collection, data being siloed 
in different departments, irregularity of metric collection 
over time, limited resourcing, and structural problems with IT 
systems (e.g. no ability to save historical data). For example, 
in a recent survey, ISEAL found that some members were 
collecting different granularities of location data across their 
portfolios because project funding allowed more resource-
intensive deep dives into some locations. 

When you start on any effort to share or combine 
data, ask basic questions about how different 
metrics are implemented in each organisation’s 

systems (e.g. is the information collected for all certified 
entities? How often is the data collected?). Also ask whether 
each organisation’s database captures and stores historic 
information (e.g. are you able to look at the characteristics or 
level of compliance of one certified entity five years ago and 
compare that with the situation in that same entity today?)

It’s easier to resolve data quality problems in 
each individual dataset first, before bringing it all 
together. Test for problems by by first combining 

a small sample of data, before creating a huge dataset with 
many underlying issues. 

Over time, of course, the goal should be to eliminate 
problems associated with data quality, gaps and 
inconsistencies by working to improve the data managed 
by each organisation and to improve alignment with agreed 
metrics, definitions, and protocols (see Chapter 4).

Data quality

As discussed in Chapter 2, data sharing and combining data 
often leads to the identification of differences, gaps, inaccuracies 
and inefficiencies in the way that data is populated, stored and 
managed in individual systems. This creates an opportunity to 
improve data management systems in the long term. However, 
in the short term, data quality problems pose many practical 
challenges for any efforts to combine data across systems. 

The Certification Atlas and Multiple Certification projects 
needed inordinate amounts of data cleaning in order to 
make individual datasets legible and comparable. Bringing 
together inaccurate data (e.g. location data that places 
farms in the sea) will make it hard to use a merged dataset. 

Data quality problems have many origins (see figure) – from lack 
of consistency in how data is entered to problems in the way that 
data is pulled out of the database. In working to merge data on 
the CCIs, we were surprised to encounter numerous data quality 
issues and data gaps that resulted from database queries. M&E 
staff did not have direct access to the data, and often had to make 
repeated requests from IT colleagues to access information. The 
queries did not always result in the data they were looking for. 

DATA  
QUALITY

ACCURACY

COMPLETENESS

ACCESSIBILITY

RELEVANCETIMELINES

CLARITY
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1. Determine 
if and how 

alignment adds 
value

Metrics alignment opens the door for sharing and combining data, promises 
long-term efficiency gains, and has the potential for significant process-based 
learnings. However, as we have seen, there are also some very important costs 
that need to be considered before commencing such an activity. How do you 
decide if the benefits will outweigh the costs? And what can you do to maximise 
the former and reduce the latter?

4. Guidance and considerations 
for metrics alignment

This chapter walks through key questions you should consider 
before you start and that you will encounter in the course 
of working on metrics alignment. We use lessons from ISEAL 
projects to help you determine whether metrics alignment 
is a valuable activity for a specific context, and if so what 
might be the best way to go about it. As you read through 
this section, you will notice that most of the key questions 

that you need to ask yourself as you work through a metrics 
alignment exercise are the same that any organisation should 
consider in developing its own metrics. The main difference 
is that, when you are exploring the potential for metrics 
alignment, you have more organisations and perspectives to 
consider, and need to keep the reason for seeking alignment 
in mind when working through the steps.

2. Explore 
existing  

efforts and 
frameworks

3. Determine 
what level of 
alignment is 

needed

4. Agree on a 
practical set of 

metrics

5. Support 
implementation 
of the metrics

6. Keep metrics 
relevant over 

time
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each organisation use the metrics? Why do they consider 
alignment important?). Check if there is a clear commitment 
to collect data on agreed metrics. Is it clear who is going to 
analyse and use that data? 

Similarly, if your organisation is trying to decide whether to 
adopt metrics already used by others, the critical question is 
whether your use case for the metrics is the same. Are there 
any important sectoral or contextual differences that might 
make metrics already developed by others less useful for you?

In general, ISEAL members have found that alignment is more 
feasible and has a lower cost when they are just starting to 
measure something new (e.g. collection of polygon location 
data) or in the process of changing or updating systems. 

Before starting to work on new metrics for your 
system, check first to see whether opportunities 
for alignment exist. 

Aligning with shared metrics and guidance early on, or during 
revisions and updates of systems, opens up possibilities later. 

4.2  EXPLORE EXISTING 
FRAMEWORKS AND EFFORTS
Building a metric framework from scratch is a huge 
undertaking, but there is no need to reinvent the wheel. 
A lot of effort is saved by adopting or at least building on 
tried and tested metrics and indicator frameworks. Even if 
nothing exists that specifically meets your requirements, 
previous initiatives can still provide inspiration – the metrics 
themselves and also the way the frameworks are structured 
and governed. 

