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Foreword

ISO (the International Organization for Standardization) is a worldwide federation of national standards 
bodies (ISO member bodies). The work of preparing International Standards is normally carried out 
through ISO technical committees. Each member body interested in a subject for which a technical 
committee has been established has the right to be represented on that committee. International 
organizations, governmental and non-governmental, in liaison with ISO, also take part in the work. 
ISO collaborates closely with the International Electrotechnical Commission (IEC) on all matters of 
electrotechnical standardization.

The procedures used to develop this document and those intended for its further maintenance are 
described in the ISO/IEC Directives, Part 1. In particular the different approval criteria needed for the 
different types of ISO documents should be noted. This document was drafted in accordance with the 
editorial rules of the ISO/IEC Directives, Part 2 (see www.iso.org/directives).

Attention is drawn to the possibility that some of the elements of this document may be the subject of 
patent rights. ISO shall not be held responsible for identifying any or all such patent rights. Details of any 
patent rights identified during the development of the document will be in the Introduction and/or on 
the ISO list of patent declarations received (see www.iso.org/patents).

Any trade name used in this document is information given for the convenience of users and does not 
constitute an endorsement.

For an explanation on the meaning of ISO specific terms and expressions related to conformity 
assessment, as well as information about ISO’s adherence to the WTO principles in the Technical Barriers 
to Trade (TBT) see the following URL: Foreword - Supplementary information

ISO Guide 82 was prepared by the ISO Technical Management Board Sustainability Guide Drafting Group.

This corrected version of ISO Guide 82:2014 incorporates the correction of cross-references in Clause 5 
and of the URL in Annex B.
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Introduction

Sustainability is the goal of sustainable development. It refers to any state of the global system in which 
the needs of the present are met without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their 
own needs. The concept of sustainability is continually evolving. Understanding and achieving a balance 
between environmental, social and economic systems, ideally in mutually supporting ways, is considered 
essential for making progress towards achieving sustainability. The achievement of sustainability is 
now recognized as one of the most important considerations in all human activities.

The term “sustainable development” is often used to describe development that leads to sustainability, 
and the term “social responsibility” is often used to describe how an individual organization (e.g. a 
company) can contribute to sustainable development.

ISO standards can contribute to the achievement of sustainability, either directly (where they specifically 
address sustainability issues) or indirectly (e.g. where they relate to testing, products, procedures, 
services, terminology, management systems or auditing). However, since sustainable developments 
and progress towards sustainability are heavily dependent on a multitude of variables, including social, 
environmental, economic, geographic and technical conditions, it is important that standards writers 
do not reach overall conclusions that particular activities (including processes) or products (including 
services) are “sustainable.”

NOTE	 In this Guide, the term “activities and products” includes “processes and services”.

This Guide is intended for use by anyone involved in the development of ISO standards and similar 
deliverables, and aims to:

a)	 raise awareness of sustainability issues arising from the application of ISO standards;

b)	 provide standards writers with a systematic approach to addressing sustainability issues in a 
coherent and consistent manner, with regard to both new and revised standards, and in a manner 
related to the objective and scope of the standard being developed;

c)	 promote consistency, where appropriate, among standards that address sustainability.

This Guide makes reference to related ISO deliverables, as appropriate, e.g. ISO  Guide  64 (which 
addresses environmental issues in product standards) and ISO  26000 (which provides guidance on 
social responsibility).

Standards writers are encouraged to consider sustainability issues in their work at all stages in the 
standards development process. If sustainability issues have not been considered, this can be a valid 
reason to start the revision of a standard. In addition, the significance or relevance of specific issues 
might have changed since the previous edition of a standard was drafted or reviewed. Whenever a new 
standard is drafted or an existing standard is revised, all standards writers (including project leaders, 
convenors, committee chairs and secretaries) are encouraged to actively promote the application of this 
Guide, and thereby involve experts knowledgeable in the subject.

﻿
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Guidelines for addressing sustainability in standards

1	 Scope

This Guide provides guidance to standards writers on how to take account of sustainability in the 
drafting, revision and updating of ISO standards and similar deliverables.

It outlines a methodology that ISO standards writers can use to develop their own approach to addressing 
sustainability on a subject-specific basis.

2	 Normative references

The following documents, in whole or in part, are normatively referenced in this document and are 
indispensable for its application. For dated references, only the edition cited applies. For undated 
references, the latest edition of the referenced document (including any amendments) applies.

ISO/IEC Guide 2, Standardization and related activities — General vocabulary

ISO 14050, Environmental management — Vocabulary

3	 Terms and definitions

For the purposes of this document, the terms and definitions given in ISO/IEC Guide 2, ISO 14050 and 
the following apply.

3.1
sustainability
state of the global system, including environmental, social and economic aspects, in which the needs 
of the present are met without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs

Note  1  to entry:  The environmental, social and economic aspects interact, are interdependent and are often 
referred to as the three dimensions of sustainability.

Note 2 to entry: Sustainability is the goal of sustainable development (3.2).

