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Executive Summary  

Introduction and Objective 

To foster an innovation-friendly market environment for bio-based products, the European 

Commission’s Bioeconomy Strategy proposes the development of standards and standard-

ized sustainability assessment methodologies as well as the promotion of green public pro-

curement of bio-based products. The Open-Bio project supports these policy initiatives by 

performing pre-standardization research and by developing an information system to support 

the public and private procurement of bio-based products. Among other things, this involves 

the creation of a database containing information on bio-based products to be used as a 

support tool for the identification and comparison of bio-based products in the context of pro-

curement activities. In addition, the Open-Bio project aimed to formulate a strategy for the 

development of a European label for bio-based products. Such a label represents a potential 

vehicle for promoting the market uptake of bio-based products by consumers, businesses as 

well as in public procurement. To ensure the effectiveness of measures that support the de-

mand of bio-based products, work package 9 of the Open-Bio project on “Social Acceptance” 

is tasked with the identification of key criteria for the acceptance of bio-based products and 

related standards and information systems, including labelling options for bio-based prod-

ucts. This report provides an overview of acceptance factors for NGOs. 

The results pertaining to information systems and labelling has informed related work in the 

Open-Bio project in work packages 7 (“Labelling”) and 8 (“Product Information List”). 

The reported findings represent results of desk study, online survey, and online workshop 

targeting NGO’s. The four key research questions were: 

1) Which NGOs are relevant to the standardization of bio-based products?  

2) How do these NGOs operate (i.e., positioning, strategies)?  

3) Which issues/subjects are important for these NGOs to evaluate the sustainability of 

BBPs?  

4) What are the requirements for these NGOs to accept standards and information sys-

tems for bio-based products? 

 

Conclusions 

NGO’s relevant to the standardization of bio-based products 

NGOs are familiar with the term ‘Bio-based products’.  

Based on the focus area of their work identified in the desk study, we consider three types of 

NGOs relevant to the development of bio-based standards and labelling: 1) Environmental 

NGOs actively working on bioenergy and biomaterials; 2) Social NGOs addressing sustaina-

bility issues related to agriculture and bio-based production; 3) NGOs working on sustainabil-
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ity certification and labelling. Different typologies found in the literature were used to charac-

terise the NGOs. The typology developed by Elkington (2004) was based on two separate 

sets of characteristics: 1) The extent to which the NGO seeks to integrate the role of busi-

ness and `public interest’ groups in achieving environmental goals, i.e., polarizers vs. integra-

tors; 2) Whether the NGO discriminates between companies within an industry with respect 

to their real or perceived environmental commitment and performance, i.e., discriminatory vs. 

non-discriminatory. Elkington then used four marine animals to illustrate NGO’s behavioural 

characteristics:  

 Dolphins: Integrators and discriminators (e.g. WWF):  

 Sea lions: integrators and non-discriminators (e.g., Nature conservation) 

 Orcas: Polarizers and discriminators (e.g., Greenpeace)  

 Sharks: Polarizers and non-discriminators (e.g., CEE Bankwatch) 

Taking into account their focus and involvement with the bio-based economy, the most rele-

vant ‘dolphins’ or ‘sea lions’ for the development of the bio-based standards are the follow-

ing: 
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Table Typology of NGOs based on NGO-business relationships 

 Polarizer  

(Business unfriendly) 

Integrator  

(Business friendly) 
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Orca 

 Greenpeace European Unit* 
 Friends of the Earth Europe 

(FoEE)* 
 Transport and Environment (Eu-

ropean Federation for Transport 
and Environment) (TE)* 

 

Dolphin 

 Naturefriends International (NFI)* 
 European Environmental Bureau (EEB)* 
 WWF European Policy Programme 

(WWFEU)* 
 Stichting BirdLife Europe(BirdLife)* 
 Pesticide Action Network Europe  

(PANEUROPE) 
 International Union for Conservation of Nature 
 International Union for Conservation of  

Nature(IUCN) 
 Oxfam International (Oxfam) 
 Climate Action Network Europe(CAN Europe)* 
 European Consumers’ Organisation (BEUC) 
 Justice and Environment (J&E) 
 Royal Society for the Protection of Birds 

(RSPB) 
 International Institute for Environment and De-

velopment (IIED) 
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Shark 

 Eurogroup for Animals (EOA) 

 

Sea lion 

 European Environmental Citizens' Organisa-
tion for Standardisation (ECOS) 

 Kyoto Club (Kyoto) 
 Women in Europe for a Common Future 

(WECF) 
 Health & Environment Alliance (HEAL)* 
 European Association for the Co-ordination of 

Consumer Representation in Standardisation 
(ANEC) 

 ISEAL Alliance (ISEAL) 

 

Nine of the above mentioned NGOs (marked with an asterisk) are members of the NGO net-

work Green 10 (10 of the largest environmental organisations and networks active on the 

European level)1. It can be assumed that NGOs in the same network have good understand-

ing of each other’s viewpoints and strategies.  

 

Strategies of NGO’s operating in the standardization of bio-based products 

Although NGOs show a high degree of diversity in their operations and strategies, most 

NGOs appear to have a watchful to critical stance towards the use of biomass for the produc-

                                                

1
 http://www.green10.org/ 
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tion of bio-based products. Most NGOs are wary of potentially negative environmental and 

social impacts of feedstock production and ask for transparent and credible information on 

sustainability aspects of bio-based products and their production processes. 

NGO’s in the field of bio-based issues, sustainability-issues and standards and labelling are 

highly heterogeneous. Apart from being non-governmental and non-profit, in aspects like 

history, size, scope, funding, and organisational structure, they differ dramatically.  

Although it is still possible, based on their primary focus area and their history, to distinguish 

NGOs from the environmental-movement (e.g., Greenpeace, Friends of the Earth, and the 

WWF) and NGOs from the social movements (e.g., Oxfam, Fairtrade, BEUC), the scopes of 

most NGOs have been expanding to cover both environmental aspects and social aspects. 

As a result, `one-issue’ NGOs seem to be phasing out.  

The NGO’s are campaigning and implementing projects at the same time. 

More than 85% of the NGOs can be considered ‘integrators’ along the NGO-business di-

mension. Corporate engagement has been an important issue for major NGOs. A small 

number of NGOs now focus on confrontational relationships (polarizer). Most NGOs actively 

in the bio-based economy have partnered or are partnering with corporations in their cam-

paigns and operations. Only a few take an oppositional stance (polarizers).  

Using the typology of NGO-business relationships (with orcas, dolphins, sharks and sea li-

ons) the ‘dolphins’ and ‘sea lions’ (i.e., integrators) are actively working on issues related to 

bio-based products and sustainability certification. They are most relevant as interlocutors. 

The ‘orcas’ and ‘sharks’ (i.e., polarizers), with their relentless scrutiny of the potentially nega-

tive environmental and social impacts of bio-based production, are equally relevant, but they 

primarily serve as critics. By raising issues potentially overlooked by supportive dolphins and 

sea lions, the orcas and sharks contribute to a more sophisticated understanding of the im-

pacts of bio-based products and as such may increase the ultimate acceptance of the bio-

based products.  

Networking is a defining feature in NGO-NGO relationships and strategies. Reflecting the 

trends in the network society in the Information Age, only few NGOs are operating alone. The 

NGO network CAN has the highest degree of centrality, followed by ECOS, WWF, EEB, and 

IUCN. These NGOs can therefore be considered as the most relevant ones for organising 

NGO acceptance. 

Finally, a common feature among the NGOs is the strong and professional web-presence, 

the high level of expertise and increasing level of transparency and accountability of their 

own operations.  

 

Important issues/subjects for NGOs to evaluate the sustainability of BBP 

A variety of issues are important for these NGOs to evaluate the sustainability of bio-based 

products. Among the most important ones are  
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 impact on climate change,  

 pressure on land use and forest,  

 sustainability of feedstock/raw material production,  

 impact on biodiversity, and  

 impact on local communities. 

Requirements for NGOs to accept standards and information systems for bio-based products 

With regard to the acceptance criteria, most NGOs consider requiring criteria on bio-based 

content alone as being insufficient. A bio-based label should, in their opinion, require compli-

ance with key environmental and social criterial on sustainability and be focussed on the 

feedstock used. Furthermore, it is generally considered that a bio-based label should be in-

tegrated with the existing EU Ecolabel as this will strengthen the existing Ecolabel.  

Recommendations 

Reflecting on the results of this study, we formulate the following recommendations for future 

development of bio-based standards and labelling in relation to the overall objectives of the 

Open-Bio project and outline the key areas of concern.  

 

Understand and monitor the values, viewpoints, roles and strategies of relevant NGOs 

In the conceptualisation of social acceptance, there is a dogmatic emphasis on the necessity 

of involving NGOs as representatives of civil society in embedding societal issues in busi-

ness and policy strategies. Our study showed that, both in public and private sector, NGOs 

have become a well-recognised stakeholder group in sustainability-related issues. With their 

increasing market-orientation, NGOs are shaping markets by influencing the rules of the 

game governing the market. At the same time, NGOs are active players within market sys-

tems though their impact on sustainability standards and other market intervention policies. 

Through their campaigns and operational activities, different NGOs are exerting different 

influences on private and public decision-making. When properly used, these influences 

could contribute to the social acceptance of bio-based standards and bio-based products. To 

this end, it is crucial to understand and monitor the values, viewpoints, roles and strategies of 

relevant NGOs.  

 

Engage the ‘Dolphins’ and ‘Sea lions’, but hear the ‘Sharks’ and ‘Orcas’ 

Although the diversity of NGOs has long been recognised in research literature, it has so far 

received only limited attention in practical multi-stakeholder processes and its implications to 

policy development need to be better understood. Our study showed that distinguishing 

NGOs according to their interactions with other stakeholder groups is an important step to 

identify the most relevant NGOs. For organising NGO acceptance for the European bio-

based label, it is advisable to engage the ‘dolphins’ and ‘sea lions’ in order to benefit from 
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their expertise and insights. At the same time, serious attention should be paid to addressing 

issues and requirements raised by the `orcas’ and ‘sharks’.  

Pay sustained attention for environmental performance and ethical dimension of bio-based 

products and their production process 

In our study we have considered a number of NGOs most relevant to the development of the 

bio-based standards based on their actual positions and activities in relation to bio-based 

products. One should however be mindful of the dynamic nature of NGO acceptance. Alt-

hough many NGOs are currently not concerning themselves with bio-based products, their 

interest may be aroused as the markets for bio-based products open up and hidden prob-

lems or conflicts become more visible.  

NGO requirements with regard to the standardization and labelling of bio-based products 

concern not only the bio-based product itself, but also its production process. Climate 

change, nature conservation, environmental quality, social justice (humanitarian and civil 

rights, labour rights and consumer rights), and animal rights are the key issues influencing 

NGO acceptance of bio-based standards. Although the issues and requirements of NGOs 

are generally in line with findings from studies on consumer acceptance (Meeusen et al., 

2014), a number of issues are distinctively of more importance to NGOs than other stake-

holder groups, for example, compostability, transparency of the supply chain, impact on cli-

mate change, biodiversity, and land use, and sustainability of the corporation producing bio-

based products.  

In light of the discussions so far around biofuels, two aspects regarding bio-based products 

deserve sustained attention: 1) The environmental performance of bio-based products com-

pared to similar fossil-based products; 2) The ethical dimension of bio-based production. For 

the first aspect, it is important to keep track of the impact of feedstock production on climate 

change and ecosystems. The latter aspect concerns not only the evaluation of ethical per-

formances, but also the discourse used to promote bio-based products.  
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1. Introduction 

1.1 Background  

The development of a bio-based economy represents an important pillar of the European 

Union’s strategy for promoting smart and green growth in Europe. It has the potential to be 

an important driver of innovation and economic development, while reducing fossil fuel de-

pendence and supporting more sustainable production (European Commission, 2010b). Re-

alizing this potential depends not only on promoting knowledge and skill development and 

increasing R&D investments in this field. It also requires measures to support the demand for 

innovative bio-based products and materials (European Commission, 2007). As suggested in 

the EC Ad-Hoc Advisory Group report on “Creating an Innovative Europe”, enabling the mar-

ket demand for innovative products is one of the key challenges for boosting the productivity 

and competiveness of Europe’s economy (European Commission, 2006). Simultaneously, it 

represents the basis for stimulating the far-reaching process of innovation and societal trans-

formation required for building a more sustainable, resource-efficient economy.  

