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BSR™ is a global nonprofit organization that works with  

its network of more than 250 member companies and  

other partners to build a just and sustainable world.

From its offices in Asia, Europe, and North America,  

BSR™ develops sustainable business strategies and  

solutions through consulting, research, and cross-

sector collaboration.

This project was generously supported by the Laudes Foundation.

This report provides an endline status of the ISEAL-BSR project ‘Improving data and impact  
measurement for women in supply chains’, which aimed to support standards in  
mainstreaming gender equality within their strategy, tools and systems.

ISEAL is the global membership association for credible  

sustainability standards. Our members are sustainability  

standards that meet our Codes of Good Practice and  

promote measurable change through open, rigorous and  

accessible certification systems. They are supported by  

international accreditation bodies, which are required to  

meet accepted international best practice.



• Findings and insights

- Insights from research on the extent of gender  

mainstreaming within sustainability standards

- Insights from secondary research on how ISEAL  

member standards reference gender in their standards,  

strategies and theories of change

- Insights from primary research with a sample of  

ISEAL member standards on strategic focus, shift and  

ambition on the topic of gender equality

- Recommendations for taking forward work on gender  

within the ISEAL community
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- Approach and methodology
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Framing gender equality and  
women’s empowerment

© Eduardo Martino, Fairtrade International



• There is also an explicit target for countries to ‘adopt  

and strengthen sound policies and enforceable  

legislation for the promotion of gender equality and the  

empowerment of all women and girls at all levels’ and  

track this.

Gender equality: the development case

• Gender equality is now widely considered a fundamental  

human right and is explicitly identified as a global  

development goal (SDG 5).

• Advancing gender equality is critical to all areas of a  

healthy society, from reducing poverty to promoting the  

health, education, protection and the well-being of girls  

and boys.

• The global targets set for SDG 5 focus on ending all  

forms of discrimination, violence and harmful practices  

faced by women and girls; recognising and valuing  

unpaid domestic work; ensuring equal opportunities  

for leadership at all levels; reforms to give women  

equal rights to economic resources, using technology to

promote gender equality and ensure universal access to  

sexual and reproductive health.

Source: United Nations, SDG Knowledge Platform, 2019.



• Women control approximately 64% of consumer  

spending and their global earnings are in the trillions  

of dollars.

Gender equality: the business case

• Women and girls represent half of the world’s  

population and therefore half of its potential.

• Investing in education programmes for girls and  

increasing the age at which they marry can return $5  

for every dollar spent.

• Investing in programmes improving income-generating  

activities for women can return $7 for every dollar spent.

• The full participation of women in labour forces would

add percentage points to most national growth rates—

double digits in many cases.

• When knowledge gaps between men and women in  

agriculture are reduced and both women and men  

receive training, productivity can increase by as  

much as 131%.

Source: United Nations, Gender Equality: Why it matters, 2018.



Although SDG 5 focusses explicitly on gender equality, gender cuts across all the SDGs

SDG Explicit links with gender equality Other entry points and  
trade offs

Relevant  
targets

SDG 1
No poverty

Gender sensitive development strategies and equal rights and access to resources (1.b, 1.4, 5.1) Economic activities should take  
into account environmental  
impact

1.4

SDG 2
Zero hunger

Nutritional needs of adolescent girls, pregnant and lactating women; increase female small scale producers (2.2, 2.3, 5.1). Volatile  
or rising food prices have a detrimental impact on women’s access to food, which underlines the importance of policies to pre-
vent food price hikes, and the need for governments to ensure the affordability and accessibility of food (2.3).

Food production should respect  
environment

2.2, 2.3

SDG 3
Good health and  
well-being

Universal access to sexual and reproductive health services and rights (3.7, 5.6). Further, women’s critical roles in the global  
health workforce, comprising 67 per cent across 123 countries, provide a strong link between investing in the health workforce  
(3.c), recognising and valuing unpaid care and domestic work (5.4), and achieving full and productive employment and decent  
work (8.5).

Responsible corporate practices  
in use of medicine

SDG 4
Quality education

Estimate gender disparities in education (4.3, 4.5, 4.6, 4.7, 4b, 5.1). Elimination of violence against women and girls, including  
through promoting a culture of peace and non-violence (4.7).

4.1, 4.2,
4.3, 4.5,
4.6, 4.7,
4a

SDG 6
Water

With special attention to the needs of women and girls (6.2)

SDG 7
Affordable and  
clean energy

Accessible clean energy can  
empower women

SDG 8
Decent work and  
economic growth

Equal pay for equal work, female migrants, recognise unpaid work (8.5, 8.8, 5.4) Industrialisation and rural-
urban migration policies need  
to take into account women’s  
role in families, communities  
and the environment.

8.3, 8.5,
8.7, 8.8

SDG 9
Industry, innovation  
and infrastructure

Women’s access to decent work (8) is often hampered by the disproportionate share of time devoted to unpaid care and  
domestic work (5), thus linked to lack of available infrastructure and technology (9.1 and 9.4). Supporting enterprise growth,  
generating employment and promoting sustainable industrial development (9.2) requires financial services, including affordable  
credit, and women’s integration in value chains and markets (9.3).



SDG Explicit links with gender equality Other entry points and  
trade offs

Relevant  
targets

SDG 10
Reduced  
inequalities

Social, political and economic participation irrespective of sex (10.2, 5.1, 5.5) 10.2, 10.3

SDG 11
Sustainable cities  
and communities

Providing safe public spaces (11.7) and transport (11.2) with special attention to women (11.2, 11.7). Women’s access to decent
work (8) is often hampered by the disproportionate share of time devoted to unpaid care and domestic work (5), thus linked to
lack of available infrastructure and technology (9.1 and 9.4).