ISEAL’s work on the CCIs drew heavily on the metrics and 
experience of ISEAL members and other initiatives, such as 
the metrics used by the International Institute for Sustainable 
Development (IISD) in State of Sustainability Initiatives 
reports, the Committee on Sustainability Assessment (COSA) 
metrics for farm level sustainability assessment, and the 
Global Impact Investing Network’s IRIS+ metrics for impact 
investing. Similarly, when the Research Institute of Organic 
Agriculture (FiBL) developed the indicator framework for its 
annual State of Sustainable Markets report, it asked ISEAL to 
help build on the CCIs. 

Luckily more and more metrics frameworks are now 
available online and freely accessible. ISEAL looked at many 
of these frameworks in the December 2016 “Measurement 
Frameworks and Indicator Initiatives” update. 

The CCIs can be accessed here: www.isealalliance.org/about-
iseal/our-work/common-core-indicators. 

4.1  DETERMINE IF AND HOW 
ALIGNMENT ADDS VALUE
You cannot answer this question unless you first know 
what you are trying to achieve by working towards 
metrics alignment (see Chapter 2 for the benefits and 
opportunities).  We recommend clearly articulating your 
motivation for alignment before starting down this path: 
the value of alignment for your organisation or your 
collaborative initiative will depend on your goals. 
Some questions to ask include: 

n  Are you trying to bring clarity to a concept and ensure 
that everyone is speaking the same language? 

n  Are you trying to take advantage of existing experience 
with measurement? 

n  Are you hoping to collect information to report against 
a recognised framework? 

n  Is a group of organisations planning to share data with 
each other or combine information into one dataset to 
enable new types of analysis? 

n  Do you want to make it easier to compare information 
reported by different organisations? 

Next consider how easy or hard it will be to reach 
agreement on aligned metrics with the organisations 
you are working with. There will be differences across 
organisations, so finding a sweet spot where alignment 
really makes sense is important (see Chapter 3 – 
overcoming organisational differences).

A good place to start is comparing organisational theories 
of change for those involved in the initiative. These can 
be used as ‘greeting cards’ to explore commonalities, 
making it relatively easy to identify areas of overlap and 
difference between the organisations in terms of what 
they are interested in and what they hope to achieve. The 
greater the degree of overlap in the theories of change, 
the easier it will be to work towards alignment. 

A next step can be to compare existing metrics across 
organisations to see if this comparison tells a similar 
story. Already having metrics implemented on the 
topic of interest can be a double-edged sword. On the 
one hand, it demonstrates commitment to measuring 
the topic. On the other hand, moving towards greater 
alignment will mean making changes to indicators, 
reports and systems. Expect an uphill battle, unless the 
case for alignment is very strong. 

When several organisations are just starting measurement 
on a new topic, they are not burdened by each 
organisation’s historical approach to measurement. 
This can make agreement on metrics easier, but also 
means it is important to make sure that there is a real 
commitment to adopting and using shared metrics. In this 
case, understanding why each organisation is interested 
in developing new metrics is important (e.g. how will 

http://www.isealalliance.org/sites/default/files/resource/2019-02/Trends_sustainability_measurement_and_reporting_December2016.pdf
http://www.isealalliance.org/sites/default/files/resource/2019-02/Trends_sustainability_measurement_and_reporting_December2016.pdf
http://www.isealalliance.org/about-iseal/our-work/common-core-indicators
http://www.isealalliance.org/about-iseal/our-work/common-core-indicators
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Remember that even if deep alignment is not 
feasible to implement in the short run, it could 
make sense to include alignment on definitions and 

data collection protocols in the shared metrics exercise. 

Here’s an example:

The CCIs include an indicator to identify the type of certificate, 
differentiating between individual certificates and various types 
of group certificates. The DIPI group thought it was important 
to distinguish between types of groups (co-ops, groups led by 
supply chain actors, etc.) because these differences could affect 
power balances. But most ISEAL members had not yet adapted 
their systems to capture this level of detail about the type of 
group certification, and the first collective reporting exercise 
could only identify two categories – individual certificate or group 
certificate (of any type). However, agreeing on the ideal shared 
metric for certificate type (with a detailed definition and agreed 
data collection protocols) is still useful. Over time, organisations 
can work to build the extra level of detail into their systems.

4.3  DETERMINE WHAT LEVEL OF 
ALIGNMENT IS NEEDED
Chapter 1 describes three different levels of metrics 

alignment – on the topics that each organisation’s 

measurement framework will cover, on specific definitions of 

metrics, or on the metric AND the measurement approach. 

