
Supply chain sustainability 
initiatives (SSIs) have proliferated in 
recent years. Prior research has explored 
whether a few specific SSIs led to improved 
conservation outcomes. This research, 
coordinated by the Supply Chain Sustainability 
Research Fund, explores when and why SSIs 
tend to lead to conservation or other sustainability 
improvements – in other words, under what conditions 
initiatives “work.” Understanding how key factors affect 
supply chain behaviors and outcomes permits key actors to 
better predict where efforts and resources would improve 
outcomes and, therefore, to develop and strengthen SSIs to 
improve sustainability outcomes.  

The underlying theory of behavioral change is that 
producers’ choices to adopt and comply with SSIs depend 
on their perceptions of net benefits, relative to other 
options. SSIs aim to alter actors’ behavior by reducing net 
benefits of undesirable behaviors and increasing net benefits 
that relevant actors associate with desired behaviors. 
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DEFINING 
EFFECTIVENESS 
Actors differ in how they define an SSI’s “effectiveness,” defining effectiveness in at 
least the following few ways:

Individual Effectiveness refers to an individual farm or supply chain’s 
fulfillment of stated sustainability commitments at a certain point in time. Related 
measures include:

Farm-level adoption: A first measure of effectiveness is whether a 
producer chooses to adopt the SSI and the criteria that it outlines (i.e., 
to recognize that SSI and decide that it will use the criteria involved in 
order to guide its management approaches).

Farm-level compliance: Once a producer adopts the SSI, it then 
complies, or not, with the criteria and standards outlined (i.e., to take 
the necessary actions to be in compliance with the SSI). 

Broader Effectiveness refers to sustainability improvements beyond 
commitments made within the SSI. That can include additionality for farms or 
supply chains, when actions are completed beyond what was promised by the SSI, 
and any impacts upon non-targeted actors, supply chains, regions, or time periods. 
Measures of broader effectiveness include:

Additionality at the individual level: Fulfilling promises, even to the 
level of SSI compliance, may not imply any changes in behavior relative 
to baseline. For an SSI to have additionality, with impacts beyond 
“business as usual,” behavior must be required beyond what is done 
already at the farm or supply chain level, including as required by 
existing enforced policy.

Spillovers across objectives: SSIs also generate co-benefits − or their 
opposite, co-losses − should practices affect outcomes beyond the 
primary objective, such as other dimensions of environmental change 
or various dimensions of socioeconomic change. Whether promised or 
(more likely) not, these consequences affect an SSI’s perceived broader 
effectiveness.  

Spillovers across space: SSIs can lead to improvements beyond the 
individual farm or chain, such as when other actors learn and imitate, 
yielding positive changes in other locations. If such positive spillovers 
occur, that SSI can be seen as more effective at broader scales. However, 
SSIs also can lead to worsening outcomes in other locations or negative 
spillovers (i.e., leakage), such  as when damaging practices simply shift 
to other locations. Then, a given SSI could be quite effective individually 
at levels of the farm or a supply chain, yet neutral or even potentially 
harmful when accounting for net impact across greater spatial scales.

Spillovers across time:  SSIs can also improve or worsen outcomes if 
they spillover to time periods that are not targeted. If learning occurs, a 
targeted actor may continue improved practices, even after the SSI has 
ended. However, if a strict SSI will be not be implemented until a future 
date, damage can occur now.

WHAT IS 
AN SSI?
SSIs (Supply Chain 
Sustainability Initiatives) 
are activities initiated by a 
firm (or multiple) to improve 
supply-chain sustainability. 