SDG 12
Responsible  
consumption and  
production

Women make more purchasing  
decisions on household  
perishables but have less of  
say in production chains

SDG 13
Climate action

Raise capacity of climate change related planning and management including focusing on women (13.b).

SDG 14
Life below water

Women could help to reduce  
pollution in oceans as  
household waste management  
is often their responsibility

SGD 15
Life on land

Women’s full and equal participation is also critical to contribute to climate-change related planning and management (13.b)  
and sustainable use and management of terrestrial ecosystems (15.1 and 15.2), taking into account the specific knowledge and  
indigenous women.

SDG 16
Peace, justice and  
strong institutions

Achieving the water goal and targets is critical to reducing conflicts and exploit transboundary benefit sharing in river basins. Shrinking commons  
traditionally benefited women

SDG 17
Partnerships for  
the goals

International cooperation is essential to manage shared water resources.



SDG 1 More women than men live in poverty, especially during their peak childbearing years. Women and girls around the world are 4% MORE LIKELY than men and boys to live in  

extreme poverty, and the risk rises to 25% for women aged 25 to 34.

SDG 2 Unequal power relations in households render women more vulnerable to food insecurity. Globally, women had a 10% HIGHER RISK of experiencing food insecurity than  
men in 2018.

SDG 4 15 MILLION GIRLS and 10 MILLION BOYS of primary-school age are out of school.

SDG 5 Women spend 3x as many hours as men each day in unpaid care and domestic work. Based on 2018 data from 69 countries, only 19% OF COUNTRIES have a  

comprehensive system to track budget allocations for gender equality. Women comprised 39% OF THE WORKFORCE in 2019 but held only 27% of all managerial positions.

SDG 6 In collecting drinking water, women and girls carry the heaviest burden. Women and girls are responsible for water collection in 80% OF HOUSEHOLDS without access to  
water on premises, according to data from 61 developing countries.

SDGs 12, 13, 14
and 15

Globally, 38.7% OF EMPLOYED WOMEN are working in agriculture, forestry and fisheries, but ONLY 13.8% OF LANDHOLDERS are women. The LACK OF  
SEX DISAGGREGATED DATA in the environment domain affects the development and implementation of effective policies and programmes to address the 
gender- environment nexus.

SDG 8 Wide gender gaps persist in labour force participation. The labour force participation rate of women aged 25 to 54 is 55% versus 94% for men in the same age group.

In its 2019 review of progress, the UN noted that although progress was being made on eliminating  
violence against women and girls, there was insufficient progress on structural issues at the root of gender  
inequality, such as legal discrimination, unfair social norms and attitudes, decision-making on sexual and  
reproductive issues and low levels of political participation, which are undermining the ability to achieve  
Sustainable Development Goal 5. Below is a snapshot of the progress against key gender-related targets in  
the SDGs as of 2019.

Source: UN Women



Gender equality is a multidimensional concept but three important pathways are identified  
to pursue gender equality through sustainable development

Redressing socio-economic disadvantage in the domains of work, well-being and  
access to resources

This includes ensuring equal access to decent work and secure livelihoods; the recognition, reduction  

and redistribution of unpaid care work; equal access to quality education, health and other social  

services and public goods; and equal access to and control over resources and their benefits –

including ecosystem-based resources.

Enhancing recognition and dignity

This includes challenging stereotypes around masculinity and femininity; assuring freedom  

from violence and violations of dignity and security; assurance of bodily integrity and sexualand  

reproductive health and rights; and recognition and respect for diverse forms of knowledge  

production and application.

Enhancing equal participation in decision-making at multiple levels
This includes supporting agency, power and voice in institutions and decision-making; building  

deliberative forms of democracy that can debate sustainability goals and values in inclusive ways;  

and assuring space for feminist collective action.

Source: UN Women, Gender equality and sustainable development: a pathways approach, 2016.



Purpose and scope  
of this report

© UTZ Certified



The goal of the ISEAL-BSR project ‘Improving data and impact measurement  
for women in supply chains’ was to support standards in  mainstreaming 
gender equality within their strategy, tools and systems.

The focus of this report is on the extent to which progress on Goal 1 has been made.

GOAL 1
MSIs and standards  

mainstream gender equality within
strategy, tools, and systems

GOAL 2
MSIs, standards, and  

companies systematically collect and
use gender data to inform their investments

OBJECTIVE 2
Improved integration of a  

gender perspective in standards  
processes and tools

OBJECTIVE 1
Improved corporate mechanisms  

to measure meaningful progress on  
gender equality in supply chains

WORKSTREAM 1
Gender  

Working Group

WORKSTREAM 3
Auditor’s  
workshop

WORKSTREAM 2
Gender data and  

impact framework



The purpose of this report is to provide a state-of-play of where sustainability  
standards, specifically ISEAL members, stand on the topic of mainstreaming gender  
equality within their systems.

It also aims to:

• Provide an assessment of any shifts within ISEAL  

member standards on their work on gender over the  

last two to three years

• Provide an overview of the activities carried out  

by members in relation to gender or women’s  

empowerment

• Provide insight on the strategic focus, ambition and  

aspirations of ISEAL member standards over the coming  

five years

• Provide ideas and recommendations for ISEAL’s future  

work in this space

It is important to note that this is not an evaluation of

the project although our research does reflect on how

members valued specific project activities.
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MULTI STAKEHOLDER  
INITIATIVES

SUSTAINABILITY  
STANDARDS

ISEAL MEMBER  
SUSTAINABILITY  

STANDARDS

We situate ISEAL member sustainability standards as a specific form of multi stakeholder initiatives.

Multi Stakeholder Initiatives (MSIs) are voluntary rule-

systems for sustainability that are governed by a mix of  

public, private and NGO actors (adapted from Fransen, 2012).