The deeper the alignment, the more options you will have for 

sharing and combining data, but the harder it may be to reach 

an agreement and to implement agreed changes to existing 

data systems. Agreeing on what is needed at the start will 

save time in the long run.

In general, alignment in measurement across sites, 

cases and schemes is more critical for standards 

systems than for other types of organisation 

because standards try to be consistent and coherent in the 

requirements they place on certified entities. 

The following examples provide some insight into how 
to think about the level of alignment you are going for:  

Reporting on contributions to the SDGs

The SDGs were designed as a broad and flexible framework 
that many organisations could identify and align with. 
While there are specific SDG indicators, it is possible to 
report on your contribution to the SDGs without using 
those indicators. For example, our report on ISEAL 
members’ contribution to the SDGs included different sorts 
of data and studies as evidence. Each covered an SDG topic 
(alignment at the topic level) but used different metrics.  

Reporting on landscape approaches or similar 
collective initiatives

Landscape approaches seek to bring about improvements 
at the landscape level through collective action by many 
organisations. It’s important to understand whether 
there is progress on the sustainability issues of concern 
(biodiversity, water quality, farmer income, etc.) and what 
types of interventions are most effective in bringing that 
about. In these cases, deep alignment on metrics will 
ensure that all actors are clear about the shared goals, 
will make it possible to compare the effectiveness of 
different interventions, and will also facilitate combining 
data to arrive at a landscape-level view of progress.   

Calculating living wage and living income

The Global Living Wage Coalition made exact alignment 
on the definition and measurement of a living wage the 
hallmark of its strategy: the group believed that action 
to increase wages would only start after there was broad 
agreement on what wage level was needed.  

The Living Income Community of Practice decided to 
build on this definition and measurement approach to 
report on living income for farming households. But there 
was one key debate – should the same family size be 
used to calculate the cost of a decent standard of living 
for a worker’s household and for a farmer’s household? 
This is still a matter of debate. For standards systems 
working with both living wage and living income, there 
are real advantages to providing a consistent picture of 
living costs for all people living in a particular area. But 
organisations only working with farmers, for example, 
prefer to recognise that farming households often include 
more than the nuclear family. This debate continues, 
but the key lesson about metrics alignment is that how 
organisations plan to use the information will inform their 
positions on the degree of alignment needed. 

Developing a shared diagnosis of a problem: 

In work on smallholder farmer livelihoods, one common 
question is whether farm sizes are too small to support 
viable farming businesses. In the DIPI project, we 
attempted to identify metrics that would allow ISEAL 
members to develop an answer to this question and 
track changes over time. Everyone agreed that farm 
size was an important metric, but how it was collected 
determined how useful the information was. An average 
farm size indicator says little about how many farmers 
have tiny farms; storing information on each individual 
farm size would allow for much more sophisticated 
analysis. Similarly, farm sizes determined by delineating 
farms with GPS technology would be much more accurate 
than asking farmers to report the size of their farms. In 
this case, deep alignment on the measurement approach 
would make the farm size metric much more valuable. 

https://www.evidensia.eco/resources/82/sustainability-standards-and-the-sdgs-evidence-of-iseal-members-contribution
https://www.isealalliance.org/innovations-standards/operating-landscape-level
https://www.isealalliance.org/innovations-standards/operating-landscape-level
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Relevance – Are the identified metrics 
relevant for all organisations? Will 
they produce relevant information for 
the end users or audience? 

n  Checking candidate metrics against each organisation’s 
theory of change or against frameworks that resonate 
with stakeholders is one way to evaluate relevance.

n  Identifying and engaging a broader group of stakeholders 
to reflect on the relevance of the metrics can be useful, 
especially in cases where gaining understanding and 
acceptance of a measurement framework or reporting 
approach will be important in the future. 

Feasibility – Can the aligned metrics be 
implemented in existing data systems? 
Within what timeframe?

n  Implementing new metrics or changes to metrics is easier 
when setting up a new system or making major changes to 
a data system. Take advantage of those moments! 

n  Details can have a huge influence on the feasibility of 
implementation. The deeper the desired alignment, the 
more challenges can be expected. Trying to align across 
sectors is also likely to raise more problems. For example, 
coffee standards measure trade by weight (kilos) whereas 
biotrade tends to use dollar value.  

n  Feasibility can be tested by piloting metrics, even at a very 
small scale, in different organisations and contexts.