Types of SSIs include: 

Collective 
aspirations

Company 
pledges

Codes of 
conduct

Incentive-
based 
standards

Sanction-based 
standards 

Location-based 
standards
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ACHIEVING 
EFFECTIVENESS 
A few categories of key factors drive when and why SSIs are effective in 
achieving outcomes:

1. Commitment Ambition and Coverage: the specific social 
and environmental outcomes promised; 

2. Implementation Mechanisms: approaches to influence, 
monitoring, and enforcement; and 

3. Implementation Context: relevant characteristics of regions, 
producers, and time periods.

Individual 
Effectiveness

SSI
Ambition & 
Coverage

Additionality

SSI
Implementation

Context

SSI
Implementation 

Mechanisms

Broader
Effectiveness

Spillovers 
Across Space

Adoption & Compliance

Spillovers 
Across Time

Spillovers 
Across 
Objectives
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1. COMMITMENT AMBITION 
AND COVERAGE

A. Ambition: How ambitious or stringent an SSI is considered to be depends on the absolute and 
relative magnitude of its promises. Higher targets are more stringent than lower targets (e.g., 
committing to 75% reduction in carbon loss versus a 25% reduction). The ambition of an SSI also 
depends on whether the targets are below or above what is already required by public regulations in 
the regions where they are implemented. 

 Generally, greater ambition…

      

Decreases farm-
level adoption 
due to higher 
burdens/costs to 
the farmer. 

Decreases farm 
compliance 
due to higher 
burdens/costs to 
the farmer.

Increases 
additionality as 
behavior is more 
likely to go beyond 
prior decisions.

Increases 
additionality, on 
net, if requiring 
gross rather than 
net changes. 

Worsens negative 
spillovers  if 
requirements to drop 
negative practices 
push them elsewhere. 

B. Supply Chain Coverage: Supply-chain coverage refers to which actors in a product’s lifecycle are 
covered under the SSI. For example, firms can commit to restricting the behaviors of suppliers who sell 
directly to them, whereas in other cases, firms might expand their SSIs to target all actors in the supply 
chain. Notably, SSIs operating at the farm-level should be differentiated from those at the supply chain-
level. Effectiveness at one level could be achieved without effectiveness at the other (i.e., changes at 
the farm-level may not directly translate to changes across the supply chain).

Generally, broader supply chain coverage…

    

Worsens negative 
spillovers  if additionality 
or impact within the chain 
drives effects across chains. 

Increases 
farm-level adoption.

Increases farm 
compliance.

Increases additionality, 
on net, by reducing 
the options for leakage 
within the chain. 

C. Spatial Coverage: SSIs can be categorized by the geographic or spatial scale at which the 
commitment is intended to be implemented. An SSI’s effectiveness can vary by whether it focuses on a 
specific local zone, a larger region, or an even more broadly-delineated area.

Generally, greater spatial coverage…

     
Increases 
farm-level 
adoption if costs 
of non-adoption 
rise due to fewer 
options.

Increases 
farm-level 
compliance if 
costs of non-
adoption rise with 
fewer options.

Decreases farm 
compliance if 
enforcement 
resources get 
spread across a 
larger area. 

Increases 
additionality by 
including more 
actors that had not 
previously done the 
required behavior. 

Avoids negative 
spillovers by 
limiting the set 
of more easily 
reached nearby 
areas for leakage.
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2. IMPLEMENTATION MECHANISMS
A. Type of Incentive: Companies have several options available to steer supplier behavior 

to more desirable land use practices, including price premia, market access, sanctions upon or 
exclusions of any non-adopters, and funding for technologies to reduce costs.

Generally, greater positive incentives for implementation…

    

Increase farm-
level adoption as 
benefits are more 
likely to outweigh 
costs.

Increase farm 
compliance 
if receiving 
the benefits is 
conditional on 
compliance. 

Results in mixed additionality 
benefits. Additional changes can 
increase as desired behaviors are 
seen as beneficial, but other actors 
may wish to get transfers for the 
same (non-additional) practices.

Increase positive 
spillovers if neighbors 
observe benefits and 
shift to adopting the 
behaviors. 

B. Implementation Timeline: Implementation dates vary widely across SSIs. SSIs that delay 
implementation significantly into the future are unlikely to achieve high effectiveness. 

Generally, earlier or more immediate implementation…

    
Decreases farm-
level adoption in the 
short-run due to high 
adjustment costs. 

Decreases farm 
compliance in the 
short run due to high 
adjustment costs.

Results in mixed additionality 
benefits, leading to an increase if 
it forces changes, or a decrease 
if it only allows those that are 
already doing the practice.

Avoids negative 
spillovers via surges 
in negative behaviors 
that might occur with 
later dates. 