1.1.1 Objectives of the Open-Bio project  

To foster such an innovation-friendly market environment for bio-based products, the Euro-

pean Commission’s Bioeconomy Strategy proposes the development of standards and 

standardized sustainability assessment methodologies as well as the promotion of green 

public procurement of bio-based products. The Open-Bio project supports these policy initia-

tives by performing co-normative research and by developing an information system to sup-

port the public and private procurement of bio-based products. Among other things, this in-

volves the creation of a database containing information on bio-based products to be used as 

a support tool for the identification and comparison of bio-based products in the context of 

procurement activities. In addition, the Open-Bio project aimed to formulate a strategy for the 

development of a European label for bio-based products. Such a label represents a potential 

vehicle for promoting the market uptake of bio-based products by consumers, businesses as 

well as in public procurement.  

1.1.2 Objective of work package 9 on Social Acceptance 

 To ensure the effectiveness of measures that support the demand of bio-based products, 

work package 9 of the Open-Bio project on “Social Acceptance” is tasked with the identifica-

tion of key criteria for the acceptance of bio-based products and related standards and infor-

mation systems, including labelling options for bio-based products. The work package focus-

es on acceptance among four target groups: (1) consumers, (2) businesses, (3) public pro-

curement officials and (4) non-governmental organisations (NGOs).  

The target groups (1) consumers, (2) businesses, (3) public procurement officials can be 

considered as market actors, whose willingness to adopt, purchase and financially support 



Open-BIO 

Work Package 9: Social Acceptance  

Deliverable 9.3: Decisive factors for NGO acceptance 

 

15 

 

the bio-based products is essential. In the concept of social acceptance, developed by 

Wüstenhagen et al. (2007) (see Figure 1), it’s about market acceptance.  

 

Figure 1: Three dimensions of social acceptance (Source: Wüstenhagen et al, (2007) ) 

Results of the research on the acceptance of bio-based products by consumers, in the busi-

ness-to-business market and in public procurement are reported in Deliverable 9.2. Delivera-

ble 9.3 focuses on the acceptance by NGOs who are active in the socio-political domain. 

NGOs are gaining increasing importance in policy and business. In the EU, many European 

organized NGOs have a strong impact on EU policy directions and acceptance. European 

NGOs are for example valuable in coordinating and channelling the views of national organi-

zations and citizens as input to the decision-making process. The EU considers it important 

that NGOs are able to take part in stakeholder-dialogues since they have a good understand-

ing of public concerns. Their presence is important to provide a sound balance in relation to 

the interests of other actors. For the development and implementation of policy, they also 

participate in preparatory work and expert groups and conduct research and studies. NGOs 

play also an important role in awareness raising and environmental education.  

As mentioned above, the Open-Bio project is conducting work related to standardization, 

labelling and information systems for bio-based products. Standardization and labelling rep-

resent important vehicles for codifying and diffusing information on technology, and they 

have been found to play an important role for the market uptake of innovations (OECD, 

2011). In the field of environmentally-friendly products in particular, they may play an im-

portant role in supporting acceptance by ensuring, verifying and visualizing key sustainability 

aspects. In order for standards and labels to have these desired effects, it is essential that 

they are accepted by a critical mass of relevant NGOs in terms of societal influence, i.e., a 

minimum number of NGOs that together are capable of influencing policy and social devel-

opments.  
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1.2 Objective of Deliverable 9.3 

Complementing and building on the analysis of relevant factors for the market acceptance of 

bio-based products, this report explores the factors relevant to the acceptance of the bio-

based standards by NGOs.  

In this report the following questions have been formulated as being relevant for achieving 

NGOs’ acceptance of the standardization of bio-based products (BBPs):  

1) How do NGOs operate (i.e., positioning, strategies)?  

2) Which NGOs are relevant to the standardization of bio-based products?  

3) Which issues/subjects are important for these NGOs to evaluate the sustainability of 

BBPs?  

4) What are the requirements for these NGOs to accept the standards and information 

systems for bio-based products? 

The term NGO may cover a wide range of ‘private non-profit organizations that aim to serve 

particular societal interests by focusing on advocacy and/or operational efforts on social, po-

litical and economic goals, including equity, education, health, environmental protection, and 

human rights’ (Teegen et al., 2004). In this report the definition formulated by WANGO 

(2014) has been chosen: “A non-governmental organization (NGO) is generally considered 

to be any non-state, non-profit, voluntary organization” (WANGO, 2014). Since NGOs are 

organizations that are neither part of the government sector nor part of the business sector, 

they are sometimes referred to being part of the "third sector" in society. 

This report represents the third deliverable of work package 9. The results pertaining to in-

formation systems and labelling has informed related work in the Open-Bio project in work 

packages 7 (“Labelling”) and 8 (“Product Information List”). 

1.3 Structure of the report 

The reported findings represent results of (1) desk studies on the roles and strategies of 

NGOs, (2) online NGO survey on their opinions and requirements, and (3) an online work-

shop targeting NGO’s and their community.  

The report is structured as follows. Chapter 2 presents the approach and methodology for 

studying NGO acceptance. Chapter 3 presents the results in relation to the key research 

questions. The final Chapter provides a synthesis of the findings and draws general conclu-

sions.  
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2. The research set-up and execution 

The research process consists of three steps: 1) desk study on the roles and strategies of 

relevant NGOs; 2) NGO online survey; 3) NGO online workshop. In the desk study, 54 NGOs 

were analysed based on publicly available information. All these 54 NGOs also received e-

mail invitation to participate in the online NGO survey. Of these NGOs, 38 were considered 

relevant and invited to participate in the online workshop. Three invitees joined the live dis-

cussion of the online workshop and five offered their reflections on the findings individually 

after the live discussion. In the sections that follow, these steps are described in detail. 

2.1 Desk study 

The desk study made use of literature and websites to identify key issues related to NGO 

acceptance and relevant NGOs based on their known characteristics. The objectives of the 

desk study were the following: 

 select NGOs that are relevant for the online survey and workshop 

 understand the selected NGOs’ viewpoints and stances with regard to bio-based 

economy, sustainability, and sustainability labelling 

 understand the roles and strategies of the selected NGOs in the field of bio-based 

economy, sustainability, and sustainability labelling 

A first list of relevant NGOs was made from those NGOs known in the literature and web-

resources (see websites consulted in the Reference). These are NGOs involved in the plan-

et-element and people-element of sustainability at a European or global level. These include 

major environmental NGOs known to the European Commission, NGOs representing social 

movements concerning the bio-based economy, and NGOs actively working on standards 

and certification. Project partners and relevant stakeholders were then consulted on the list 

of relevance and completeness. In total, 54 NGOs active at European or global level were 

selected for further desk study (see Appendix II for the complete list).  

NGOs are driven by various ideologies and use different arguments in their campaigning and 

lobbying activities. In literature search the different typologies have been summed up and 

explored. Furthermore, the NGO’s have been categorized. The ideologies and arguments of 

the NGO’s that have been analysed, are typically stated or implied in the `About Us’ page 

that describes their mission and vision of the world. The mission and vision of an NGO de-

termine its roles and strategies in the NGO-business continuum, how they influence policy, 

and how they interact with citizens. Obtaining insights into these characteristics is therefore 

important to identify the acceptance factors of NGOs in relation to bio-based products. This 

has been the main focus of the literature search. 

The main sources of information are research literature on NGOs (both academic and non-

academic literature), the NGO’s own websites and linked resources (websites and docu-

ments), and their social-media presence. To enable statistical analyses, the information ex-

tracted from the websites and documents was compiled into an Excel database. The data-
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base comprises both factual information like the Twitter account or legal status of the NGO 

and interpretive information such as the NGO’s attitude towards bio-based economy and its 

general stance towards business. 

2.2 Online Survey 

The online survey was designed to understand the state of play among the selected NGOs 

and to canvass NGO acceptance factors, wishes and requirements with regard to bio-based 

products and standards. More specifically, the online survey aims at understanding the fol-

lowing: 

 the viewpoints and stances of the selected NGOs with regard to bio-based product 

and sustainability 

 the viewpoints and stances of the selected NGOs with regard to standardization and 

labelling of bio-based products 

 the roles and strategies of the selected NGOs working on bio-based issues and sus-

tainability 

 the roles and strategies of the selected NGOs in the field of standardisation and label-

ling of bio-based products 

The online survey comprises four categories of questions: organisational profile, experience 

with bio-based products and labelling, sustainability aspects relevant to bio-based products, 

and requirement and wishes on the standardisation and labelling of bio-based products. The 

survey results enable further analysis of the visions and strategies of the NGOs regarding the 

bio-based economy and the acceptance factors regarding the standardisation and labelling 

of bio-based products. 

The desk study had resulted in a list of issues that are relevant for NGOs in striving for sus-

tainability. In the online survey, NGOs were asked to assign importance to these issues and 

complement the list with issues that they considered important as well. The fine-tuned list of 

issues was used in the online workshop for prioritisation and argumentation. 

The online survey was carried out between September and December 2014. In the beginning 

of September, e-mail invitations were sent to 115 office or personal e-mail accounts of the 

NGOs selected with the request to distribute the invitation within the organisation. The invita-

tion was followed up by telephone contacts to each NGO on the list. Except for a few NGOs 

that were not reached by telephone due to either no answer to the phone or the absence of 

the contact person, we made sure that the invitation was read and considered. In case the 

NGO declined to participate in the survey, the reason was enquired and recorded.  

By the end of December 2014, the online survey had received 21 responses, of which 14 

responses (from 13 NGOs) were completed. The remaining 7 responses were incomplete 

and therefore not used for the analysis. NGO that were considered as highly relevant (see 

chapter 3.2) have responded. The results of the survey are anonymized, but the information 

is available for the project partners upon request. As shown in Figure 2, the respondents hold 

different positions within in the organisation, ranging from specialist to general management.  
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Figure 2 Position of the respondent within the organisation (N=14)  

Among the NGOs contacted by telephone, the main reasons for not responding were (i) una-

vailability of time; and (ii) low relevance of the topic at the moment (i.e., they are not actively 

working on bio-based products or bio-based economy).  

Given the busy schedule of staff members at NGO, this response is understandable. As al-

ready pointed out in 2003 by Beloe et al. (2003), the ever rising issues related to sustainabil-

ity at an ever accelerating tempo exert high pressure on the time and attention of staff mem-

bers at NGOs, which is challenging even with a `24/7’ approach to work .  