Sustainability standards are voluntary schemes, usually  

governed by NGOs, who set standards for addressing key  

sustainability issues and goals. They are also referred to as  

standards systems, which are the collective of organisations  

responsible for the activities involved in the implementation  

of a standard, including standard setting, capacity building,  

assurance, labelling and monitoring.

ISEAL members are sustainability standards and accreditation  

bodies dedicated to delivering benefits for people and the  

planet through their commitment to the ISEAL Credibility  

Principles and compliance with Codes of GoodPractice

in setting standards, assuring compliance and monitoring  

impacts. As of May 2020, ISEAL has 23 full members and3  

associate members.



Research questions

• What is the state of gender mainstreaming amongst ISEAL member sustainability  
standards? To what extent has mainstreaming of gender equality considerations  
become a norm? What has changed in the last two years in your system and what  
has driven this change?

• What is the current thinking within sustainability standards on the question of  
gender and gender equality and what goals do they have in relation to addressing  
gender issues within their sectors and areas of work?

• How do ISEAL member standards want to progress on the topic of gender and  
working towards greater gender equality in and through their work? What support  
do they want from ISEAL in this regard and what role do they wish ISEAL to play in  
this space?



• Women’s empowerment is a multi-faceted concept that refers to  

“women’s sense of self-worth; their right to have and to determine  

choices; their right to have access to opportunities and resources;  

their right to have the power to control their own lives, both within  

and outside the home; and their ability to influence the direction  

of social change to create a more just social and economic order,  

nationally and internationally.” (United Nations Population  

Information Network, n.d.).

EQUALITY EQUITY

Definitions we use in this report

• Gender equality implies that the interests,  

needs and priorities of both women and men  

are taken into consideration, recognising the  

diversity of different groups of women and  

men.

• Gender equity denotes an element of  

interpretation of social justice, usually based  

on tradition, custom, religion or culture. In  

some jurisdictions it is used to refer to fair  

treatment of women and men, according

to their respective needs.

• Mainstreaming a gender perspective is  

the process of assessing the implications  

for women and men of any planned action,

including legislation, policies or programmes,  

in all areas and at all levels.

Source: Good Growth  
Partnership, Gender  
mainstreaming in global  
agricultural supply chains  
can accelerate good  
growth: what works and for  
whom, 2020. Image source:  
Maryam Abdul-Kareem.



Approach and methods

• Review of key literature on standards, sustainability  

and gender to provide an overview of findings and  

recommendations

• Secondary research on the extent to which all ISEAL  

members address gender in their strategies, standards  

and theories of change (desk-research based on publicly  

available information from member websites)

• Primary research through semi-structured interviews  

with 9 ISEAL members across sectors (identified based  

on engagement with the Gender Working Group, sector  

and size diversity)

© Kate Fishpool for Fairtrade



Findings and insights
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Insights from research on the  
extent of gender mainstreaming  
within sustainability standards

© Better Cotton Initiative



At the outset, it is important to note that gender is not a focus for most voluntary sustainability  
standards. A review of the standards on ITC’s sustainability map indicates that only 30% of the  
261 standards listed have any gender focus. Of the 61 schemes that do have a gender focus,  
only 10 are ISEAL members indicating that 50% of ISEAL member standards systems do not  
have any gender focus.

Organisations with gender issue focus  

(n=61) displayed by ISEAL Community  

Status in percent

ISEAL member

Subscriber

No member

Standards with gender issue focus  

(n=81) displayed by ISEAL Community  

Status in percent

65.6% 54.3%
16.4%

18%

18.5%

27.2%



The activities of the Gender Responsive Standards  

Initiative culminated in the drafting of the Declaration  

for Gender Responsive Standards and Standards  

Development. The Declaration invites all standards  

bodies, whatever their business model and operations  

modality to pledge to make the standards they develop  

and the standards development process they use gender  

responsive. The Declaration was approved in 2018 and  

opened for signatures in 2019.

As of May 2020, two ISEAL member standards were  

signatories to this Declaration.

Recognising this trend, the United Nations Economic Commission for Europe (UNECE),  
started the ‘Gender Responsive Standards Initiative’ in 2016 that aims at providing a  
practical way forward for standards bodies wishing to take a step towards making their  
standards and the development process they follow gender responsive.

In recognising that standards do have a role to play in  

addressing gender issues, the initiative aims to:

• strengthen the use of standards and technical  

regulations as powerful tools to attain SDG 5 (Achieve  

Gender Equality and Empower all Women and Girls),

• integrate a gender lens in the development of both  

standards and technical regulations,

• elaborate gender indicators and criteria that could be  

used in standards development.



The literature on voluntary sustainability standards (VSS) and gender is limited. 
However  two recent reports provide a useful review of the potential and limitations 
of VSSs  on gender equality. At the outset, these reports highlight that VSSs can have 
limited  direct impact on gender equality and women’s empowerment. Their 
influence and  contribution lies chiefly in the ways standards’ principles, criteria and 
procedures are  written and implemented.

The analysis of if and how VSSs can promote gender  

equality focusses on two areas:

• the effectiveness of the standard at integrating gender  

into its certification criteria and

• the outcomes from applying their design, and  

supporting adoption and compliance through specific  

activities, procedures and interventions by certifying  

bodies, producers as individuals and groups, and the  

organisations that work with and assist them.