4.4  AGREE ON A PRACTICAL SET OF 
METRICS
Once you have a clear picture of your shared goals and 
interests and the degree of alignment you want, you need 
to think about how many metrics to align on. Be realistic 
and practical – we learned this the hard way. When ISEAL 
and its members developed the CCIs, we started with the 
ambition to come up with a large shared indicator set 
covering a full shared theory of change. This had multiple 
results pathways covering reach, outputs, outcomes and 
impacts. Through the process, however, we realised that 
the broader our scope the more difficult it was to agree. 
We made some practical decisions to limit the scope – 
e.g. leaving out output-level indicators because of lack 
of agreement across organisations about which outputs 
would lead to the shared desired outcomes. We reduced 
our scope even further when we started combining 
data on the CCIs from various member schemes. Small 
differences in the ways that shared metrics were included 
in each organisation’s data management system meant 
that there was a lot of work to do to reach true alignment 
on even a small set of indicators. 

Another example comes from our experience with the 
gender disaggregated data framework. The question was 
raised of whether it was necessary to disaggregate all 
metrics by gender or only a few significant ones. There is no 
clear answer to this question; it depends on the intended 
outputs and use cases. But without agreement early in the 
process, you risk having an extensive framework of gender 
disaggregated indicators, with each organisation picking 
only a few to actually implement. If each organisation 
chooses different indicators, it won’t be possible to 
combine data or to compare results across organisations. 

Start small, converging on a few indicators 
where there is clear commitment to 
implementation and a clear picture of how 

and why they will be used. Deciding what those 
few indicators will be is likely to be a challenging 
negotiation, but the chances of full implementation 
will increase. 

Focus on where alignment makes the most 
sense – compare theories of change and 
existing datasets, be very explicit about goals 

and the feasibility of making changes to datasets, look 
at choices made in other published indicator sets, and 
continuously remembering that fewer is better. 

After identifying a first full set of possible metrics, using 
an agreed indicator selection framework can help whittle 
down the number of metrics or indicators to work on – for 
example, systematically evaluating candidate metrics for 
relevance, feasibility and usability.

EVALUATING CANDIDATE METRICS

n  Are the identified metrics 
relevant for all organisations? 

n  Will they produce relevant 
information for the end users 
or audience? 

n  Can the aligned metrics be 
implemented in existing data 
systems? 

n  Within what timeframe?

n  How useful are the aligned 
metrics for achieving the 
shared goal and for each 
individual organisation? 

n  Has a clear use case been 
defined? 

RELEVANCE

FEASIBILITY

USABILITY
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Usability – How useful are the aligned 
metrics for achieving the shared goal 
and for each individual organisation? 
Has a clear use case been defined?

n  Creating a mock report or dashboard is one way to focus 
a group on the usability of specific metrics. To help ISEAL’s 
gender working group identify which gender disaggregated 
metrics would be most useful, BSR created a mock report 
showing how different metrics could be used. The working 
group participants were asked to use this mock report to 
diagnose gender-related challenges in a workplace. This 
then led to a fruitful discussion about what information was 
missing, what was unnecessary, and what was most revealing. 

Internal consultation on the effects of making 
adjustments to existing metrics or adding metrics is 
important. Any internal consultation or data system 

change process is easier when standards systems have clearly 
defined data governance mechanisms and policies in place 
(see Chapter 5). 

The organisation or group leading the metrics alignment 
process can support implementation in various ways. A 
first obvious step is publishing the agreed metrics list and 
associated definitions, protocols, and guidance or tutorials. 
In some cases, extra capacity building may be useful. The 
Certification Atlas project, for example, recognised that 
collecting location data at scale would require experience 
with GIS mapping tools. ISEAL found what guidance 
already existed and drew on the experience and expertise 
of certain members to create guidance, training and an 
implementation strategy. 

Pick the right moments to integrate new metrics. 
When an organisation is going through a change 
in its data system, such during as a standard 

revision, M&E or assurance system upgrade, there are more 
opportunities for making adjustments.

The coordinating organisation can also support participating 
organisations to make the case for the value of implementing 
aligned metrics. ISEAL, for example, produced a draft 
confidential report with CCI data to explore and demonstrate 
what could be done with the information generated with 
these common indicators.

Be aware of the potentially long lag time between 
deciding to implement a new metric framework, 
designing and building systems and actually 

receiving useful data from multiple organisations. 

4.6  KEEP METRICS RELEVANT OVER 
TIME
As new challenges and new opportunities arise, some 
changes to the metrics may be needed. More effective and 
technologically advanced measures may become available 
that could increase precision and potentially save money 
(e.g. advanced satellite monitoring systems), or experience 
implementing metrics may generate lessons about how 
they could be improved. Who will take responsibility for 
owning the metrics and managing these changes? We 
recommend thinking through these questions as part of the 
alignment process, so that someone is prepared to take the 
responsibility once the initial alignment effort ends. 

In the case of living wage measurement, the Global Living 
Wage Coalition works with expert consultants Richard and 
Martha Anker to make adjustments and improvements to the 
approach over time. The Living Income Community of Practice 
works on an ongoing basis to collectively address the main 
concerns or questions that organisations in the community 
have about living income or actual income measurements. 