2.3 Online workshop 

The online NGO workshop was designed to obtain feedback from NGOs on the findings from 

the desk study and the online survey and to discuss strategies for organising NGO ac-

ceptance. More specifically, the objectives were the following: 

 verify the typologies and stances of the NGOs identified in the desk study and the 

online survey 

 reflect upon the findings 

 discuss further strategies for achieving NGO acceptance 

The online workshop followed the structure of the so-called Group Decision Room (GDR) in 

which participants jointly enumerate issues for certain topic (making inventory) and rank the 

issues according to given criteria (prioritising) through the GDR-software. The GDR approach 

offers a well-structured process for brainstorming and collective decision-making. The online 

session was facilitated by the company Spilter2. In the online GDR-session, the participants 

could view and comment on inputs from fellow-participants through the software interface. To 

                                                

2
 http://www.spilter.nl/ 

Communication General Management

Policy Officer Project Management
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facilitate the verbal interaction among the participants, a virtual meeting environment was 

created using the meeting software GoToMeeting®. The GDR session was planned to last 

1.5 hours and had the following set-up: 

Part 1: Introduction (20 minutes) 

 Introduction of the Open-Bio project 

 Presentation of preliminary findings from desk study and online survey 

 Self-characterization of NGO typology 

Part 2: Prioritisation of sustainability aspects (30 minutes) 

 Issues related to sustainability 

 Issues on which credible information is crucial 

Part 3: Opinion and arguments on the following statements (30 minutes) 

 The creation of a European label for bio-based products is important for strengthening con-

sumer confidence in and acceptance of bio-based products 

 A European label for bio-based products should only require compliance with criteria on bio-

based content. Other criteria - if included - should be optional. 

 A European label for bio-based products should also require compliance with key environ-

mental criteria (in addition to criteria on bio-based content) 

 A European label for bio-based products should also require compliance with key social crite-

ria (in addition to criteria on bio-based content).  

 A European label for bio-based products should also require compliance with sustainability 

criteria related to the bio-based feedstock used 

 A European label for bio-based products should be integrated within the existing EU Eco-

label. 

Part 4: Jointly reflect on strategy to organise NGO acceptance (10 minutes) 

 Working together with dolphins and sea lions 

 Addressing issues raised by sharks and orcas with great caution 

 

After the introduction of the Open-Bio project and preliminary findings, the NGOs were asked 

to describe their own organisation according to the typology of marine animals. This was to 

verify the typologies identified in the desk studies and make NGOs acquainted with the ter-

minology.  

NGOs invited to attend the online workshop consist of those who responded to the survey 

and those who were considered relevant in the desk study due to their active role on issues 

related to bio-based products and sustainability labelling. In total, 38 NGOs were invited by 

mail and contacted by telephone to participate in the workshop. The online NGO-workshop 

started on March.27, 2015 and lasted for two weeks. Despite repeated invitation for participa-

tion, the number of participants was disappointingly low. In total, only three participants joint-

ed the live discussion on March.27. Five participants offered their reflections on the findings 
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from the survey later on through the online environment. Despite the limited number of partic-

ipants, the discussion and feedback have provided useful insights in addition to the insights 

obtained from the literature search concerning the factors influencing NGO acceptance of 

bio-based standards.  
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3. Results 

3.1 Strategy of NGO’s in relation to bio-based and sustainability issues 

3.1.1 Typologies of NGOs in general 

NGOs may differ in many aspects. In terms of individual organizational attributes they can be 

characterised in terms of:  

 Aim/Goal (self-benefiting, other-benefiting) 

 Activities (operational/campaigning, advocacy/service, etc.) 

 Development phases in NGO life cycle (formative/emergence, expansion, embed-

ding, declining) 

 Relationship with other actors (consumers, industry, governments, and other NGOs) 

 Size (number of members, staffing, funding, etc.) 

 Legal status (foundations, associations, etc.) 

 Geographic scope (International, National, Local) 

 Source of funding (government funded, membership dues, the sale of goods and ser-

vices, grants from international institutions or national governments, and private do-

nations) 

Based on the primary method of their activities, a broad distinction can be made between 

campaigning NGOs and operational NGOs. The primary purpose of a campaigning NGO is 

to defend or promote a specific cause3. The defining activity of campaigning NGOs is holding 

demonstrations. By exposing negative environmental and social impacts of corporate prac-

tices and governmental policies, campaigning NGOs have been key drivers of societal 

changes towards sustainability in the last decades. Unlike that of the campaigning NGOs, the 

defining activity of operational NGOs is implementing projects. Traditionally, NGOs assumed 

either the role of advocacy or the role of operating, with occasional use of the other role. In 

our desk study we observed that this dichotomy no longer serves to distinguish most NGOs. 

As shown in the descriptions of their activities, the majority appear to be taking on both roles. 

In the literature, it is therefore sometimes referred to as ‘false dichotomy’ (see e.g., 

https://www.globalpolicy.org/component/content/article/176/31355.html). 

To make the diversity of NGOs easier to grasp, many typologies of NGOs have been devel-

oped by academics and practitioners working on or working with NGOs. As the arrows in in 

Figure 3 illustrates, NGOs may have different roles, positions and relationships with other 

actors in the society. Such characteristics can be used to select typologies of NGOs.  

                                                

3
 http://www.staff.city.ac.uk/p.willetts/CS-NTWKS/NGO-ART.HTM 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Product_(business)
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Donation
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Donation
https://www.globalpolicy.org/component/content/article/176/31355.html
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Figure 3 Interactions between NGOs and the other stakeholder groups 

There is a growing literature on NGO–business–government interactions (Kourula & 

Laasonen, 2010). O'Connor & Shumate (2014) for example investigated the differences 

among NGOs in the business-NGO cooperative network. Lyon (2011) provides an account of 

the interaction of environmental NGOs with the corporate world. The interaction of NGOs and 

government/policy makers is studied by Pilgrim & Harvey (2010). Such differences in posi-

tions and relationships may influence NGOs’ requirements and acceptance of standards and 

information systems for bio-based products and should therefore be taken into account in 

this research. A number of key typologies characterising these relationships are briefly dis-

cussed below.  

NGO-Business 

Although NGO managers may describe themselves based on scope, funding, and ideology, 

firm managers classify NGOs into three groups based on their cooperative, confrontation-

al, or of little relevance to their firms (Lucea, 2010). In studying the transition from fossil-fuel 

to bio-based economy, Richardson (2012) distinguishes the NGO-corporate relationship be-

tween pro-corporate and anti-corporate NGOs.  

A more elaborate typology characterising NGO-business relationship is the one developed 

by Elkington (2004) based on two separate sets of characteristics: 1) The extent to which the 

NGO seeks to integrate the role of business and `public interest’ groups in achieving envi-

ronmental goals, i.e., polarizers vs. integrators; 2) Whether the NGO discriminates between 

companies within an industry with respect to their real or perceived environmental commit-

ment and performance, i.e., discriminatory vs. non-discriminatory. Elkington then used four 

marine animals to illustrate NGO’s behavioural characteristics:  

 Dolphins: Integrators and discriminators (e.g. WWF):  

 Sea lions: integrators and non-discriminators (e.g., Nature conservation) 
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 Orcas: Polarizers and discriminators (e.g., Greenpeace)  

 Sharks: Polarizers and non-discriminators (e.g., CEE Bankwatch) 

Table 1 summarises the key features of each type. This typology has been widely used in 

research and practice. Dolphins (intelligent, creative) adapt behaviour and strategies to the 

context, but are very strategic in approach. Sea lions (cute and friendly) are deemed to be 

very conscious of their funding sources and very unlikely to act contrary to the interests of 

their funders, be they companies, foundations or their own members. In contrast, sharks at-

tack indiscriminately and tend to seek weaker targets. Orcas (fierce and intelligent) carefully 

select their targets but can be unpredictable and confrontational. For example, Greenpeace 

is more likely to engage in protests and actions aimed at shaming companies or politicians 

that do not act in accordance with its standards. Many NGOs start out as sharks: with direct 

action, debate, and as much independence from companies as possible. The categories of 

orcas and dolphins have however gained in importance and appeal. 

Table 1 Typology of NGOs based on NGO-business relationships 

 Polarizer  

(Business unfriendly) 

Integrator  

(Business friendly) 
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Orca 

 Highly intelligent 
 Strategic 
 Independent 

 Unpredictable 

Dolphin 

 Great capacity to learn 
 Adapts strategies and behaviour 

to context 
 Creative 

 Fends off sharks 
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Shark 

 Acts on instinct 
 Tactical at best 
 Attacks any target in distress 
 Often attacks in packs 

 Feeding frenzies 

Sea lion 

 Keen to please 
 Professional and well trained 
 Prefers the mainstream 

 Uneasy if separated from its 
group 

 

Using these classifications, the NGOs responded to the online survey were mainly dolphins 

(8) and sea lions (4). Only one NGO was classified as a ‘shark’. 

Van Tulder and Van der Zwart (2006) show that NGOs adopt five generic strategies toward 

corporations – see Appendix III. 
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NGO-Government/Policy 

With regard to the NGO-government relationship, NGOs can be distinguished as primarily 

doing: (1) Scrutinizing (watch dog), (2) Lobbing (advocacy, influencing policy making), (3) 

Cooperation (e.g., providing information and education, conducting programs and activities). 

Cooperation as a relationship type between the NGO and the government (and governmen-

tal agencies) exists when a) there is a free flow of information between the two sectors; b) 

NGOs follow the government’s rules; and c) government policy is neutral towards the NGO 

(1998).  

NGO- Citizens 

The relationships between NGOs and the citizens can be based on (1) Advocacy (e.g., or-

ganizing social protest, raising awareness) and (2) Service (providing support, information 

and knowledge). 

NGO-NGOs 

Conceptually, the relationships among NGOs can be (1) Collaborative/complementary, (2) 

Competitive and (3) Confrontational. 

 

Given that there are numerous classifications of NGOs, the choice of typology has to be 

made on the basis of its relevance to the research questions. As the subject of this research 

concerns the standardization and market development for bio-based products that concerns 

all actors in the society, all four types of relationships were considered relevant and exam-

ined. 

NGOs differ greatly in the activities they carry out and how they finance the activities. A 

number of commonalities and trends, however, were observed: 1) Most NGOs are both 

campaigning and operational, assuming multiple roles with multiple focuses in their work; 2) 

Most NGOs operate in networks; 3) More NGOs are taking a cooperative stance towards 

industry, government and other civil society actors; 4) Most NGOs are striving for transpar-

ency and accountability. In the paragraphs that follow, these features are elaborated in turn. 

3.1.2 Activities, Roles and Scopes of NGOs in relation to bio-based products 

As shown in Figure 4, the majority of the selected NGOs in this research (54) are campaign-

ing and implementing projects at the same time. Only a small number of NGOs are only 

campaigning or only being operational. Furthermore, even among the campaigning NGOs, 

different forms of campaigns are used, ranging from direct activist actions to social-media 

facilitated online campaigns. More and more NGOs are being involved, even specialised, in 

lobbying activities and stakeholder dialogues (i.e., the BRONGOS). Operational NGOs like 

Solidaridad and Marine Stewardship Council (MSC), on the other hand, have usually a more 

limited range of activities like certification. Despite the limited number of responses, the re-

sponses from the polled NGOs were in line with the findings from the desk study. Among the 
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NGOs who participated in the survey, most NGOs (11 out of the 13) are both campaigning 

and operational. One of the other two NGOs is only campaigning and another one is only 

operational.  

NGOs have a wealth of expertise in sustainable development issues to offer for government 

and companies alike4. For example, efforts to establish the Forest Stewardship Certification 

(FSC) scheme demonstrated that retail outlets, with complex supply chains and often 

strained buyer-supplier relations, benefited from WWF's free advice. As evidenced by publi-

cations like position papers and research reports, campaigns and operations by many NGOs 

are not only motivated by ideological passion, but also backed up by scientific rigour.  

 

Figure 4 Type of NGOs according to the role they play in civil society (N=54) 

Due to the inherent multidimensionality of the environment and sustainability, NGOs working 

on environmental issues or sustainability have inevitably multiple focus areas covering multi-

ple environmental and social topics. Greenpeace, for example, works on 7 themes: climate 

change, forests, oceans, ecological farming, detox, nuclear, and peace and disarmament. 

Similarly, the NGO Women in Europe for a Common Future (WECF) focuses on 5 thematic 

areas: Energy and Climate, Chemicals and Health, Water and Sanitation, Biodiversity and 

Food, and Gender and Rights.  