SDGs Gender equality and women’s empowerment in agriculture  
cross-cutting themes

VSS content area Seven reviewed standards

Household food security Right to a living wage 7 out of 7 reviewed standards

Women’s rights to productive agricultural resources  

Gender equality in education

Respect for customary land rights 6 out of 7 reviewed standards

Access to productive resources 7 out of 7 reviewed standards

Access to agricultural training 7 out of 7 reviewed standards

No gender discrimination in agricultural trainings 2 out of 7 reviewed standards

Eliminate worst forms of child labour 7 out of 7 reviewed standards

Educational opportunities for adults 6 out of 7 reviewed standards

Equal educational opportunities for women 3 out of 7 reviewed standards

Women’s unpaid domestic labour Access to childcare for workers 7 out of 7 reviewed standards

Women’s decision making and empowerment Gender non-discrimination policy 7 out of 7 reviewed standards

Decent work for women Maternity leave 5 out of 7 reviewed standards

Breaks and flexibility for nursing mothers 3 out of 7 reviewed standards

No tolerance for sexual harassment 5 out of 7 reviewed standards

Prohibit pregnant and nursing women from participating in hazardous work 3 out of 7 reviewed standards

Separation of worksite sanitation or rest facilities for women and men 4 out of 7 reviewed standards

A 2019 IISD report assessed the potential of voluntary sustainability standards in driving gender equality  
and women’s empowerment in agriculture and reviewed the content of seven leading standards against  
six cross-cutting themes. It highlights how the inclusion of specific principles and criteria can make  
important contributions towards gender equality.



Gender equality and women’s empowerment in  
agriculture cross-cutting themes

SDGs Recommendations

Household food security Promote women’s subsistence crops and nutritious crops for inter-cropping, shade and other sustainable production  
practices. Use gender transformative approaches to encourage women’s financial decision making within the  
household. Conduct a gender impact assessment of the introduction or reinforcement of cash crop cultivation before  
promoting certification.

Women’s rights to productive agricultural resources Promote and advocate for women’s more stable and secure rights to land. Development organisations working in  
extension (agricultural training) services should use female extension workers in services provided for women. Promote  
women’s rights to productive agricultural resources in women’s empowerment-focused projects and interventions.
Provide support and training on climate change adaptation and climate-smart agriculture for women producers.

Gender equality in education Document and work to promote understanding of local cultural practices around child labour in agriculture. Develop  
and support initiatives for women’s literacy. Advocate for the importance of girls’ education, from primary through  
secondary, tertiary and post-secondary schooling.

Women’s unpaid domestic labour Undertake a gender transformative approach that emphasises to women and men the importance of cooperating as  
a family. Develop and implement projects that support women’s ability to choose to participate in income-generating  
agricultural work. Provide childcare during any production-related trainings.

Women’s decision making and empowerment Impart trainings with childcare provided to women so that they can obtain certification. When providing trainings  
specifically for women, encourage activities focused on the production and commercial aspects of agriculture. Provide  
training and resources to producer cooperatives, farms and worker organisations that assist them to meet the gender  
equality and women’s empowerment criteria of VSSs. Mandate the participation and representation of women  
equally to men in any decision making related to development programming. Conduct research with local women to  
understand what empowerment means to them. Support women-led commercialisation projects.

Decent work for women Promote adoption of VSSs on farms with hired labour to improve their employment conditions. Provide training for  
women and men that promotes women’s access to higher-paid jobs with more decision-making responsibilities. Work  
with women and men to understand the gender division of agricultural labour. Develop and implement regular gender  
equality training for women and men at all levels of the workforce.

The report makes important recommendations on how VSS can further gender equality – both through  
the instrument of the standard and compliance with it but also through choices around specific  
programmes and interventions.



A 2019 ICSTD report reviews the impacts that VSSs have on gender equality and women’s empowerment  
in value chains based on existing evidence. It concludes that although anecdotal evidence supports claims  
that VSSs have had positive impacts for women, such results are not consistent or systematic. VSSs have  
failed to address the structural causes of gender equity in global value chains. However, existing evidence  
points to the potential impact that VSSs could drive if a more holistic approach to gender equity was  
adopted by schemes.

Household food security

• Sustainable production practices can often contribute to a diverse  

and nutritional diet.

• Improved incomes through certification can improve food security,  

especially if women are given charge of the income stream.

Women’s rights to productive agricultural resources

• Financial supports provided through certification can contribute  

to women’s access to productive inputs and credit when producer  

cooperatives support these measures.

• Certification can promote women’s participation in climate-smart  

agriculture if equitable opportunity to participate in production  

trainings is provided.

Gender equality in education

• Standards promote children’s attendance at schooling through the  

prohibition of child labour.

• Standards promote girls’ and boys’ education equally.

Women’s unpaid domestic labour

• Certification can alleviate some of women’s domestic labour  

burden through financial support for labour-saving investments.

Household food security

• Certified cash cropping can undermine women’s subsistence  

agriculture, potentially undermining household food security.

Women’s rights to productive agricultural resources

• Certification does not directly promote women’s rights to land,  

although indirectly it may contribute to women’s enjoyment  of 

temporary land rights when men have emigrated and the  

certification process requires the presence of a landowner.

• Certification can reinforce gender asymmetries in access to  

production-related information and trainings unless specific  

outreach with women is undertaken.

Women’s unpaid domestic labour

• Certification prohibits child labour and can therefore render  

it more difficult for women with young children to perform  

agricultural work on their own fields or for a wage, unless the  

standard also requires that adequate childcare is provided.
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The report recommends that VSSs take a strategic approach based on a thorough analysis of the root  
causes of gender inequality in global value chains they work in, make a commitment to gender equality at  
the highest levels of the organisation and resource work on gender adequately, and that governments and  
policy-makers recognise and include VSSs as part of trade and market-based interventions that

can promote gender equality.

Women’s decision making and empowerment

• Certification can promote women’s roles in the production process  

and in community activities, which has often contributed to their  

participation in the traditionally masculine realm of household  

decision making.

• Women’s gains in intra-household decision making may require  

complementary gender equality training efforts.