 In pilot testing the CCIs we found that we needed 

to add a new metric and definition – hectares of 
production – because this metric informed so many 

of our key indicators. We also learned that the 

nature of the commodity and the structure of the 

market determine which indicator is relevant for 

certain concepts (like measures of the reach and 

market penetration of systems). For wild capture 

fisheries, for example, a measure of the total value 

of all products made more sense because the data 

includes small volumes of many different products 

that aren’t comparable. Whereas for a product like 

coffee there are standardised international metrics 

related to volumes of green coffee. 

 Piloting the use of the Anker living wage 

methodology to measure living income in Ghana 

and Côte d’Ivoire helped identify what tweaks were 

needed to make the measurement useful in this case. 

 In the Certification Atlas project, pilot attempts 

to bring together member certificate data identified 

unanticipated issues. Pilots had the added benefit 

of building capacity and raising awareness of the 

value of location data among participating ISEAL 

members.

EXAMPLES OF LESSONS LEARNED 
THROUGH PILOTING

4.5  SUPPORT IMPLEMENTATION OF 
ALIGNED METRICS
Ultimately, it will be up to each organisation to implement 
the new metrics in its own system. Hopefully they will have 
already done some work to identify and consult with all 
actors affected by the new metrics across the data flow (e.g. 
assurance providers, data managers, producers etc.) and 
fed any concerns into the metrics identification process. 
An internal consultation process also builds interest in and 
understanding of the value of the new metrics. 

https://c69aa8ac-6965-42b2-abb7-0f0b86c23d2e.filesusr.com/ugd/0c5ab3_55017cee608047d494f56b496925ae4a.pdf
https://c69aa8ac-6965-42b2-abb7-0f0b86c23d2e.filesusr.com/ugd/0c5ab3_a437a776dc7747c2999d3b0c60a46a97.pdf
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Metrics alignment is a first step, but often the end goal is being able to share or 
combine data across organisations. Creating the optimal enabling environment 
for data sharing requires getting your own house in order first. 

5. Guidance and considerations 
for sharing and combining data

Many of the challenges previously 
discussed around data sharing can be 
overcome by taking appropriate steps 
with your own data and data systems. 
Having clarity over data governance 
(see Box) – i.e. the execution of 
authority over the management 
of data assets – is a fundamental 
prerequisite for effective, value-
driven data sharing between 
organisations. It will mean less time 
is required to deliberate what data 
can and can’t be shared, and what 
can ultimately be done with the data. 
Better data management will also 
mean fewer data quality problems 
and thus higher potential value from 
combining datasets and sharing data.

Improving data quality and data 
governance is always important. This 
chapter describes four basic steps 
for advancing efforts to share or 
combine data, even in the absence 
of clearly defined organisational data 
governance systems and policies. 

DATA GOVERNANCE
Data governance is the collection of practices and processes used to ensure 
formal management of data assets within an organisation. It often includes 
concepts such as data stewardship and data quality. When developing data 
sharing agreements, it is important to consider:

n  What the other party might want to do with your data.

n  Whether you need to restrict what they can do with it.

n  What happens if things go wrong. 

With good data governance, organisations document procedures that describe 
who can take what actions with which data, including when and under what 
circumstances, and using what methods. Good data governance provides the 
requisite clarity for use rights and responsibilities in data sharing agreements. 

In 2019, ISEAL produced four ISEAL community resources to help members 
strengthen their data governance (login required). These include:
1. Understanding Your Data Value Chain
2. Developing a Data Inventory
3. Developing Your Data Governance Policy
4. Structuring Data Sharing Agreements for Personal and Sensitive Data

Additionally, ISEAL has compiled a variety of external resources that align 
with the 10 steps to strengthening an organisation’s data governance. These 
are also available through the ISEAL Community website (login required). 

https://www.isealalliance.org/innovations-standards/operating-landscape-level
https://community.isealalliance.org/online-community/resources/data-governance-developing-a-data-inventory-may-2019
https://community.isealalliance.org/online-community/resources/data-governance-developing-your-data-governance-policy-june-2019-0
https://community.isealalliance.org/online-community/resources/data-governance-structuring-data-sharing-agreements-for-personal-data-june-2019
https://community.isealalliance.org/online-community/projects/digital-innovations-working-group-hub
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Taking time to clearly define the purpose is useful 
even if you are not planning to share your own 
data with others but rather to bring third-party 

data into your own dataset. 