Although it is still possible, based on their primary focus area and their history, to distinguish 

NGOs from the environmental-movement (e.g., Greenpeace, FOE, and the WWF) and 

NGOs from the social movements (e.g., Oxfam, Fairtrade, BEUC), the scopes of most NGOs 

have been expanding to cover both environmental aspects and social aspects. As a result, 

`single-issue’ NGOs seem to be phasing out at the European level.  

                                                

4 https://www.iisd.org/business/ngo/opposites.aspx  

Campaigning Campaigning and operational

Operational

Type of NGOs according to main activities

https://www.iisd.org/business/ngo/opposites.aspx
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Due to far-reaching policy discussions on the bio-based economy that have engaged many 

NGOs and NGO networks, we expected that NGOs would be familiar with the term ‘Bio-

based products’. This is confirmed by the responses from the online survey. Of the 14 com-

pleted responses, only one response stated of never having heard of the term. Furthermore, 

most organisations (12 out of 14) have been or are actively involved in standard setting 

and/or labelling related to environment, including eco-labelling. Only two NGOs are not in-

volved in the development of eco-labelling or other labelling schemes.  

3.1.3 Organisational structure and networks 

Since the term NGO only specifies what the group is not, it has become an umbrella phrase 

that encompasses nearly all other organizations which are not classified as Government or 

Private sector industries. While associations and foundations are the two prevailing legal 

forms of NGOs, there is a high degree of diversity in NGOs’ organisational structures. They 

range from individual non-profit organisations with one director and a few supporting staff to 

large membership organisations with complex governance structure consisting of board of 

directors and different programme officers and project teams.  

Our desk study shows that, upon closer examination, what is generally considered as NGO 

may include individual NGOs in the traditional sense (non-governmental, non-profit), NGO-

like social enterprises, networks of NGOs, and networks including NGOs. Networks including 

NGOs, for example IUCN and Fairtrade, have companies as members. Although they still 

qualify for the description of ‘non-governmental’, they are no longer strictly ‘non-profit’ as 

commonly assumed of an NGO. Various forms of NGO networks and social enterprises are 

blurring traditional boundaries of organisations. 

Networking is a defining feature in NGO-NGO relationships and strategies. Reflecting the 

trends in the network society in the Information Age, few NGOs are operating alone. As stat-

ed in the strategic approach described in CONCORD’s strategic document 2009-2015: 

“CONCORD cannot achieve our aims alone. We need to work in alliance with other parts of 

civil society, and where appropriate other actors, in Europe and in the rest of the world.” This 

‘working in alliance’ takes a variety of forms, ranging from informal network on project basis 

to legally constituted membership organisations with democratic decision-making structure.  

Observing that most NGOs are members of networks or being a network themselves, we 

applied a Social Network Analysis (SNA) to better understand the NGO-NGO relationships 

using the programme Visone5. SNA maps and measures relationships and flows between 

people, groups, organizations and other connected information/knowledge entities 

(Wasserman & Galaskiewicz, 1994). The nodes in the network are the people and groups 

while the links show relationships or flows between the nodes.  

                                                

5
 http://visone.info/ Version 2.9.1 Downloaded in November 2014 

http://visone.info/
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SNA provides both a visual and a mathematical analysis of human relationships. The aim is 

to obtain insight into the various roles and groupings in the NGO network: who are the con-

nectors, isolates, who is in the core of the network, who is on the periphery, etc. A key con-

cept in SNA is centrality: the involvement of an actor (NGO in this study) in many relations. 

The three most widely used centrality measures are degree, closeness, and betweenness6.  

Considering the availability of data and the focus of this study, we used degrees to measure 

the centrality of the selected NGOs. More specifically, we examining three types of ties 

among the NGOs: 1) one NGO being a member of another NGO; 2) one NGO is a partner 

with another NGO in the same network; and 3) the two NGOs share a common theme and 

occasionally work together. As shown in Figure 5, the NGO network CAN has the highest 

degree of centrality, followed by ECOS, WWF, EEB, and IUCN. These NGOs can therefore 

be considered as the most relevant ones for organising NGO acceptance. 

 

Figure 5 NGOs in networks (N=54) 

                                                

6
 http://www.orgnet.com/sna.html 
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3.1.4 Stances towards other stakeholder groups 

At both NGO-business and NGO-government interfaces, the cooperative stance prevails 

(see Figure 6). The NGO-citizen relationships are characterised by variegated forms of ad-

vocacy and service provision, enhanced by the internet and social media. As already dis-

cussed, the NGO-NGO relationships feature increased alliance and network forming among 

different NGOs.  

Due to visible inclination towards findings joint solutions, more than 85% of the NGOs can be 

considered ‘integrators’ along the NGO-business dimension. Corporate engagement has 

been an important issue for major NGOs like the WWF. Unlike in the first years of the 21st 

century when the NGO-business relationship was characterised by confrontations, only a 

small number of NGOs now focus on confrontational relationships (polarizer). Most NGOs 

actively in the bio-based economy have partnered or are partnering with corporations in their 

campaigns and operations. When NGOs engage in partnerships with companies, they bring 

in expertise and work together to solve dynamic issues.  

Figure  illustrate the general potions and stances of the NGOs using two typologies de-

scribed in 2.2.2. Although ‘dolphins’ and ‘sea lions’ are dominating the NGO landscape, the 

potential impact of orcas and sharks, however, should by no means be ignored. This has to 

do with the huge forces a number of ‘orcas’ can mobilise and catalyse in the society through 

direct actions and media campaigns. 

 

Figure 6 NGO-Government relationships and NGO-Business relationships among the 

selected NGOs (N=54) 

Cooperative/Partner Scrutiny/Watch dog

Relationship NGO-Government

Cooperative/Partner Scrutiny/Watch dog

Relationship NGO-Business
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Figure 7 Profiles of selected NGOs according to 4-category NGO-Business relation-

ships (N=54) 

A common feature among the NGOs is the strong and professional web-presence. Almost all 

NGOs have one or more active twitter account. The number of followers and tweets however 

vary greatly, ranging from less than a hundred to hundreds of thousands. Through active 

presence on the web, the reach and pace of interactions between NGOs and citizens have 

been rapidly increasing. The possibilities offered by the internet and modern media have 

increased NGOs’ influence by lowering the costs of campaigning and operations. On the 

other hand, such possibilities also increased the competition among NGOs for funding 

sources and supporters as more and more NGOs could afford to organise large-scale cam-

paigns.  

To verify the findings from the desk study, we asked NGOs, to describe their relationships 

with other stakeholders in the society in the online survey. The self-described relationships 

among the responded NGOs and other stakeholders are summarized in Table 2. The re-

sponse was in accordance with the findings from the desk study. While traditional watch-dog 

roles directing at the industry and government are still being played by a significant number 

of NGOs, the majority of the relationships can be described as collaborative. The prominence 

of partnerships in sustainability among traditionally opposing parties, as long expected by 

Elkington (1998) and numerous other studies, has now become reality. There are, however, 

limits to the NGO-corporate collaboration. As commented by NGO-observers7, ‘sleeping with 

the enemy’ can backfire when it puts the credibility of NGOs in danger. 

                                                

7
 https://www.iisd.org/business/ngo/limits.aspx 
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Table 2 Relationships between the polled NGOs and other stakeholder groups (N=14) 

Other  
stakeholders 

NGO-other stakeholder relationship types 

Scrutiny/ 
Watch dog 

Partners 
(Providing ser-
vice, advice, joint 
campaigns etc.) 

Competitors Not applicable/No 
direct interaction 

Industry 7 (50%) 7 (50%)   

Governments 5 (36%) 9 (64%)   

Other NGOs  13 (93%) 1 (7%)  

Citizens  11 (78%)  1 (22%) 

 

Figure 8 Self- mapping on the NGO-business typology  

In the online workshop, the participants were asked to characterise their own organisation 

according to the typology of marine animals. As shown in Figure 8, the responses showed 

that most of them considered themselves as ‘dolphins’: integrator and discriminatory of busi-

ness performances. This constructive-critical stance makes ‘dolphins’ suitable as sparring 

partners for the developers of the bio-based standards.  

3.1.5 Transparency and Accountability 

Due to increasing ‘business-like’ operations in sustaining own operations and increasing col-

laboration with industries, the moral high ground of NGOs is no longer taken for granted. This 

has raised concerns about the credibility and legitimacy of a number of business-oriented 

NGOs, but also NGOs in general. In response, NGOs are paying greater attention to the 

transparency and accountability of their own operations.  
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NGOs are becoming more and more transparent due to demand on accountability by donors, 

funders and the general public. Of the NGOs we studied, the majority (about 75%) are regis-

tered in the European Parliament’s Transparency register8, which has been set up to answer 

core questions such as what interests are being pursued, by whom and with what budgets.  

The funding sources of NGOs are an important indicator for the positioning of NGOs and 

suggest their business and governmental orientations. In general, membership contributions 

are an important part of the finances of NGOs. Most NGOs also receive core funding from 

the European Commission (with the exception of Greenpeace) and funding on a case-by-

case basis for specific projects from governments and foundations. Some organisations also 

receive specific donations from industry. Receiving funding from industry, however, shadows 

the position of NGOs as being representatives of public interest and therefore sheds doubts 

on their credibility. This point is now well recognized by many NGOs and some are endorsing 

it as a principle. For example, Greenpeace states on its website: “To maintain its independ-

ence, Greenpeace does not accept donations from governments or corporations but relies on 

contributions from individual supporters and foundation grants”9.  

NGOs’ striving for transparency and accountability is visible on their websites and media 

coverage. Most NGOs are making their program documents, strategic plans and activity re-

ports public or available upon request. The wealth of information accessible on NGO web-

sites makes it possible to obtain deeper understanding of their viewpoints and strategies.  

3.1.6 Conclusions 

Based on the focus area of their work identified in the desk study, we consider three types of 

NGOs relevant to the development of bio-based standards and labelling: 1) Environmental 

NGOs actively working on bioenergy and biomaterials; 2) Social NGOs addressing sustaina-

bility issues related to agriculture and bio-based production; 3) NGOs working on sustainabil-

ity certification and labelling.  

NGO’s in the field of bio-based, sustainability-issues and standards and labelling are highly 

heterogeneous. Apart from being non-governmental and non-profit, in aspects like history, 

size, scope, funding, and organisational structure, they differ dramatically.  

Although it is still possible, based on their primary focus area and their history, to distinguish 

NGOs from the environmental-movement (e.g., Greenpeace, Friends of the Earth, and the 

WWF) and NGOs from the social movements (e.g., Oxfam, Fairtrade, BEUC), the scopes of 

most NGOs have been expanding to cover both environmental aspects and social aspects. 

As a result, `one-issue’ NGOs seem to be phasing out.  

The NGO’s are campaigning and implementing projects at the same time. 

                                                

8
 http://ec.europa.eu/transparencyregister last accessed on April. 23, 2015 

9
 http://www.greenpeace.org/international/en/about/ 

http://ec.europa.eu/transparencyregister
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More than 85% of the NGOs can be considered ‘integrators’ along the NGO-business di-

mension. Corporate engagement has been an important issue for major NGOs. A small 

number of NGOs now focus on confrontational relationships (polarizer). Most NGOs actively 

in the bio-based economy have partnered or are partnering with corporations in their cam-

paigns and operations. Only a few take an oppositional stance (polarizers).  

Using the typology of NGO-business relationships (with orcas, dolphins, sharks and sea li-

ons) the ‘dolphins’ and ‘sea lions’ (i.e., integrators) are actively working on issues related to 

bio-based products and sustainability certification. They are most relevant as interlocutors. 

The ‘orcas’ and ‘sharks’ (i.e., polarizers), with their relentless scrutiny of the potentially nega-

tive environmental and social impacts of bio-based production, are equally relevant, but they 

primarily serve as critics. By raising issues potentially overlooked by supportive dolphins and 

sea lions, the orcas and sharks contribute to a more sophisticated understanding of the im-

pacts of bio-based products and as such may increase the ultimate acceptance of the bio-

based products.  