• Certification can contribute to gender equality in decision making

in producer and worker groups, particularly when gender equality

training is provided.

Decent work for women

• Certification encourages decent work conditions for women  

waged labourers, because they require compliance with  

certification criteria that exceed national laws.

• Occupational safety and health conditions related to women  

workers’ specific needs are often improved by certification.

Women’s decision making and empowerment

• Where patriarchy is deeply entrenched, certification is likely to  

have no impact on women’s empowerment within the household,  

or worse, reinforce patriarchal social norms.

• Patriarchal norms render it difficult to promote women’s  

empowerment within producer and worker groups and, in the  

worst case, may be reinforced if certification promotes male  

dominance in decision making.

• Certification might channel development-oriented investments  

into women’s non-commercial activities, inadvertently impeding  

their economic empowerment.

Decent work for women

• Certification entails extra labour to comply with crop quality and  

environmental sustainability criteria. This labour has often been  

provided by women as unpaid family labour, thus increasing their  

work burden without compensation or recognition, unless they  

are included in production decision making.
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Insights from secondary  
research on how ISEAL  
member standards reference  
gender in their standards,  
strategies and theories
of change
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A desk-based review of ISEAL members’ standards, theories of change and strategies
confirms that explicit references or goals in relation to gender equality are low within
the membership.

• Of the 87 standards documents reviewed, 36 make some  

reference to gender (16/23 members).

• Seven ISEAL members make no reference to gender (or  

specific reference to women) in any of their standards.

• Of the theories of change reviewed for all ISEAL  

members, six ISEAL members make reference to gender  

(or women).

• A general review of ISEAL members’ public websites  

reveals that only three have published gender strategies  

or policies that detail their approach to gender equality  

or women’s empowerment.
© Marieke van der Mijn of Responsible Jewellery Council



The standard (and associated principles and criteria) continues to be the chief tool  
through which ISEAL member standards seek to address gender or women’s issues in any  
manner.

Of the standards that do reference gender or women, the majority do so in the context  
of recognising ILO core conventions around non-discrimination. A small number  
reference the ILO core convention on equal pay for equal work.

While this is the general trend, some standards do make unique and more purposive
references to gender equality and women’s empowerment in their principles and criteria.  
We share some examples in the following pages.



Member Standard name, version, date Reference

ASI-Performance-Standard-V2-
Dec2017

Impact Assessments: The Entity shall conduct environmental, social, cultural and Human Rights Impact Assessments, including a  
gender analysis, for new projects or major changes to existing facilities.

Farm standard/ ASC Shrimp  
Standard Version 1.1

Equality of salaries and opportunities. All hired workers, independent of their gender, origin, race or religion, receive equal pay,  
benefits, promotion opportunities, job security arrangements and training opportunities for equal work at equal role and experience  
levels within the same hierarchical position.

BCI Principles and Criteria  
Version 2.1

Producers or worker associations should ensure all workers feel represented. This requires an awareness of where the structural  
disadvantages are. In most cases, a priority area to address is gender representation, since women tend to have fewer opportunities  
to participate effectively in representative bodies or training opportunities.

Capture Fisheries Standard  
Version 1.1.0

Definitions. Under the CFS, a fisherman is defined as any person, regardless of gender, catching seafood, whether waged, or earning  
payment as a percentage of the earnings.

Fairtrade Standard for Smallscale  
Producer Organizations_v2.2

3.3.4 No tolerance of Gender Based Violence and other forms of violence
Guidance: Gender Based Violence (GBV) is an umbrella term for any harmful act that is perpetrated against a person’s will and that  
is based on socially ascribed (gender) differences between females and males. Examples include sexual violence, including sexual  
exploitation/abuse and forced prostitution; domestic violence and trafficking. (...)
Prolonged safety means keeping the person/s free from risk of or actual harm or danger. The policy can also be linked to a broader  
policy against any form of discrimination or to the gender policy.

Fairtrade Standard for Smallscale  
Producer Organizations_v2.2

4.3.4 NEW 2019** Gender policy. You develop and implement a gender policy. You ensure members are aware of this policy and its  
contents. You ensure that women are involved in the development and implementation of the policy.

Good examples of references to gender equality, equity and women’s empowerment in the content  
of specific ISEAL members’ standards documents



Member Standard name, version, date Reference

Fairtrade Textile Standard, _v1.2 The grievance handler(s) must be: - the same gender as the majority of the workforce. The CC can also determine one male and one  
female grievance handler

Fairtrade Standard for Gold and  
Associated Precious Metals for  
Artisanal and Small-Scale Mining
_v1.2

You work with local authorities or other relevant parties towards making a gender-based diagnosis of the main risks and vulnerabilities  
to accidents and disasters in the community due to mining activity.

FSC Principles and Criteria for  
Forest Stewardship V5-2 EN

2.2 The Organization* shall promote gender equality* in employment practices, training opportunities, awarding of contracts,  
processes of engagement* and management activities.

FSC Principles and Criteria for  
Forest Stewardship V5-2 EN

Gender equality: Gender equality or gender equity means that women and men have equal conditions for realizing their full human  
rights and for contributing to, and benefiting from, economic, social, cultural and political development (Source: Adapted from
FAO, IFAD and ILO workshop on ‘Gaps, trends and current research in gender dimensions of agricultural and rural employment:  
differentiated pathways out of poverty’, Rome, 31 March to 2 April 2009.).

International Generic Indicators  
V(2-0)

Promoting Gender Equality in National Forest Stewardship Standards

Code of Practices Doctors, nurses and key personnel among security staff, managers or others shall be regularly trained to recognise signs of gender-
based violence and understand relevant laws and organisational policies.