5.2  UNDERSTAND DATA 
COLLECTION, MANAGEMENT, AND 
SHARING PERMISSIONS OF THE 
DATA YOU WANT TO SHARE OR USE 
The next step is to discuss and understand how the data that 
is going to be shared is collected and managed. Is the data 
credible, accurate and fit for purpose? Are there any issues, 
gaps or inconsistencies that you need to consider? 

For example, data may:

n  Be collected or delivered at a frequency that does not 
align with your needs (e.g. differences in audit cycles or 
data delivery schedules) 

n  Be managed in a format that requires translation to 
provide value (e.g. different units or time period)

n  Be collected in different ways (e.g. farmer recall, versus 
cooperative records)

n  Use different naming or measurement conventions.

Prior work to align metrics between organisations will help 
reduce these differences and/or generate solutions for 
effectively comparing and combining datasets (see Chapter 
4). If there has not been prior work on metrics alignment, 
then this step will take some time.

Discussions about how data is collected and managed will 
automatically open up a conversation around data sharing 
and use permissions. Where does the data come from? 
Who owns it? Who has permission to use it? How is that 
permission derived? Protecting data use rights, integrity and 
confidentiality is paramount, especially for organisations 
that handle sensitive personal data (e.g. data on child 
labour, as was apparent during the Certification Atlas pilot 
work). You need to assess the relationship between your 
intended use for the data and the existing use rights and 
licensing. This is easier for organisations with clearly defined 
data use rights and licences.

5.1  CLEARLY DEFINE AND 
ARTICULATE DATA SHARING AIMS
The first step is to clearly define and articulate why 
you want to share and/or combine data with other 
parties, and the value this will add. The purpose and 
ultimate goal(s) for the combined data provide a basis 
for understanding the journey the data might have to 
go through to achieve this goal(s). This will help identify 
specific data sources, types and fields, and highlight 
what data governance or decision-making processes 
are needed. In defining the purpose, it is important to 
carefully consider the final audience for the data, as 
this can determine how the data is ultimately shared, 
or what might be needed for it to be interpreted and 
communicated correctly. 

As an example, in the multiple certification project, the goals 
of sharing and combining data were defined as follows: 

Goal: Explore the level of multiple certification across 
ISEAL members’ activities and test accuracy of existing 
methodologies and market beliefs 

Purpose: Knowing extent of multi-certification is 
helpful for impact reporting, particularly around 
attribution and credibility, and can support 
identification of cost reduction opportunities (e.g. joint 
audits, resource allocation or collaboration).

The statement of purpose in this example starts to get 
at the value of the exercise. Articulating the value of 
data sharing is important for generating buy-in and 
commitment. Data sharing is a transaction with data as 
the currency. A clear understanding of value on both 
sides is necessary for any successful transaction and 
allows more detailed requirements to be effectively 
negotiated. 

How much organisations are willing to invest in 
data sharing and combining datasets will depend 
on the purpose and also whether this is a one-

off activity or part of a longer-term strategy. This should 
be specified in your description of goals and purpose.

1. Clearly  
define and 

articulate data 
sharing aims

2. Understand 
data collection, 

management, and 
sharing permissions 

for data to be 
shared or used

3. Develop  
clear data 

sharing 
agreements

4. Prepare  
data to be 

shared
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locations, names and certificate start and expiration dates. Prior 
alignment between standard systems on these basic attributes 
(e.g. consistent naming frameworks, universal IDs and alignment 
on location information provision) will facilitate this. 

If there is agreement to share data on a continuous or 
intermittent basis, it is important to have a provision in your legal 
data agreement that spells out the agreed timeframes for 
data capture and sharing. If an organisation’s database is not 
capable of storing historical data, it may need to archive a 
snapshot of its databases at a specific time each year. 

A data sharing agreement should also specify how specific 
metrics and data elements can be used and reported on. These 
stipulations need to be consistent with informed consent built 
into contracts, for example, with certified entities, certification 
bodies or any other actors related to data generation or 
collection that is not directly managed by the standard system.  
In both the collective reporting efforts and the Certification 
Atlas project, some members had restrictions on level of 
aggregation required for reporting on some metrics of interest. 
For example, some were able to share certificate location, but 
could only share the area certified aggregated at national level. 

In the absence of clearly articulated data use rights or licences, 
it is important to consider data ethics and to think about the 
data as both a currency and a service. Reflect on who provides 
and reaps the benefit from the different data elements and on 
the protocols implemented around collection (e.g. informed 
consent, non-disclosure agreements, etc.). Is your intended 
use for the data likely to undermine the rights or privacy of any 
actors in the data supply chain? If so, are there any protections 
that can be agreed or activities undertaken to remediate 
this? (See EU code of conduct on agricultural data sharing 
by contractual agreement). The sharing and publication of 
location data on smallholders, for example, may only be 
possible and ethical if that data is fed back to the smallholder 
(as the data owner) in a way that provides them with value for 
forgoing their geographic privacy. 