Networking is a defining feature in NGO-NGO relationships and strategies. Reflecting the 

trends in the network society in the Information Age, only few NGOs are operating alone. The 

NGO network CAN has the highest degree of centrality, followed by ECOS, WWF, EEB, and 

IUCN. These NGOs can therefore be considered as the most relevant ones for organising 

NGO acceptance. 

Finally, a common feature among the NGOs is the strong and professional web-presence, 

the high level of expertise and increasing level of transparency and accountability of their 

own operations.  

3.2 NGO’s relevant for the development of bio-based standards 

3.2.1 NGOs active on bio-based issues and sustainability 

With search terms like ‘bio-based’ or ‘biobased’, the NGO websites would suggest that only a 

handful of NGOs have worked or are working on issues related to bio-based products. The 

European Environmental Bureau (EEB), for example, is one of the very few who have written 

a position paper on the bio-based economy10. A closer examination, however, revealed that 

more than 65% of the NGOs (35 out of 54) have directly or indirectly worked on issues relat-

ed to bio-based products through sustainability concerns related to agriculture and the use of 

biomass to produce biofuel or biomaterials. This is confirmed by observations in the research 

literature and the online survey. For example, the Pilgrim & Harvey study (2010) illustrated 

the important role played by Greenpeace, Friends of the Earth (FoE), Oxfam, WWF and the 

Royal Society for the Protection of Birds (RSPB) in the food versus fuel debate concerning 

                                                

10
 See http://ec.europa.eu/research/consultations/bioeconomy/consultation_en.htm 

http://ec.europa.eu/research/consultations/bioeconomy/consultation_en.htm
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the development of biofuels. These NGOs, due to their experience with the bio-based econ-

omy, are considered highly relevant to the study on NGO acceptance. 

3.2.2 NGOs active on issues related to sustainability standards and labelling 

There is a worldwide increase in new non-state, multi-stakeholder organizations setting 

standards for socially and environmentally responsible behaviour. These standard-setting 

arenas offer new channels for political participation for NGOs (Boström & Hallström, 2010). 

Many NGOs are directly or indirectly engaged in the development and implementation of 

sustainability standards and certification schemes (Dendler, 2014). With regard to standards 

and labelling concerning bio-based products, three NGOs stand out because of their exten-

sive experience and involvement: ECOS, ANEC, and ISEAL.  

ECOS (http://ecostandard.org/), according to its own statement, is the only environmental 

organisation specialised in standardisation in the world. It aims at improving the environmen-

tal performance of products during their whole life-cycle, ensuring sound measurement 

methods for pollutants and energy-savings and ensuring the provision of clear information to 

consumers towards sustainable consumption. ECOS also works to improve the framework 

for societal stakeholders in the European standardisation system.  

ANEC (http://www.anec.org/anec.asp), the European consumer voice in standardisation, 

defends consumer interest in the process of standardisation and certification. ANEC partici-

pates principally through its voluntary experts in the standards development work of the three 

European Standardisation Organisations (ESOs) recognised by the European Union and 

EFTA: CEN (www.cen.eu), CENELEC (www.cenelec.eu), and ETSI (www.etsi.org). At the 

same time, ANEC also participates in other organisations which develop standards whose 

use could directly or indirectly affect the European consumer.  

ISEAL (http://www.isealalliance.org/) is an NGO whose mission is to strengthen sustainability 

standards systems for the benefit of people and the environment. Its membership is open to 

all multi-stakeholder sustainability standards and accreditation bodies that demonstrate their 

ability to meet the ISEAL Codes of Good Practice and accompanying requirements, and 

commit to learning and improving. The four goals of ISEAL Alliance are to: 

 Improve the impacts of standards; 

 Define credibility of sustainability standards; 

 Increase the uptake of credible sustainability standards; 

 Improve the effectiveness of standards.  

Although the work of ISEAL Alliance is primarily focussed on voluntary standards, the princi-

ples and guidelines it has developed reflect the acceptance factors of NGOs as representa-

tive of public interest. 

http://ecostandard.org/
http://www.anec.org/anec.asp
http://www.cen.eu/
http://www.cenelec.eu/
http://www.etsi.org/
http://www.isealalliance.org/
http://www.isealalliance.org/our-work/defining-credibility/codes-of-good-practice
http://www.isealalliance.org/our-work/improving-impacts
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Besides the three NGOs mentioned above, NGO11s working on sustainability standards and 

certification include the ISO, Fairtrade organisation, FSC, MSC, SAN, UTZ Certified, and 

Rainforest Alliance.  

3.2.3 Conclusions 

Most of the interviewed NGOs are familiar with the term ‘Bio-based products’.  

Taking into account their focus and involvement with the bio-based economy, the most rele-

vant ‘dolphins’ or ‘sea lions’ (in alphabetic order based on acronyms) for the development of 

the bio-based standards are the following: 

Table 3 Typology of NGOs based on NGO-business relationships 

 Polarizer  
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Integrator  

(Business friendly) 
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Orca 

 Greenpeace European Unit* 
 Friends of the Earth Europe 

(FoEE)* 
 Transport and Environment (Eu-

ropean Federation for Transport 
and Environment) (TE)* 

 

Dolphin 

 Naturefriends International (NFI)* 
 European Environmental Bureau (EEB)* 
 WWF European Policy Programme 

(WWFEU)* 
 Stichting BirdLife Europe(BirdLife)* 
 Pesticide Action Network Europe  

(PANEUROPE) 
 International Union for Conservation of Nature 
 International Union for Conservation of  

Nature(IUCN) 
 Oxfam International (Oxfam) 
 Climate Action Network Europe(CAN Europe)* 
 European Consumers’ Organisation (BEUC) 
 Justice and Environment (J&E) 
 Royal Society for the Protection of Birds 

(RSPB) 
 International Institute for Environment and De-

velopment (IIED) 
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Shark 

 Eurogroup for Animals (EOA) 

 

Sea lion 

 European Environmental Citizens' Organisa-
tion for Standardisation (ECOS) 

 Kyoto Club (Kyoto) 
 Women in Europe for a Common Future 

(WECF) 
 Health & Environment Alliance (HEAL)* 
 European Association for the Co-ordination of 

Consumer Representation in Standardisation 
(ANEC) 

 ISEAL Alliance (ISEAL) 

                                                

11
 Strictly speaking these are institutions started as, working with or operating like NGOs. By including 

these institution NGOs we took a broader perspective on NGOs.  
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Nine of the above mentioned NGOs are members of the NGO network Green 10 (10 of the 

largest environmental organisations and networks active on the European level)12: the Euro-

pean Environmental Bureau (EEB), Transport& Environment (T&E), Birdlife, Greenpeace, 

WWF, Climate Action Network (CAN Europe), Friends of the Earth, Health & Environment 

Alliance (HEAL), Naturefriends International (NFI). It can be assumed that NGOs in the same 

network have good understanding of each other’s viewpoints and strategies.  

3.3 Relevant issues to the standardisation, labelling and sustainability of bio-

based products  

3.3.1 Issues related to the sustainability of bio-based products 

NGOs have long embraced the notion that sustainability is a multi-dimensional concept with 

inherent trade-offs among different dimensions. In their campaigns, policy briefs, and position 

papers, they have raised to spotlight many issues related to the sustainability of bio-based 

products. Issues like the impact of biofuel production on food security, biodiversity and rural 

livelihood have become widely known due to public debates fuelled by findings by or com-

missioned by NGOs questioning the sustainability of biofuels and bioenergy. An example is 

the briefing paper entitled ‘Another Inconvenient Truth’13 published in 2008 by Oxfam Interna-

tional. IUCN states for example the values of biodiversity are both tangible and intangible. 

Biodiversity is a central component of many belief systems, contributing to cultural heritage, 

religious, emotional and aesthetic values. According to IUCN, biodiversity has existence val-

ue and bequest value. IUCN recognizes the ethical dimension of nature conservation.  

As described in Chapter 2, we had identified a list of issues that are known to be on the radar 

of NGOs from the desk study. The desk study has resulted in a list of issues that are known 

to be relevant for NGOs in striving for sustainability: 

Environmental aspects (product and feedstock): 

 Savings in CO2 emissions  

 Reduction of environmental pollutants (other than CO2)  

 Biodiversity 

 Biodegradability  

 Compostability  

 Recyclability  

 Sustainability of raw material production / extraction  

 Bio-based content / Use of renewable raw materials  

 Use of recycled material or waste products  

 Use of GMO-free raw materials 

                                                

12
 http://www.green10.org/ 

13
 http://www.oxfam.org/en/research/another-inconvenient-truth 
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Social aspects (product and feedstock) 

 Health 

 Poverty/Inequality 

 Fairness 

 Landscape/cultural heritage 

 Land grapping of smallholders 

 Rural livelihood 

 Protection of labour rights 

 Child labour  

 Food security/ Competition with food production  

In the online survey, NGOs were asked to assign importance to the above 19 issues and to 

add issues that they consider important as well. Figure 99 shows the ranked importance of 

21 issues. All aspects listed in the desk study were considered important by the polled 

NGOs. Leading the list of issues is the sustainability of feedstock, followed by concerns 

about the impact on biodiversity and CO2 emissions.  

 

Figure 9 Aspects important for the sustainability of bio-based products 

In addition to the issues pre-selected for the online survey, the survey respondents stressed 

a number of new topics. For later use in the prioritisation session in the online workshop, 

these new topics were merged with the list used for the online survey. The new list compris-

es the following topics (items with an asterisk are new or modified topics): 
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 Impact on biodiversity (invasive species)* 

 Impact on climate change (GHG)* 

 Impact on environnemental pollution (emissions, pesticides, plastics, etc.) 

 Contribution to reducing dependence on fossil resources 

 Impact on human toxicity/health tolerance 

 Biodegradability 

 Recyclability 

 Compostability 

 Sustainability of feedstock/raw material production 

 Use of recycled material or waste products 

 Use of genetically modified organisms (GMOs) 

 Pressure on land use and forests* 

 Effect of intensive farming* 

 Impact on natural capital* 

 Water quality and quantity* 

 Pollution and contamination of local environment 

 Impact on food prices 

 Impact on energy sufficiency 

 Health-related concerns of bio-based products 

 Working conditions in bio-based industry 

 Impact on poverty 

 Improvement of employment 

 Transparency and traceability along the supply chain 

 Use of Nanomaterials* 

 Effect of short food supply chains* 

 Heritage* 

 Impact on animal welfare 

 Impact on rural livelihoods 

 Impact on local communities 

 Use of child labour in feedstock production 

 Impact on equality 

 

As shown in Table 4, the top-ranked issues from the online workshop mirror those from the 

online survey with mainly only minor adjustments. However, the relative importance of com-

postability has increased significantly. Furthermore, the new issues ‘transparency and trace-

ability along the supply chain’, ‘Impact on natural capital’, ‘effect of intensive farming’, and 

‘impact on water quality and quantity’ are now prioritised.  

To shed light on the underpinnings of the selected issues, participants of the online workshop 

provided motivation and justification for the prioritisation of issues. The impact on climate 
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change was considered the most important issue and challenge of our time. Impact on cli-

mate change is considered crucial for the future viability of a bio-based economy.  

Table 4 Ranking of Sustainability Aspects important for Bio-based products 

Issues - Average ranking (1= 
most important) 

Impact on climate change (GHG) 

 

3,1 

Pressure on land use and forests 

 

3,8 

Sustainability of feedstock/raw material pro-
duction  

4,0 

Impact on biodiversity (invasive species) 

 

4,5 

Impact on local communities 

 

4,5 

Transparency and traceability along the supply 
chain  

5,2 

Contribution to reducing dependence on fossil 
resources  

5,3 

Impact on natural capital 

 

5,4 

Compostability 

 

5,5 

Effect of intensive farming 

 

5,5 

Impact on environmental pollution (emissions, 
pesticides, plastics, etc.)  