Good examples of references to gender equality, equity and women’s empowerment in the content  
of specific ISEAL members’ standards documents



Insights from primary research  
with a sample of ISEAL member  
standards on strategic focus,  
shift and ambition on the topic  
of gender equality
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G.0. Gender blind Not acknowledging or inconsistently acknowledging differences between men and women’s roles, participation, benefits and  

privileges as part of the work of the structure and operations of your system

G.1. Gender aware Gender equity is part of the rationale for the scheme’s work and an aspirational outcome but does not shape the design of  

projects/programmes or their implementation. Gender equality is not a programmatic focus.

G.2. Gender sensitive Activities and interventions acknowledge the differences and inequalities between men and women and gender equality is  

made a goal. However, only practical gender-differentiated needs are met.

G.3. Gender responsive Activities and interventions acknowledge the differences and inequalities between men and women AND articulate strategies,  

steps and policies that address different needs, aspirations, capacities and contributions of men and women. Some strategic  

and practical gender needs are met.

G.4. Gender transformative Beyond acknowledging differences and seeking to respond to them, activities and interventions seek to address  

fundamental structural inequities and challenge socio-cultural norms respectfully to improve gender outcomes. Strategies  

address issues such as access to resources, decision-making, leadership and participation as part of their achievement of  

sustainability outcomes.

A schema for understanding a scheme’s approach towards gender

Source: Adapted from the Good Growth Partnership, Gender mainstreaming in global agricultural supply chains can accelerate good growth:  

what works and for whom, p.34, 2020.



ISEAL member Status in 2018 Status in 2020 Brief overview of current focus and strategic prioritisation of gender as an area of work

Member 1 Gender equality is (and has been) a strategic priority in the theory of change, a published gender strategy in place, gendered data collection is the  
norm, gender thinking permeates all parts of the system’s structure and operations. There is strong awareness within leadership and staff teams on  
gender issues.

Member 2 Gender equality is a strategic priority with a clear organisational position on gender, increased staff awareness of gender issues, dedicated  
programme staff, good knowledge management and sharing of practices and a slow permeation of gender thinking across programmatic operations.

Member 3 Women’s empowerment is an organisational goal (also mentioned in the theory of change) however action and strategies do not match this  
ambition. No focussed interventions in place towards meeting this goal although some gender monitoring and thinking is ongoing. No dedicated  
programme staff or resourcing to this topic.

Member 4 Early stages of thinking on gender and no articulated goals or targets yet in place. Staff understanding and awareness of gender issues is low, no  
dedicated staffing or resources and any responses are mainly in relation to external stimuli. Efforts are on to listen, learn and discuss internally on  
how to advance on gender.

Member 5 There is a clear gender strategy in place although yet to be published and dedicated programme staff working on the issue. The policy cuts across  
strategic and programmatic work and provides a roadmap on how the scheme is going to work to address gendered outcomes.

Member 6 Basic efforts made to incorporate gender aware language across the system and standard but levels but no further thinking or strategising around  
gender issues. Staff awareness of gender issues is low and no dedicated resourcing to this. No gendered monitoring in place.

Member 7 The standard and scheme are focussed almost entirely on environmental issues and so gender is not an area of any focus or activity. However, the  
organisation is cognisant of gender issues and address them where it can (such as where social criteria are included in the standard) or in the way it  
sets up its events and communication.

Member 8 The scheme has historically focussed only on environmental issues with absolutely no references to gender anywhere in the standard. However, a  
renewed interest in gender in recent years including ways to address gender in the standard’s revision is ongoing.

Member 9 The scheme has been gender aware for a long time but is now transitioning to see how it can do more on this topic. There is new ‘gender project  
work’ ongoing including analysis of data on a few key indicators that might lead to developing a gender strategy in the coming year.

Analysis of ISEAL members’ focus and work on gender and any shifts over the last three years



Quotes from members on the shift made in gender work over the last 2-3 years

“For the last two years our standard has not had a gender  

perspective. However, we would like to establish a new project  

on gender equality. We would like to identify what issue we  

should be prioritising in our standard and how so that we can  

work in a more structural and proactivemanner.”

“As an organisation, we’re reflecting on this issue of gender a  

lot more, especially in the last year. Not only because wehave  

learned a lot more about it but because we’ve been getting a  

lot of more questions about it too.”

“We were at the stagewherethe peopledidn’tevenknow this was  

an issue. They thought that they were already meeting standards  

that respect human rights…But they don’t realise that we’re not  

even aware if women are being discriminated against. In 2017,  

the issue of gender was brought to the forefront. So, in the 2018  

standardwe used a lot more language that is very ‘gender aware’.”

“Our current approach is that we’re committed to  

mainstreaming gender across our systems and programmes.  

We want to move towards supporting transformational  

projects and approaches. But we recognised that we have  

some work to do to address some of the unintentionalbarriers  

that were set up within our system and to kind of buildup

our own internal knowledge and awareness, along withthe  

knowledge and awareness of our partners.”
“In 2017, we got the mandate to work on an evaluation of  

gender aspects in our system on various levels: the standards,  

their implementation and auditing; in our organisation’s staff;  

standard development groups, working groups and any kind  

of official institutional groups. Most likely the awareness

is not very high, there’s something to do. But first of all we  

need to have this data. So, we are collecting data and to the  

end of the year we want to have this ready to then inform the  

decision makers to think about what to do with it and if it will

become a strategy.”

“We definitely don’t have an explicit strategy around gender,  

as an organisation, either programmatically or more broadly.  

It’s built into our theory of change and it’s definitely apriority  

at our level, but it is not built into the organisation’s strategy.  

We wish it were.”