What you learn in this step of the process will help you 
determine whether sharing your data or using data from 
others is going to be feasible and valuable and what hurdles 
will need to be overcome to move forward. 

Make sure that the benefit of sharing or combining 
data exceeds the costs before you get too far down 
this road.

5.3  DEVELOP CLEAR DATA SHARING 
AGREEMENTS 
Once it is clear that sharing or combining data will add value 
and all parties have agreed in principle, the next step is to 
reach a detailed agreement. This should include concesnsus 
on the specific datasets or data attributes to be shared, and 
criteria around data access and use rights. All previous work 
to this point should help in defining these elements (see 
sections 5.1 and 5.2). The agreement can be captured in a 
data sharing agreement or memorandum of understanding 
(see Box) This might not be necessary however, if the data is 
already open or publicly available. 

Any agreement documents should be clear about what 
exactly will be shared. When it is not a full dataset but 
rather data on some metrics, it is important that specific 
data attributes are clearly delineated. Details should 
include the metrics, units, formats and any other important 
agreements about the data (e.g. time period or specific 
geographies). This will help to ensure that the data is 
delivered correctly and efficiently. 

In early ISEAL collective reporting efforts (without a clear 
data sharing agreement), data provided by members covered 
different timeframes, formats (Excel versus consolidated pivot 
tables) and units (certified area versus total area). This had to 
be sorted out in subsequent iterations. This could have been 
avoided with a clear detailed agreement from the start.

It is also important to specify the basic data attributes that 
need to be shared to allow for correct merging of the datasets 
and better data management and analysis – e.g. certificate IDs, 

NB: This is an example – please consult your legal 
advice for actual clauses

  What obligations are there? What warranties and 
indemnities are there for each party?

  What data is collected?

 Who controls access to the data?

 What services are delivered?

  Will the data be used for purposes other than 
providing the service? Is it clear what these are? 

  Is the data shared with other parties? What rules 
do they adhere to?

  Can the data originator opt out of having their 
data shared or used for other purposes?

  Can the service provider change the agreements 
unilaterally?

  What happens if the service provider changes 
ownership?

  Can the originator retrieve their dataset from the 
system in a usable format?

  What happens if there are security breaches?

  Can originators opt out of the service and have 
their data deleted from the system?

  Is there a contact point to assist originators with 
any questions that they may have?

 What are the confidentiality terms?

Adapted from EU Code of Conduct 

CHECKLIST FOR DEVELOPING A 
DATA SHARING AGREEMENT 

https://copa-cogeca.eu/img/user/files/EU%20CODE/EU_Code_2018_web_version.pdf
https://copa-cogeca.eu/img/user/files/EU%20CODE/EU_Code_2018_web_version.pdf
https://copa-cogeca.eu/img/user/files/EU%20CODE/EU_Code_2018_web_version.pdf
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around how data was structured or reported. Many of 
these issues could then be remedied before sharing the full 
datasets, making the whole process more manageable and 
cutting down time costs. 

A side benefit of this kind of external review 
of your dataset is that it will help identify and 
remedy data issues in your own system. Fixing 

those problems will make any data sharing in the future 
more valuable.

5.4  PREPARE DATA TO BE SHARED
The final step is to prepare the data to be shared and to 
ensure it is correct and complete. A good practice is to test 
the quality and usability of the data by sharing samples. This 
is often possible even before final data sharing agreements 
are signed. In ISEAL’s collective reporting work, reviewing 
a small sample of data was enough to test the feasibility of 
combining datasets and to understand what the limitations 
might be. The test revealed gaps within datasets and issues 

This agreement proposes the sharing of the following data:
n  Certificate holder location data: geolocation of each certificate holder that was valid at some point of the year – 

either still valid at the end of the year or that expired during the course of the year (2017)

n  Timeframe for data: 2017 certificate holder level data (cut-off date 31 December 2017)

n  Crops: tea, cacao and cocoa

n  Geography: Ghana and India  

n  Variables: See description and table below

n  Child labour risk assessment map for community in Ghana: as aggregated heat map 

Participating members will share with each other and the Secretariat the location of certificate holders. The following 
table includes a list of the variables that will be included in this exercise. 

EXAMPLE DATA SHARING AGREEMENT  
(ADAPTED FROM CERTIFICATION ATLAS PROJECT) 

To support the development of the Certification Atlas, data sharing agreements were drawn up for members which 
included a table of the data attributes to be shared, formats and units in which they should be delivered, and access 
and use rights for each attribute. Attributes included certificate locations and certified production area, neither of 
which at the time could be shared publicly unless in aggregate form.

