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Introduction

• S-LCA aims to be a scientific method to systematically understand and assess social impacts 
throughout the value chain of a product. 

• There is wide consensus in environmental LCA on what we consider inventory data, these are in 
general quantifiable parameters

• However, can we and is it useful to copy this approach?
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Quantitative Data collection 
and impact assessment

Environmental

• Environmental data are usually collected 
on the level of emissions and resource 
inputs (mineral, land, water etc.)

• In LCA this is called lifecycle inventory

• Next cause and effect mechanisms are 
followed to calculate a score expressing 
impact on an area of protection



Data collection and impact assessment
Environmental
• Environmental data are usually collected on 

the level of emissions and resource inputs 
(mineral, land, water etc.)

• In LCA this is called lifecycle inventory
• Next cause and effect mechanisms are 

followed to calculate a score expressing 
impact on an area of protection

Social
• On which level can we define inventory 

data?
• Gender based salary differences?
• Underpayment of taxes and social security by 

a company?
• Number of not unionized workers?
• Number of farmers without well documented 

land-rights?
• Number of seconds child labor?

• Suppose we have this; can we determine a 
quantified cause-effect model expressing impacts 
on wellbeing?
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Why social metrics are different:

Environmental

• Linear and zero is target: 2 kg CO2 is twice as 
bad as 1 kg

• Laws of nature give upper and lower ranges; 
you need a certain amount of energy to 
produce steel

• Databases exist with quantitative data

Social

• Non linear, and optimum can be anywhere; 
not 24 hours training and not zero: 
reasonable level of education

• The process has little influence on the 
impacts; A steel company can have the same 
social issues as a cotton producer

• Some data per sector, some per producer, 
but often only qualitative.



Inventory as Boolean performance indicators

Performance 
indicatorSocial topicStakeholder 

group

Workers

Occ. health 
and safety

Occupational 
health is monitored

Workers have access 
to pers. Protective 

equipment

Forced labor
If incidents are found, 

company has 
corrective action plan



Assessing performance
• Data are to be collected on the 

level of performance indicators; 
these are generally relatively 
simple indicators with yes/no 
answers.
• Per topic, there are usually 

between 8 to 12 performance 
indicators.
• Depending on the combination 

of answers a score can be 
determined.



Cause effect thinking in Social Science



Linking the type of results to the question

Social performance
• Key question. How can a company assess its 

performance in optimizing its social impact and 
reducing its risk

• Not relevant to know how many children are 
working; any publication about child labor in the 
value chain is a risk.

• Very relevant to know if the systems in place to 
ensure suppliers do not use children or take 
action to reduce this

• Qualitative assessment preferred

Social Impact (footprint)
• Key questions: 

• What is the impact on wellbeing in a value chain
• Can we compare two products?

• Not so relevant to understand the actions of the 
company: show me the results….

• Very relevant to know how many children are 
working and how bad the work is for their health 
and development

• Quantitative results preferred



Can we collect data and measure on all 5 levels
What an organisation does à Results it generates

Input à Activity à Output à Outcome à Impact
Resources available to 
make prevention of 
discrimination in all forms 
a top priority

Fight against 
discrimination is a key 
priority in the 
management system

+2 No complaints and 
vulnerable groups have 
equal pay and equal 
opportunities or are 
actively supported to 
have this. 

All workers, especially 
vulnerable groups show 
awareness of the need to 
address discrimination and feel 
empowered by this

Al workers, but especially 
vulnerable groups feel 
empowered, and this 
significantly increases the 
level of wellbeing

Resources available to 
proactively prevent 
discrimination 

Management system in 
place to proactively 
address discrimination

+1 No complaints and 
vulnerable groups have 
equal pay 

All workers show awareness 
of the need to address 
discrimination

The proactive way the 
company addresses 
discrimination contributes to 
the level of wellbeing

Sufficient resources 
available to address 
discrimination

Management system in 
place to monitor 
discrimination

0 No or very few issues or 
complaints about 
discrimination

Vulnerable groups do not see 
discrimination as a serious 
problem

Discrimination causes impact 
on wellbeing 

Resources available to 
address serious problems 
discrimination

Discrimination is 
addressed in the 
management system

-1 The number of 
complaints is decreasing

Vulnerable groups are 
consistently places in a 
disadvantaged position, but 
they see opportunities

Discrimination causes 
significant detrimental 
impact on wellbeing

No resource available to 
address serious problems 
around discrimination

No activities, in place 
while discrimination 
levels are very 
significant

-2 The number of 
complaints is high

Vulnerable groups are 
consistently places in a 
disadvantaged position 

Discrimination causes high 
detrimental impact on 
wellbeing



Discussion

• Quantitative and qualitative indicators can be used on all 5 levels of the Theory of Change impact pathway 
model`.

• The rerefence level should be based on international agreements
• The Theory of Change model tries to predict the outcomes and impacts that can be expected from the 

actions a company takes
• Describing and quantifying the actions is often done in ESG reporting, but not very meaningful
• Understanding the real (often future) impacts of such actions are very difficult to assess (qualitatively and quantitatively) and thus 

uncertain (like endpoints in environmental LCIA)
• Describing the impact on the outcome or output levels is easier done, but less meaningful (like midpoints in environmental LCIA)

• Society and the affected stakeholders need results on the level of Impacts (Think of the future career 
options and quality of life of children going to school in stead of being enslaved)

• Companies need to understand the effectiveness of their efforts; this can be done on the output or 
outcome level (midpoint)

• Quantitative indicators are difficult to handle for companies; they happily report a 20% reduction in CO2, 
but not a 20% reduction in child labour
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Thank you for your kind attention.

Visit the Social Value Community at the Booth, meet 
us tomorrow at noon or become a community 
member at www.social-value-community.org
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