Summary

What is the current status of work on gender within ISEAL member schemes

• Gender equality and women’s empowerment is a rising topic of interest within ISEAL member schemes, on account  

of external stimuli and internal reviews (push and pull factors). Participation in ISEAL’s Gender Working Group has  

been one of the key triggers for internal thinking and consideration of the issue amongst many members.

• There is a perceptible shift amongst most members in terms of awareness, activity and aspiration on gender-related  

issues over the last 3 years.

• There is high variation in understanding within systems on what is meant by ‘gender equality’, ‘gender  

mainstreaming’ or even ‘women’s empowerment’. These terms are sometimes used interchangeably when they  

mean different things.

• There is considerable internal strategic thinking, research and activity on gender even if members choose not to talk  

or communicate externally about this.

• There is more focus within the membership on mainstreaming gender work at the programmatic level (affecting gender  

outcomes as a scheme) and less on mainstreaming gender thinking across system structures, operations andprocesses.



• Members have been able to advance their ‘gender  

thinking’ even with the absence of a clear point-person.  

However, content expertise and depth of engagement  

with projects (such as the Gender Working Group) are low  

in such cases.

• Few members are hiring external consultants to work on  

gender. Most work is driven by the internal staff team  

with a person from one team seconded or shifting to  

gradually focus progressively more on gender.

• Very few members have assessed or undertaken efforts to  

mainstream gender awareness at the level of the Board or  

Senior Management teams in a dedicated manner, even  

whilst progressing on the programmatic front.

Dedicated staffing on gender work: pros and cons

• At least 5 of the 9 members interviewed had a specific  

staff-person dedicated to working on gender (not  

exclusively).

• Identification of a ‘point-person’ has been a key factor  

in driving gender-related conversations internally. On  

the flip side, such momentum and intellectual capital  

gained is lost for the organisation when that person  

leaves.

• Some members have a ‘gender lead’ but quickly  

work to develop tools, strategies and knowledge  

management systems that disseminate learning and  

allow for sharing of expertise across the organisation.



• Using gender-aware language in the standard and its principles and criteria or using standards’ revision process and public consultations to initiate dialogue  

around gender as a topic

• Initiating internal conversations on gender or the impacts of the scheme on women, even if only to sense-check interest

• Identifying a point-person within the staff team to work (mostly part-time) on gender

• Responding to external information requests or stakeholder queries that are gender-related

• Specific pilots, projects or programmes that delve deeper into issues faced by women or research gender issues in the sector or amongst certified entities

• Use of internal performance monitoring data and research / evaluations to trigger internal discussion on gender

• Working with specific certified entities on advancing on some gender goals, if the resources are available, but not in a structured manner

• Reviewing assurance and audit procedures to improve awareness and auditor competence on identifying gender issues

• Gender-scans’ across the scheme and staff team to assess levels of gender awareness, understanding and on that basis undertake gender training to increase  

staff awareness of issues to empower application across different areas of work

• Developing a gender policy from scratch that articulates organisational position, strategic activities and goals around gender equality

• Reviewing M&E activities and improving extent of gender-disaggregated data collected or putting new indicators or targets in place

• Dedicated programmatic work related to women and women’s empowerment

• Extensive monitoring and evaluation systems in place to gather gender-disaggregated data and also analyse it

• Evaluation of the extent to which the scheme and systems has delivered on gender-related goals and intended impacts

• Specific advocacy campaigns aimed at women in their supply chains or sectors

Overview of the gender-related activities within the membership



• High costs associated with gathering gender-

disaggregated data (especially through audits) and  

the lack of capacity with implementing partner  

organisations to understand the need for this were  

also raised as challenges.

Data and insights from M&E activities are supporting strategic  
thinking around gender

• There is a difference between measuring the scheme  

or system’s outcomes and impacts on gender vis-à-

vis gathering gender-disaggregated data for other  

indicators. Our research shows that current focus is  

on the latter rather than the former as there are few  

explicit outputs or outcomes in relation to gender.

• Almost all members collect gender disaggregated data  

for at least some internal performance monitoring  

indicators but very few are systematically analysing this  

for insights on the role or participation of women in their  

certified entities or to inform programme responses.



Members are ambitious about their work on gender although the  
scale of ambition varies greatly

Low level of ambition

“A bit more established understanding of gender”

“We would like to [see the standard] have more contribution  
to social responsibility in terms of agriculture practices  
instead of only environmental responsibility.”

“Using the standard and the communication around it to  
create basic awareness and understanding of gender equality  
and issues”

“Increased internal insight on gender issues and trends to  
inform policies and strategy”

“We have staff and auditors willing to inform themselves, to  
make educated assessments and evaluation about the gender  
and diversity issues.”

High level of ambition

“Make real progress in and demonstrate contribution to  
women’s economic empowerment” | “New partnerships  
to pilot some approaches” | “Increased participation from  
women in the scheme”

“Working to see that women and men are gaining an equally  
rich and beneficial experience in terms of engaging with the  
standard and scheme.”

“There’s ways that our programme, and we change minds  
of communities, societies and of males as well, and females  
to step up into that and I think that is a role change, and  
behaviour change that we’d love to see down the road.”

“A clear gender mainstreaming strategy and a workplan to  
get us there”

“I hope that in five years’ time, we really have this  
strong organisation where everybody has a good level of
understanding of what general equality is, has the right tools  
to be able to incorporate it into their work.”

“That all our projects have a strong gender component, that  
gender is mainstreamed in all the projects.”