Data from the participating members. 
Other Secretariat members may join meetings in a learning/advisory capacity and can view draft and final project 
outputs such as static and interactive maps, but disaggregated data will not be shared with them; aggregated data 
may be shared if Secretariat members who are not participating members sign a data nondisclosure agreement. 

VARIABLE/FIELD NAME FIELD TYPE (TYPE OF DATA) PURPOSE

Certificate holder ID Alphanumerical (string/text) Identification

GPS: longitude Numerical Mapping

GPS: latitude Numerical Mapping

Country of certificate holder String/text Mapping

Province String/text Mapping

City String/text Mapping

Crop String/text Mapping

Spatial match with risk maps Yes/no Analysis
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The Certification Atlas project has drafted a 
framework agreement for a core set of voluntary 

standard data. Such an overarching agreement can:

n  Serve as a standard licence template for the types of data 
in the atlas 

n  Support establishment of a common policy for this data 

n  Avoid case-by-case negotiations and data procurements 

n  Enable members to individually establish more permissive 
or restrictive licences for their respective data on their 
own websites. 

Additionally the project will be developing training for how 
to collect and compile certificate location data in polygon 
format for the site where certified operations or services are 
provided.

The Living Income Community of Practice is working 
on providing more guidance on how to measure 

current farmer household incomes, so that the gap between 
a living income benchmark and the current household 
income can be assessed. Guidance from technical experts 
will be published on the living-income.com site as it 
becomes available. 

The Global Living Wage Coalition is working on 
increased alignment on how to measure and report 

on current wage levels, so that wage gaps can be accurately 
estimated and different standards don’t assess wage levels 
differently. 

ISEAL has an MOU with FiBL to collaborate on the 
collection of data for the State of Sustainability 

Initiatives report and to allow ISEAL to use data collected by 
FiBL for further analysis.

Today, new projects are further building on these 
experiences:

ISEAL is developing a comprehensive catalogue of 
the metrics its members currently use to measure 

progress made by certified entities and identify operational 
opportunities and risks. This catalogue could be used in 
future to identify overlaps between what systems currently 
measure and explore the possibility for further alignment. 
To increase relevance for a broader audience, this 
exploratory exercise will also consider the SDGs and external 
frameworks from other sectors (e.g. business and finance). 

As is evident from the previous chapters, we’ve learnt a huge amount from the 
ISEAL projects described in Chapter 1. These initiatives and projects in metrics 
alignment, data sharing and combining datasets have created a solid foundation 
on which to build. Many of the projects are still ongoing and continue to adapt 
and improve:

6. Looking forward – A snapshot 
of initiatives in 2020
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ISEAL is also identifying which of these metrics are 
appropriate for measuring progress at the landscape level. 
Building on the CCI project, the work has the potential 
to lead to the development of additional common core 
indicators.

The Delta project is an ISEAL Innovations Fund project 
aiming to define a common set of cross-commodity 

metrics and indicators to measure and report sustainability 
improvements in the cotton and coffee sectors. This 
collaboration between Better Cotton Initiative, GCP, 
International Coffee Organization and ICAC directly builds 
on the work of the Coffee Sector Framework and the Coffee 
Data Standard. It aims to increase sector credibility, reduce 
data collection effort and costs, facilitate certification audits, 
support the development of better farmer services and 
contribute to sector-wide transparency and learning around 
key sustainability challenges. 

Another Innovations Fund project is the Information 
and Data Standard for Sustainability (IDSS). Led 

by the Forest Stewardship Council (FSC), the project 
aims to develop a data standard that will enable data to 
flow effectively within and between standard systems. 
Additionally, the project will provide opportunities to 
build and test common data repositories that support 
interoperability and help ISEAL member standard systems 
compile and compare data.  

In parallel, ISEAL’s innovations learning programme is also 
more generally working to support members in having 
the correct systems in place to facilitate data sharing. The 
Digital Innovations Working Group provides a space for 
ISEAL members to join together to learn about and work on 
data governance and data management issues, including 
setting objectives, tracking emerging data privacy regulation, 
identifying key roles and responsibilities for data processes, 
developing inventories of data assets, documenting data 
processes data licensing, and developing data literacy. 

https://community.isealalliance.org/online-community/projects/digital-innovations-working-group-hub


We support and challenge our members to continually improve 
their impact for the benefit of people and planet. Our members 
are sustainability standards and related systems, which 
collaborate in order to scale and demonstrate positive impact. 
Our regularly updated codes are a recognised framework for 
best practice, and compliance with them is a mark of credibility.

We support and challenge our members to continually improve 
by providing forums for collaboration, collective action 

ISEAL is the global membership organisation for credible sustainability systems.
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