C. Monitoring and Verification: Effective implementation requires a system for monitoring and 
verifying compliance to assess progress toward meeting intended environmental and social outcomes 
and to address any instances of noncompliance. Geospatial and temporal (e.g., near-real time) 
monitoring specificity increases accuracy and stringency of verification systems. In addition, such 
systems rely on a high degree of traceability, particularly when an SSI is adopted by a downstream actor 
in a supply chain while including commitments regarding the production practices further upstream. 

Generally, stricter and more regular systems for monitoring and verification…

     

Decrease farm-level adoption unless 
the cost of compliance is compensated.

Increase farm compliance. Increase additionality.

Generally, improved traceability…

     
Decreases farm-level adoption unless 
costs are compensated.

Increases farm compliance. Increases additionality.



3. IMPLEMENTATION CONTEXT 
Characteristics of the SSIs themselves, as well as their implementation mechanisms, must be considered 
within the external context in which they are applied, including the following:

A. Existing Public and Third-party Roles: SSIs are more likely to be implemented if they exist 
in harmony with local and national statutes, and if public actors provide complementary financing, 
services, and infrastructure. Non-governmental organizations and civil society actors can also have 
critical roles to build local capacity and support SSI implementation in other ways, which improves the 
probability of an SSI’s effectiveness.

Generally, strong complementarity between the public sector and/or civil society and the SSI…

    

Reduces negative spillovers 
if the public and civil actors 
restrict actions nearby.

Increases farm-level 
adoption.

Increases farm 
compliance. 

Increases 
additionality.

B. Costs of Alternative Behaviors: Behavior is less likely to change if there are higher costs of 
adjusting, which is more likely for large gaps between existing and desired behaviors.

Generally, a larger gap from baseline behavior to desired behavior…

    

Increases positive 
spillovers if neighbors 
learn from and adopt 
new practices.

Decreases 
farm-level adoption.

Decreases 
farm compliance. 

Increases additionality 
because the desired 
behavior is less likely 
part of the baseline.
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C. Characteristics of the Market: SSI adoption and compliance are affected by macro-level market 
characteristics for the targeted commodity. Low prices, from weak demand or oversupply, can imply 
less likelihood of willingness to pay price premia to motivate behavior change by suppliers. Conversely, 
there can be more pressure on suppliers to differentiate themselves. In periods of high demand, both 
consumers and retailers may be less attentive to the nuances of production, though there can be 
greater potential willingness to pay more to get desired characteristics.

Generally, higher demand or higher willingness to pay for differentiated products…

  
Increases farm-level adoption positive or negative 
adoption incentives can be higher. 

Increases farm compliance 
(see rationale for adoption). 

Generally, fluctuating demand…

  

Increases farm-level adoption if adoption of the 
SSI lowers volatility.

Increases farm compliance 
(see rationale for adoption).

D. Characteristics of the Supply Chain: When buyers have more leverage over upstream suppliers 
via vertical integration or market concentration, farmers will have more difficulty finding alternative 
markets, which increases the costs of non-compliance.

Generally, greater leverage over upstream suppliers…

    
Increases farm-level adoption 
since the SSI adopter has the 
ability to impose requirements 
for adoption.

Increases farm 
compliance 
(see rationale 
for adoption).

Increases additionality 
since the adopter is 
more likely to impose 
changes from baseline.

Avoids negative spillovers 
if market concentration 
limits leakage in the chain 
and over space. 

E. Attributes of Households and Producers: Households and producers with less financial 
capital, lower technical knowledge, and/or fewer labor or land assets will face greater challenges 
in adopting SSIs. Notably, the ability to accumulate such capital can be greatly affected by culture, 
gender, geography, past land ownership and use, and other factors. 

Generally, higher household capital…

   

Increases farm-level adoption as households 
can better afford the costs of practice 
adoption, and/or if they better understand 
options (lowering the risk of change). 

Increases farm compliance  
if more actions can now be 
beneficial on net (as within 
adoption). 

Increases additionality 
as more changes can be 
tried, at some risk, and 
found to be beneficial. 



For more 
information, visit 
www.supplychainresearch.eco   
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