5,5 

Water quality and quantity 

 

5,5 

Use of recycled material or waste products 

 

5,8 

Impact on poverty 

 

5,8 

Impact on energy sufficiency 

 

5,9 

Working conditions in bio-based industry 

 

5,9 

Impact on human toxicity/health tolerance 

 

5,9 

Impact on rural livelihoods 

 

5,9 

Impact on equality 

 

6,0 

Effect of short food supply chains 

 

6,0 

Impact on animal welfare 

 

6,0 

Heritage 

 

6,0 

Use of child labour in feedstock production 

 

6,0 

Use of Nanomaterials 

 

6,0 

Use of genetically modified organisms (GMOs) 

 

6,0 

Recyclability 

 

6,0 

Biodegradability 

 

6,0 

Pollution and contamination of local environ-
ment  

6,0 
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Issues - Average ranking (1= 
most important) 

Improvement of employment 

 

6,0 

Health-related concerns of bio-based products 

 

6,0 

Impact on food prices 

 

6,0 

 

 

 

As one participant put it, “...it has to be a key concern; it can't shoot itself in the foot!” Since 

the whole point of bio-based is to be better than fossil fuels so there must be a proven net 

benefit. The importance attached to emissions and climate change reflects the debate on 

biofuels. As one participant pointed out, emissions caused by bioenergy (biomass for heat 

and power) are currently not correctly accounted for. LULUCF (Land Use, Land Use Change 

and Forestry) emissions accounting frameworks have significant loopholes and in EU emis-

sions from biomass are exempted from EU Emissions Trading System, so often not account-

ed for at extraction / combustion. 

The pressure on land use and forests is considered by one workshop participant as the 

greatest unresolved (and possibly unresolvable) issue for biomaterials. It is important be-

cause land is a scare resource. The land used for bio-based products is no longer available 

for so much food production - or other land values. One participant argued that we cannot 

substitute food for biomaterials where land is limited. The importance of taking deforestation 

into account is justified by the fact that forests serve to sequester carbon, preserve biodiver-

sity and ecosystems.  

In the same vein as discussions about biofuels, the sustainability of feedstock/raw material 

production is considered important because it is also directly related to land use issues. In 

fact, the participants considered this aspect self-evident: we have planetary boundaries and 

limited resources. We need to use feedstock which is renewable, recyclable, non-toxic, etc. 

According to one workshop participant, compostability is a crucial point to assess a product 

from the circular economy point of view. Furthermore, it avoids landfill of waste. It was also 

pointed out that non-compostable waste is locking up carbon. Thinking of the end user of bio-

based products, one participant prioritised compostability on ground that the consumer can 

know if they can compost the material or not. This would contribute to the reduction of waste. 

It should however be noted, to our knowledge, compostability is not always the key charac-

teristic of bio-based products. Instead, bio-based products should be durable most of the 

time. The fact that participants seem to overstress this aspect may suggest that they have 

only a limited idea of the subject as such. 

In an earlier public consultation on the bio-based economy, EEB voiced disagreements with 

the definition provided by the European Commission on bio-based economy. In particular, it 

expresses concerns about the current focus on meeting the demands of increasing produc-

tion and consumption. Instead, the transition towards a bio-based economy should focus on 

maintaining functioning ecosystems as the basis of all bio-based and non-bio-based produc-
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tion and managing the demands. This criticism shows that the discourse used to promote 

bio-based products deserves attention: excessive consumption of ‘sustainable products’ may 

do more harm than good to the environment.  

3.3.2 Issues related to standardisation and labelling of bio-based products 

The availability of credible information on the sustainability of bio-based products is undoubt-

edly critical for the social acceptance of bio-based standards. It is however important to prior-

itise the most important aspects on which credible information should be provided for the 

standardisation of bio-based products.  

Figure 10 shows the ranked importance of the issues based on responses from the online 

survey. As expected, information on a wide range of aspects was considered important by 

the polled NGOs. On top of the listed issues is the impact on sustainability of raw material 

production.  

 

Figure 10 Issues on which credible information is crucial for the acceptance 

Besides underscoring the importance of having information on the pre-selected issues, the 

polled NGOs also urged availability of information on new aspects such as the impact on 

CO2 emissions and biodegradability. Merging the new aspects with the aspects from the sur-

vey, we presented the following new list to the participants of the online workshop: 

 Impact on sustainability of raw material production/extraction 

 Recyclability 
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 Protection and preservation of biodiversity 

 Impact on human toxicity / increase in health tolerance 

 Proportion of bio-based content  

 Impact on CO2 emissions 

 Impact on environmental pollution (other than CO2 emissions) 

 Biodegradability 

 Use of recycled material or waste products 

 Compostability 

 Impact on use of fossil resources 

 Use of GMO-free raw materials in feedstock production 

 Intensive farming 

 Water use of the process 

 Energy efficiency of the process 

 Land use of the process 

 Use of pesticides and Nano materials, EDCs 

 Impact on food security 

 Impact on health and safety of (producing or using) bio-based products  

 Impact on food price 

 Impact on local communities 

 Impact on rural livelihoods 

 Impact on poverty reduction 

 Abolition of child labour in feedstock production 

 Improvement of working conditions in bio-based industries 

 Improvement of employment 

 Improvement of equality 

 Short food supply chains 

As   
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Table 5 (Source: NGO workshop (N=8) ) illustrates, the uttermost importance of credible in-

formation on the impact on the sustainability of raw material and CO2 emission were echoed 

by the outcomes from the online workshop. Compared to the other issues on the list, biodi-

versity, biodegradability and land use of the process have gained more relative importance.  
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Table 5 Ranking of most important issues on which credible information is crucial 

Issues - Average ranking  
(1= most im-
portant) 

Impact on sustainability of raw material produc-
tion/extraction  

2,5 

Impact on CO2 emissions 
 

2,8 

Protection and preservation of biodiversity 
 

4,5 

Biodegradability 
 

5,0 

Land use of the process 
 

5,0 

Impact on food price 
 

5,3 

Water use of the process 
 

5,3 

Impact on environmental pollution (other than CO2 emis-
sions)  

5,3 

Short food supply chains 
 

5,5 

Impact on rural livelihoods 
 

5,5 

Compostability 
 

5,5 

Use of recycled material or waste products 
 

5,5 

Impact on health and safety of (producing or using) bio-
based products   

5,7 

Impact on poverty reduction 
 

5,7 

Impact on food security 
 

5,8 

Improvement of working conditions in bio-based indus-
tries  

6,0 

Abolition of child labour in feedstock production 
 

6,0 

Use of GMO-free raw materials in feedstock production 
 

6,0 

Impact on use of fossil resources 
 

6,0 

Improvement of equality 
 

6,0 

Improvement of employment 
 

6,0 

Intensive farming 
 

6,0 

Energy efficiency of the process 
 

6,0 

Use of pesticides and Nano materials, EDCs 
 

6,0 

Impact on human toxicity / increase in health tolerance 
 

6,0 

Impact on local communities 
 

6,0 

Recyclability 
 

6,0 

Proportion of bio-based content  
 

6,0 
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The importance of having credible information on the impact on CO2 emissions is inextricably 

linked to concerns of climate change. It was stated that reduction of CO2 emissions is the key 

to face climate change challenges. The emphasis on CO2 emissions was also due to the 

observation that emissions of biomass use are not correctly accounted for in current policy 

framework. The participants observed that, since a GHG threshold is not implemented in EU 

law, carbon savings in comparison to fossil fuels are not certain or required. 

Reflecting on the survey outcomes, one participant of the online workshop highlighted the 

importance of putting the findings in context and linking it to existing experience. This means 

taking a step back from the headlines to understand the broader context and history of 

standard-setting and labelling: why a label and not another type of tool? Why another label, 

what would be different? What kind of label (given different ways in which standards are cur-

rently developed and managed? 

It is important to note that, both in academic and non-academic literature, there are growing 

concerns about the proliferation of ecolabels and sustainability certification. Researchers 

have shown that the multiplicity of ecolabels can not only result in confusion in consumers, 

but also leads to the waste of resources (Mahenc, 2009). There is a demand for scrutiny in 

the credibility and legitimacy of similar labels. This has created an allergy for more labels. 

NGOs are likely to be watchful of new labels. For example, a participant of the online work-

shop pointed out that it is necessary to look beyond some of the assumptions behind the 

development of the bio-based standards and labelling. Is it really necessary to have a label?  

Another participant expressed scepticism about labelling because of the danger of low 

standards and difficulties with regards to governance and lack of transparency. This confirms 

that stringency and transparency of the bio-based standards and labelling are among the key 

NGO acceptance factors.  

3.3.3 Conclusions 

A variety of issues are important for the NGOs to evaluate the sustainability of bio-based 

products. The most important ones are:  

 impact on climate change,  

 pressure on land use and forest,  

 sustainability of feedstock/raw material production,  

 impact on biodiversity, and  

 impact on local communities. 

3.4 Requirements to the standardisation, labelling and sustainability of bio-

based products  

The desk study showed that while there is no generally agreed view on the development of 

the bio-based economy, most NGOs appear to have a watchful to critical stance towards the 

use of biomass for production of bio-based products. NGOs are wary of potentially negative 
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environmental and social impacts of feedstock production. Consequently, leading NGOs de-

mand transparent and credible information on sustainability aspects of bio-based products 

and their production process.  

3.4.1 Requirements on sustainability aspects of bio-based products 

With regard to the use of biomass as feedstock, most NGOs require comprehensive and 

binding sustainability criteria and standards that cover environmental and social impacts. 

More specifically, biomass sustainability criteria must help ensure that land management 

practices contribute to biodiversity and environmental objectives and prevent further negative 

environmental impacts including carbon stock decrease in soils and ecosystems, biodiversity 

loss, soil erosion, depletion of water resources and the loss of soil health due to increased 

use of synthetic fertilizers, pesticides and herbicides. Social criteria must include protection 

of labour and human rights, gender impacts, maintenance of local communities’ and indige-

nous peoples’ land use and tenure rights, and cultural heritages.  

The sustainability of feedstock production, due to its potential impact on food production, has 

been widely recognised among NGOs as a necessary condition to develop the bio-based 

economy. Many policy recommendations have been made by NGOs in the context of biofu-

els and bioenergy. As indicated in position papers and other public documents, the following 

requirements are relevant14: 

 limit the use of biomass for energy production to levels that can be sustainably sup-

plied 

 ensure efficient and optimal use of biomass resources, in line with the principle of 

cascading use; 

 include correct carbon accounting for biomass 

 introduce comprehensive binding sustainability criteria 

NGOs are likely to have similar requirements concerning bio-based products.  

3.4.2 Requirements on standardisation and labelling of bio-based products 

To infer NGOs’ requirements on the bio-based label, the online survey inquired NGOs’ opin-

ion on a number of statements related to labelling of bio-based products. On a scale of 1 to 

5, the polled NGOs indicated their degree of agreement (1= I strongly disagree; 2= I disa-

gree; 3= neutral; 4= I agree; 5= I strongly agree). Table 6 provides an overview of the survey 

responses, sorted on an ascending order of the average score.  

                                                

14
 Position paper by FERN and 10 other environmental NGOs: Pitfalls and potentials: the role of bio-

energy in the EU climate and energy policy post 2020: NGO Recommendations 
(http://www.fern.org/potentialsandpitfalls) 
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Table 6 Agreement on statements on bio-based labelling 

Statement Number of 

Responses 

Average Standard  

Deviation 

A European label for bio-based products should only 

require compliance with criteria on bio-based content. 