• Staff with social science background, training or  

research experience in gender or women’s issues

• SDGs and explicit focus on gender equality

• Funding requirements related to impact on women  

or project gender outcomes

• Decentralising gender work (producer networks,  

national teams) so that it is bottom-up and not seen  

as central-office driven

• Standards’ revision or reviews of theory of change  

(big cross-cutting projects)

• Leadership commitment to the issue and vision

Although members are ambitious about advancing work on gender,  
there are important barriers to overcome

BARRIERS DRIVERS

• Lack of adequate or meaningful gender-disaggregated  

data within the system

• Low levels of staff awareness of gender or  

women’s issues

• Competing programmatic priorities and limited  

resources

• Cultural barriers with male-dominated sectors and  

supply chains (gender doesn’t naturally come up as a  

topic of interest)

• Poor implementation of national laws and regulations  

in production countries (such as equal pay or  

representation) means standards that use these in  

their P&Cs can’t drive change through the standard

• Costs and competence around gendered monitoring



There is a mismatch between member ambition and focus of work  
on the topic of gender
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What could have been done differently…
• A more participatory style of conducting the working group

• Work with the sector intersection – common issues across  

sectors or where a sector-differentiated approach is needed

• More time spent on talking about the value of standards for  

the women we are trying to reach (a lot of the work of the  

GWG seemed disconnected from on-the-ground women  

perspectives)

• Follow up from webinars with regularly sharing key resources

• It would have been useful and purposive if the GWG had  

in its early days set up a common, unified goal for ISEAL  

members

• More staff continuity from the project side would have  

helped

Value of the Gender Working Group

What did you gain from the GWG  
and its activities…
• Peer learning: allowing for exchange of  

information and experiences

• Tools and resources: the gender audit training, the  

BSR gender-disaggregated data framework

• Access to technical expertise: BSR guidance  

documents and networking with BSR / World  

Benchmarking Alliance as a technical, content  

expert – many members went on to work with BSR  

directly

• Capacity building: enhanced staff understanding  

and capacity on gender and women’s issues.  

This also helped them build the business case to  

advance internally on the topic / issue



Member quotes on the value of the GWG

“We have some challenges for sure. Being part of the gender  

working group really gave me a great chance to exchange  

information and learnings. I would see a very great value for  

this gender working group.”

“The webinars were some of the best organised ones I’vebeen  

to. I think that there was a couple of webinars where there  

were five or six people speaking, and they were prepared and  

all my questions were there. So it was really, reallyuseful.

All of the notes that came afterwards were reallyhelpful.”

“It helpedme reflectand I came backwith a lot of thoughts

and insights around how we monitor genderand thinking about  
monitoring gender. I was still relatively new to my organisationat  

thatpointtoo so it was superhelpful.”

“What I think was also quite useful is just learningfrom other  

standards and what they’ve been doing. We are involved in  

quite a few working groups and they always ask the same  

question. I think it sounds like a cliché but it’s true: listening  

to what other standards are doing and learning from them is  

quite a valuable piece of work that I don’t think wewould

have had without a working group.”“I think the biggest driver is definitely internal, even though  

we’ve had some stakeholder pressure. I think our staff and  

particularly from attending the gender working group have  

been really connected to what other standards are doing and  

given us ideas. I think really that’s been a driver in looking at  

the auditing practices. It’s been the top influencer for us.”

“We have been inspired quite a lot by the data framework  

BSR [shared with the GWG] and we are incorporating different  

indicators into standard requirements, and asking certificate  

holders to set up a gender committee that conducts gender  

assessments by using a gender assessment tool.”



Recommendations for taking  
forward work on gender within  
the ISEAL community
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Convening and facilitation

• Keep the Gender Working Group going as a neutral, pre-

competitive space where members can gather and learn

• Create an online digital platform or knowledge  

management tool where members can share resources,  

data and research in relation to gender work

• Convene experts working on social issues within the  

membership to brainstorm how to they approach,  

tackle and integrate these within their systems

• Set up a common goal or aspiration for members on an  

issue or topic that helps drive interactions

• Capture and share ‘good practice’ – identify it and then  

share it amongst the members

• Create a safe space for members who are at the very  

start of a journey on a topic and support member staff

• Foster alignment across members on understanding of  

key concepts, definitions, measurement methodologies



Subject matter expertise and training

• Identify topics of common interest or common  

challenges and address those either in-house or in  

partnership with experts such as BSR

• Convert technical partnerships with experts such as BSR  

into a practical, implementable service for members

• Guidance to members on gender-related metrics,  

indicators and M&E activities

• Provide resources or guidance to members on  

conducting gender-awareness training internally



Service provision

• Offer 1:1 conversations with members to help them  

assess where they are in their journey on specific topics  

and help them understand what is best practice

• Fixed hours of consulting for each member to provide  

feedback on specific areas of work in relation to a topic  

(e.g.: how to integrate gender requirements within

a standard or feedback on indicators or alignment of  

indicators with ToC)

• Provide 1:1 support to members on how to get started  

to work on a topic or issue



Future work on gender could focus on addressing key barriers that  
members say they face in advancing internally on the topic and  
strengthening enabling conditions that have helped

• Build capacity on collecting
gender-disaggregated data
through ongoing assurance
and MEL activities

• Build knowledge on  
gender-related indicators  
and metrics and their  
integration into existing  
systems

• Build skills on analysis  
of gender-disaggregated  
data to gain insight and  
knowledge

• Work with technical  
partners to raise  
awareness and  
understanding of gender  
issues within member  
schemes

• Work with technical  
partners to offer services  
around gender awareness  
training for members and  
member partners

• Keep the Gender Working  
Group going as a safe,  
trusted, pre-competitive  
space for member staff

to learn together and  
exchange ideas

• Work with funders to help  
the community advance  
on the topic through topics  
that have a common goal  
for the community (eg:  
achieve gender-sensitive  
status across all schemes)

Barrier: Lack of adequate or  
meaningful gender-disaggregated  
data within the system

Barrier: Lack of  
understanding of gender  
issues within the system

Enabler: Peer learning  
and positive peer  
pressure
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