Other criteria - if included - should be optional 

14 2.00 1.11 

A European label for bio-based products should be inte-

grated within the existing EU Ecolabel 

14 3.00 1.41 

The creation of a European label for bio-based products 

is important for strengthening consumer confidence in 

and acceptance of bio-based products 

14 3.64 1.28 

A European label for bio-based products should also 

require compliance with key social criteria (in addition to 

criteria on bio-based content) 

14 4.21 1.19 

A European label for bio-based products should also 

require compliance with key environmental criteria (in 

addition to criteria on bio-based content).  

14 4.36 1.45 

A European label for bio-based products should also 

require compliance with sustainability criteria related to 

the bio-based feedstock used.  

13 4.54 1.13 

Reflecting the shared concerns about the sustainability of bio-based products, criteria on bio-

based content alone were almost unanimously considered as insufficient. This outcome is 

consistent with findings from the desk study. As put by Rainforest Alliance15 in its comments 

on the LEED 2012 standard: “Bio-based, by itself, does not provide adequate assurance that 

materials are environmentally preferable. In fact, production of bio-based materials can result 

in significant environmental harm”.  

Both in the online survey and the online workshop, most respondents or participants agreed 

that a European label for bio-based products should also require compliance with key envi-

ronmental and social criteria (in addition to criteria on bio-based content). Furthermore, a 

European label for bio-based products should also require compliance with sustainability 

criteria related to the bio-based feedstock used. The main argument provided for these re-

                                                

15
 http://www.rainforest-alliance.org/sites/default/files/uploads/3/Rainforest-Alliance-Comments-on-

LEED-2012-FINAL.pdf 
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quirements was that “the more aspects can be included (so long as the process is credible) 

the better to minimise customer confusion”.  

The opinions on the following three statements were however divided:  

 A European label for bio-based products should be integrated within the existing EU 

Ecolabel 

 The creation of a European label for bio-based products is important for strengthen-

ing consumer confidence in and acceptance of bio-based products 

 A European label for bio-based products should only require compliance with criteria 

on bio-based content. Other criteria - if included - should be optional 

Limited by the small size of the survey response, no statistical analysis was performed on the 

differences in responses among different type of NGOs. We however examined the respons-

es in different groups of NGOs. What could be observed was that NGOs from the same 

group may hold opposing opinion towards the same statement.  

Feedback from the online workshop suggests that NGOs may hold different views on the 

sustainability of bio-based products. Some NGOs may doubt whether bio-based products 

are, or even can be, sustainable. If they are not or cannot be sustainable, then they would 

not actually want to increase consumer confidence through labelling. One participant voiced 

scepticism about labelling because of the danger of low standards and difficulties with regard 

to governance and lack of transparency. On the other hand, the creation of a European label 

for bio-based product is considered important as long as the safeguards in place are strong 

enough. One participant remarked that some harmonising label is needed due to the prolifer-

ation of environmental labels.  

On whether the bio-based label should be integrated with the existing EU Ecolabel, the main 

arguments in favour of the statement were to leverage on and strengthen the existing eco-

label. The disagreement was due to the following considerations:  

 The EU Ecolabel has its strengths and its weaknesses as well. 

 They serve different purpose. 

When asked whether they agree or disagree with including optional icons or label features to 

indicate a number of items (i.e., Sustainable feedstock production, the use of GMO-free 

feedstock, Percentage of bio-based content, Biodegradability, Compostability, and Recycla-

bility), all items received a high level of support. In particular, the item ‘sustainable feedstock 

production’ received the highest level of support, closely followed by the item ‘Use of GMO-

free feedstock’, ‘Percentage of bio-based content’, and ‘biodegradability’.  

In addition to the items presented in the survey, the survey respondents suggested the fol-

lowing icons or label features: 

 Animal welfare 

 They should be very clearly readable 

 CO2 footprint  



Open-BIO 

Work Package 9: Social Acceptance  

Deliverable 9.3: Decisive factors for NGO acceptance 

 

49 

 

 CO2 emissions  

 Resource efficiency of use of feed stocks 

 Energy efficiency 

 Climate change impact 

 The use of pesticide- Nano- and EDC-free feedstock 

 More general info about sustainability of the corporation 

In the online survey, the polled NGOs expressed following wishes and requirements (key 

words made bold by the author of this report): 

• Build on/link to existing schemes 

• Involve independent environmental and human toxicologist in developing the label 

and defining the terms of sustainable feedstock 

• Establish a time limit for the complete degradation for the term biodegradability and 

norms for the byproducts 

• Involving local communities requires a commitment to processes, such as free 

and prior informed consent. Commitment should not only be on contents of the 

product, but also process issues of the production processes 

• Main focus should be on question whether bio-based product has actual environ-

mental advantages - including effects as Indirect Land Use Changes (ILUC), biodi-

versity etc.  

• The label should be made known through specific TV / social networks advertis-

ing spelling out its advantages 

• The production of biological material should be organic in order to prevent the in-

crease in pesticides use that was observed for biofuels. This would also be more co-

herent with the concept of protecting the environment by using natural compounds 

• Include impact on climate change and the state of environment (seen as biodiversi-

ty as well as natural capital) in the label creation. 

• Show not only the impact of the product in terms of the sustainability criteria but also 

the impact its production has had (e.g. deforestation goods in the supply chain) 

NGOs, whether being dolphins, sea lions, orcas and sharks, are on the same boat of human-

beings. “We all have a common problem. Therefore, we must find common solutions’. When 

asked to comment on the best strategy for organising NGO acceptance, one of the partici-

pants of the online workshop recommended “Honesty, openness, providing good examples 

of successful outcomes in similar circumstance and what has made them successful”. This 

underscores the importance of making transparent the data and methodology underlying the 

bio-based label and demonstrating its advantages.  
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3.4.3 Conclusions 

With regard to the acceptance criteria, most NGOs consider requiring criteria on bio-based 

content alone as being insufficient. A bio-based label should, in their opinion, require compli-

ance with key environmental and social criterial on sustainability and be focussed on the 

feedstock used. Furthermore, it is generally considered that a bio-based label should be in-

tegrated with the existing EU Ecolabel as this will strengthen the existing Ecolabel.  
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4. Conclusions and recommendations 

4.1 Conclusions 

The reported findings represent results of desk studies, online survey, and online workshops 

targeting NGO’s. The four key research questions were: 

1) Which NGOs are relevant to the standardization of bio-based products?  

2) How do these NGOs operate (i.e., positioning, strategies)? 

3) Which issues/subjects are important for these NGOs to evaluate the sustainability of 

BBPs?  

4) What are the requirements for these NGOs to accept standards and information sys-

tems for bio-based products? 

4.1.1 NGO’s relevant to the standardization of bio-based products 

NGOs are familiar with the term ‘Bio-based products’.  

Based on the focus area of their work identified in the desk study, we consider three types of 

NGOs relevant to the development of bio-based standards and labelling:  

(1) Environmental NGOs actively working on bioenergy and biomaterials;  

(2) Social NGOs addressing sustainability issues related to agriculture and bio-based 

production;  

(3) NGOs working on sustainability certification and labelling.  

Taking into account their focus and involvement with the bio-based economy, the most rele-

vant NGOs are shown inTable 3.  

4.1.2 Strategies of NGO’s operating in the standardization of bio-based products 

Most NGOs appear to have a watchful to critical stance towards the use of biomass for the 

production of bio-based products. Most NGOs are wary of potentially negative environmental 

and social impacts of feedstock production and ask for transparent and credible information 

on sustainability aspects of bio-based products and their production processes. 

-Although it is still possible, based on their primary focus area and their history, to distinguish 

NGOs from the environmental-movement (e.g., Greenpeace, Friends of the Earth, and the 

WWF) and NGOs from the social movements (e.g., Oxfam, Fairtrade, BEUC), the scopes of 

most NGOs have been expanding to cover both environmental aspects and social aspects. 

As a result, `one-issue’ NGOs seem to be phasing out.  

The NGO’s are campaigning and implementing projects at the same time. 

More than 85% of the NGOs can be considered ‘integrators’ along the NGO-business di-

mension. Corporate engagement has been an important issue for major NGOs. A small 

number of NGOs now focus on confrontational relationships (polarizer). Most NGOs actively 

in the bio-based economy have partnered or are partnering with companies corporations in 

their campaigns and operations. Only a few take an oppositional stance (polarizers).  
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Using the typology of NGO-business relationships (with orcas, dolphins, sharks and sea li-

ons) the ‘dolphins’ and ‘sea lions’ (i.e., integrators) are actively working on issues related to 

bio-based products and sustainability certification. They are most relevant as interlocutors. 

The ‘orcas’ and ‘sharks’ (i.e., polarizers), with their relentless scrutiny of the potentially nega-

tive environmental and social impacts of bio-based production, are equally relevant, but they 

primarily serve as critics. By raising issues potentially overlooked by supportive dolphins and 

sea lions, the orcas and sharks contribute to a more sophisticated understanding of the im-

pacts of bio-based products and as such may increase the ultimate acceptance of the bio-

based products.  

Networking is a defining feature in NGO-NGO relationships and strategies. The NGO net-

work CAN has the highest degree of centrality, followed by ECOS, WWF, EEB, and IUCN. 

These NGOs can therefore be considered as the most relevant ones for organising NGO 

acceptance. 

Finally, a common feature among the NGOs studied in this report is the strong and profes-

sional web-presence, the high level of expertise and increasing level of transparency and 

accountability of their own operations.  

4.1.3 Important issues/subjects for NGOs to evaluate the sustainability of BBP 

A variety of issues are important for these NGOs to evaluate the sustainability of bio-based 

products. The most important ones are:  

 impact on climate change,  

 pressure on land use and forest,  

 sustainability of feedstock/raw material production,  

 impact on biodiversity, and  

 impact on local communities. 

4.1.4 Requirements for NGOs to accept standards and information systems for bio-based 

products 

With regard to the acceptance criteria, most NGOs consider requiring criteria on bio-based 

content alone as being insufficient. A bio-based label should, in their opinion, require compli-

ance with key environmental and social criterial on sustainability and be focussed on the 

feedstock used. Furthermore, it is generally considered that a bio-based label should be in-

tegrated with the existing EU Ecolabel as this will strengthen the existing Ecolabel.  

4.2 Recommendations 

Reflecting on the results of this study, we formulate the following recommendations for future 

development of bio-based standards and labelling in relation to the overall objectives of the 

Open-Bio project and outline the key areas of concern.  
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4.2.1 Understand and monitor the values, viewpoints, roles and strategies of relevant 

NGOs 

In the conceptualisation of social acceptance, there is a dogmatic emphasis on the necessity 

of involving NGOs as representatives of civil society in embedding societal issues in busi-

ness and policy strategies. Our study showed that, both in public and private sector, NGOs 

have become a well-recognised stakeholder group in sustainability-related issues. With their 

increasing market-orientation, NGOs are shaping markets by influencing the rules of the 

game governing the market. At the same time, NGOs are active players within market sys-

tems though their impact on sustainability standards and other market intervention policies. 

Through their campaigns and operational activities, different NGOs are exerting different 

influences on private and public decision-making. When properly used, these influences 

could contribute to the social acceptance of bio-based standards and bio-based products. To 

this end, it is crucial to understand and monitor the values, viewpoints, roles and strategies of 

relevant NGOs.  

4.2.2 Engage the ‘Dolphins’ and ‘Sea lions’, but hear the ‘Sharks’ and ‘Orcas’ 

Although the diversity of NGOs has long been recognised in research literature, it has so far 

received only limited attention in practical multi-stakeholder processes and its implications to 

policy development need to be better understood. Our study showed that distinguishing 

NGOs according to their interactions with other stakeholder groups is an important step to 

identify the most relevant NGOs. For organising NGO acceptance for the European bio-

based label, it is advisable to engage the ‘dolphins’ and ‘sea lions’ in order to benefit from 

their expertise and insights. At the same time, serious attention should be paid to addressing 

issues and requirements raised by the `orcas’ and ‘sharks’.  

4.2.3 Pay sustained attention for environmental performance and ethical dimension of bio-

based products and their production process 

In our study we have considered a number of NGOs most relevant to the development of the 

bio-based standards based on their actual positions and activities in relation to bio-based 

products. One should however be mindful of the dynamic nature of NGO acceptance. Alt-

hough many NGOs are currently not concerning themselves with bio-based products, their 

interest may be aroused as the markets for bio-based products open up and hidden prob-

lems or conflicts become more visible.  

NGO requirements with regard to the standardization and labelling of bio-based products 

concern not only the bio-based product itself, but also its production process. Climate 

change, nature conservation, environmental quality, social justice (humanitarian and civil 

rights, labour rights and consumer rights), and animal rights are the key issues influencing 

NGO acceptance of bio-based standards. Although the issues and requirements of NGOs 

are generally in line with findings from studies on consumer acceptance (Meeusen et al., 

2014), a number of issues are distinctively of more importance to NGOs than other stake-
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holder groups, for example, compostability, transparency of the supply chain, impact on cli-

mate change, biodiversity, and land use, and sustainability of the corporation producing bio-

based products.  

In light of the discussions so far around biofuels, two aspects regarding bio-based products 

deserve sustained attention: 1) The environmental performance of bio-based products com-

pared to similar fossil-based products; 2) The ethical dimension of bio-based production. For 

the first aspect, it is important to keep track of the impact of feedstock production on climate 

change and ecosystems. The latter aspect concerns not only the evaluation of ethical per-

formances, but also the discourse used to promote bio-based products.  
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Appendix I Websites on NGOs 

 

European Environmental NGOs LIFE operating 2013 

http://ec.europa.eu/environment/ngos/list_ngos.htm 

 

Yearbook of International Organizations (YBIO) 

http://www.uia.org/ybio/ 

 

NGO database 

http://ngo-coe.org/WebForms/NgoList.aspx 

 

NGO monitor 

http://www.ngo-monitor.org/ 

 

What is a Non-Governmental Organization? 

http://www.staff.city.ac.uk/p.willetts/CS-NTWKS/NGO-ART.HTM#Part1 

 

The World Association of Non-Governmental Organizations (WANGO) 

http://www.wango.org/about.aspx 

 

NGOs and the bio-based economy 

http://www.biobased-society.eu/2011/04/ngos-and-the-biobased-economy/ 

 

Good Cop/Bad Cop: Environmental NGOs and their Strategies toward Business 

http://www.globalgovernancewatch.org/ngo_watch/good-copbad-cop-environmental-ngos-

and-their-strategies-toward-business 

 

The rise and role of NGOs in sustainable development 

http://www.iisd.org/business/ngo/credibility.aspx 

  

http://www.uia.org/yearbook
http://ngo-coe.org/WebForms/NgoList.aspx
http://www.ngo-monitor.org/
http://www.wango.org/about.aspx
http://www.biobased-society.eu/2011/04/ngos-and-the-biobased-economy/
http://www.biobased-society.eu/2011/04/ngos-and-the-biobased-economy/
http://www.globalgovernancewatch.org/ngo_watch/good-copbad-cop-environmental-ngos-and-their-strategies-toward-business
http://www.globalgovernancewatch.org/ngo_watch/good-copbad-cop-environmental-ngos-and-their-strategies-toward-business
http://www.iisd.org/business/ngo/credibility.aspx
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Appendix II List of NGOs Selected for the Desk Study 

  Full name of the NGO Acronym Type Focus area 

1 Naturefriends International NFI People and 
Environment 

Nature; Tourism; 
Climate; sustainable 
development 

2 Greenpeace European Unit Greenpeace Environment Agriculture, climate, 
energy, toxic pollu-
tion, forestry 

3 Eurogroup for Animals EOA Animal wel-
fare 

Animal health, ani-
mal welfare, animal 

farming 
4 Climate Action Network Europe CAN Environment Energy, Climate 

Change, ETS 
5 NGO Shipbreaking Platform NSP People and 

environment 
Environmental, hu-
man and labour 
rights 

6 Health & Environment Alliance HEAL People and 
environment 

Environment and 
health 

7 European Consumers’ Organisation BEUC People Consumer rights, 
human rights 

8 European Association for the Co-
ordination of Consumer Representation 

in Standardisation 

ANEC People Representing con-
sumer interest 

9 CONfederation for COoperation of 
Relief and Development NGOs' 

CONCORD People Relief and develop-
ment 

10 Platform of European Social NGOs SP People Social justice, inclu-
sion, employment, 
rights, civil dialogue, 
services 

11 European Environmental Citizens' Or-
ganisation for Standardisation 

ECOS People and 
environment 

Standards, environ-
ment 

12 Counter Balance CB Environment Transparency, in-
vestment 

13 European Environmental Bureau EEB Environment Agriculture, soil, 
water, greening the 
economy, biodiversi-
ty 

14 Transport and Environment (European 
Federation for Transport and Environ-
ment) 

TE Environment Cars and CO2, low 
carbon fuels, 
transport noise, road 
charging for lorries, 
aviation and ship-
ping 

15 European Water Partnership EWP Environment Water 

16 Federation of Associations for Hunting 
& Conservation of the EU 

FACE Environment Wildlife, hunting 

17 Friends of the Earth Europe FOEE People and 
environment 

Biodiversity, human 
and people's right 

18 Health Care Without Harm Europe HCWH People and 

environment 

Health, safe chemi-

cals, safety 
19 WWF European Policy Programme WWFEU Environment Wildlife, policy 

20 Stichting BirdLife Europe BIRDLIFEEU People and 
environment 

Biodiversity, birds, 
sustainable devel-

opment 
21 Pesticide Action Network Europe PANEUROPE People and 

environment 
Pesticide policy 

22 Reuse and Recycling European Union 
Social Enterprises 

RREUSE People and 
environment 

Reuse, Waste, Social 
enterprises  
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  Full name of the NGO Acronym Type Focus area 

23 ACT Alliance Advocacy to the European 
Union 

ACT Alliance 
EU 

People and 
environment 

Poverty, develop-
ment 

24 ACT Alliance Advocacy to the European 
Union 

SAR People and 
Environment 

Marine environment 
protection 

25 Justice and Environment J&E People and 
Environment 

Better legislation 
and implementation 
of environmental law 

26 CEE BANKWATCH NETWORK BWN People and 

Environment 

Negative environ-

mental and social 
impacts of IFI or EU 
financed projects 

27 Brot für die Welt BW People Food security, em-
powerment, justice 

28 Renewables Grid Initiative RGI Environment Energy, Renewables 

29 Alliance2015 ALLIANCE2015 People Poverty, Aid 

30 FoodFirst Information and Action Net-

work (FIAN). Fian International 

FIAN People Food, hunger 

31 EUROPARC Federation EUROPARC Environment Nature, environ-
ment, green 

32 Forest Stewardship Council Asociación 
Civil 

FSC Environment Sustainability, for-
est, standards, certi-
fication, responsible 

33 CEEweb for Biodiversity CEEweb Environment Biodiversity, nature, 
business engage-
ment 

34 Kyoto Club KYOTO Environment Energy, greenhouse 
gas emissions 

35 Coalition Clean Baltic CCB Environment River basin, aquacul-
ture, water protec-
tion in agriculture 

36 International Organization for Stand-
ardization (IOS) on Social Responsibil-
ity 

IOS People and 
Environment 

Standards, social  

37 International Union for Conservation of 
Nature 

IUCN Environment Biodiversity, nature, 
business engage-
ment 

38 FERN FERN environment Forest 

39 Coastal & Marine Union EUCC Environment Costal and marine, 
sustainable devel-
opment 

40 European Centre for Nature Conserva-
tion 

ECNC environment Ecosystem, nature, 
policy support, cos-
tal and marine 

41 Stichting Natuur en Milieu SNM environment Energy, food, mobili-
ty 

42 Women in Europe for a Common Fu-
ture 

WECF People and 
Environment 

Gender, sustainabil-
ity 

43 ICCO ICCO People Poverty, Justice, 
development 

44 Solidaridad SOLIDARIDAD People and 
environment 

Service, certification, 
supply chains 

45 Oxfam Novib OXFAM People Poverty reduction 

46 Royal Society for the Protection of 
Birds 

RSPB Environment Biodiversity, Birds 
and nature conser-
vation,  

47 Marine Stewardship Council MSC Environment Certification, Marine, 
sustainability 
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  Full name of the NGO Acronym Type Focus area 

48 ISEAL Alliance ISEAL People and 
Environment 

Sustainability, com-
modity, standards, 
claims 

49 International Institute for Environment 
and Development 

IIED People and 
Environment 

Sustainable devel-
opment; Climate 
change, Policy 

50 Carbon Disclosure Project Europe CDP Environment Energy use, emis-
sions 

51 Sustainable Agriculture Network SAN Environment Energy use, emis-
sions 

52 Rainforest Alliance RA People and 
Environment 

Biodiversity, envi-
ronment, livelihood 

53 UTZ Certified UTZ People and 
Environment 

Sustainability, certi-
fication 

54 Fairtrade International FLO People Social justice, labour 
rights, poverty, 
standards and certi-
fication 
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Appendix III NGO strategies  

In their studies on NGOs strategies, Van Tulder and Van der Zwart (2006) show that NGOs 

adopt five generic strategies towards corporations: 

 A bargaining strategy (complementary strategy of action and conversation) 

 A dialectic ‘push-pull’ strategy (expressing criticism, while at the same time trying to 

put realistic alternatives into the market) 

 Direct cooperation with companies (bundling means, competencies, strengths and 

experience) 

 Bridging (brokering sometimes in combination with the supervisory role) 

 Diversification (adopting a large number of roles to be flexible and effective in dealing 

with very complex relations) 

In one of the most extensive business-orientation typologies, Van Tulder and Van der Zwart 

(2006) then distinguish between 10 types of NGOs, largely based on their level of independ-

ence from business with at one end of the continuum are business-oriented NGOs (BON-

GOs), in the middle strategic-oriented NGOs (STRONGOs), and at the confrontational end 

the direct action NGOs (DANGOs). Figure 11 summarizes the key features of these NGOs. 

The BONGOs represent the interest of business as their sole mission, the STRONGOs focus 

on achieving some outcome in collaboration with one or more businesses. The DANGOs are 

often ‘hard-core action groups’ who may even carry out illegal activities against corporate 

interest. The distribution of profiles according to NGO-business relationships is shown in Ta-

ble 7. The majority of the selected NGOs are so-called STRONGOs that focus on shared 

responsibilities and alliance with key stakeholders. 

 

Figure 11 Type of NGOs based on NGO-Business relationships 
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Table 7 Typology of NGOs based on NGO-business-civil society relationships 

Type of NGOs Description Description Example 

 BONGOS Business Oriented NGOs Founded with help of com-
panies 

ISEAL 

 PONGOS  Partnership Oriented NGOs Collaboration with companies Solidaridad 
 BINGOS  Business Interested NGOs Competing with business FLO 
 SHANGOS  Shareholding NGOs Exert influence through ob-

taining shares 
 

 STRONGOS  Strategic Stakeholder Oriented 
NGOs 

Shared responsibilities MSC 

 BRONGOS  Broker Oriented NGOs Generally not a permanent 
organisation 

Environmental 
Council 

 SUNGOS  Supervisory NGOs Oversee compliance with 
codes of conduct 

GRI 

 DONGOS Discussion and Dialogue Ori-
ented NGOs 

Mutual enlightenment WECF 

 WONGOS  Watchdog Oriented NGOs Agitator or conscience, me-
dia oriented, blaming and 
shaming 

NSP 

 DANGOS   Direct Action oriented NGOs Hard-core action groups Greenpeace 

 