3.2
sustainable development
development that meets the environmental, social and economic needs of the present without 
compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs

Note 1 to entry: Derived from the Brundtland Report[17].

3.3
stakeholder
individual or group that has an interest in any decision or activity of an organization

[SOURCE: ISO 26000:2010, definition 2.20]

3.4
social responsibility
responsibility of an organization for the impacts of its decisions and activities on society and the 
environment, through transparent and ethical behaviour that:

—	 contributes to sustainable development (3.2), including the health and the welfare of society;

—	 takes into account the expectations of stakeholders (3.3);

GUIDE� ISO GUIDE 82:2014(E)
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—	 is in compliance with applicable law and consistent with international norms of behaviour; and

—	 is integrated throughout the organization and practised in its relationships

Note 1 to entry: Activities include products, services and processes.

Note 2 to entry: Relationships refer to an organization’s activities within its sphere of influence.

[SOURCE: ISO 26000:2010, definition 2.18]

3.5
standards writer
individual or group taking part in the development of a standard

4	 What is sustainability?

Sustainability is the goal of sustainable development, a widely applied concept that gained international 
recognition following the publication in 1987 of the Report of the World Commission on Environment 
and Development, Our Common Future (commonly referred to as the Brundtland Report)[17]. Since 
then, the importance of sustainability and sustainable development has been reiterated in numerous 
international forums, such as the United Nations Conference on Environment and Development in 1992 
(the “Rio Declaration”), the World Summit on Sustainable Development in 2002, and the United Nations 
Conference on Sustainable Development in 2012 (“Rio+20”).

Sustainability encompasses three dimensions (economic, environmental and social) which are 
interdependent and can be mutually reinforcing. The environment sets natural limits to the social 
system, which is made up of human institutions and individuals. The economy, as one part of the 
social system, includes the consumption of resources, employment, meeting the needs of populations 
(which are typically growing), income, and the distribution and use of products. Sustainability has 
been misunderstood by some as being primarily an environmental concept, including issues such as 
climate change, non-sustainable resource use or depletion, and loss of fertile soil and biodiversity. 
However, sustainability also includes social and economic issues, such as social structures, standards 
of living, income distribution, production, distribution and use of resources, products and services, and 
employment. Sustainability relates to the interaction with, and relationship between, these issues.

Sustainability is relevant to all levels of human activity, from the global level to the national, regional 
and community levels, as well as to the behaviour of individuals. It is also affected by all kinds of 
organizations, including governments, non-governmental organizations, companies, co-operatives, 
federations and unions. Sustainability is much more likely to be achieved by society as a whole if social, 
economic and environmental aspects are addressed in an integrated manner.

NOTE	 Annex C provides examples of how to develop provisions on environmental aspects.

As defined in 3.1, sustainability refers to a state of the global system, encompassing the environmental, 
social and economic subsystems, in which the needs of the present are met without compromising the 
ability of future generations to meet their needs. Given the intergenerational nature of sustainability 
(i.e. the needs of future generations cannot be fully defined by the present generation) and the constant 
changes in the environmental, societal (e.g. population growth) and economic subsystems, sustainability 
cannot be described purely in terms of a single fixed end point. From this perspective, sustainability is 
a characteristic of the planet as a whole, and not of any particular activity or organization. However, 
sustainable development addresses the activities and products of particular organizations (or 
communities, nations, etc.) and the ability to engage in such development in a manner that contributes 
to sustainability. Such development is needed to meet the needs of both present and future generations, 
and is therefore essential to sustainability.

In this context, sustainability and sustainable development issues can be viewed as concerns about 
changes (adverse or beneficial) to the environmental, societal or economic subsystems as a result of 
development, which can affect the ability of future generations to meet their own needs. Sustainability 
issues can arise from a wide range of activities and products that interact with, or can have an impact 
on, society, the economy or the environment.

﻿
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The terms “sustainability”, “sustainable development” and “social responsibility” are used 
interchangeably by some stakeholders, but even though there is a close relationship between them, 
they are three different concepts and are therefore not interchangeable. Since sustainable development 
relates to the economic, social and environmental goals common to all people, it can be used to refer the 
broader expectations of society.

Social responsibility encompasses an organization’s responsibility for the impact of its decisions and 
activities on society, the environment and economy, and therefore the organization’s contribution to 
sustainable development and sustainability. Although the term “corporate social responsibility” (CSR) 
might be a more familiar term than “social responsibility”, the view has recently emerged that “social 
responsibility” is applicable to all organizations, as different types of entities or groups of people and 
facilities, both inside and outside the business world, recognize that they also have a responsibility to 
contribute to current sustainable development and future sustainability.

The standards development process provides standards writers with the opportunity to contribute to 
sustainable development, and in particular to encourage sustainable production and consumption.

5	 Addressing sustainability in standards

There are parallels between addressing sustainability in standards and addressing the sustainability 
issues of an organization, even though there are some unique challenges in standards due to the nature 
of standards writing (e.g. it is largely done by volunteers from a variety of organizations who meet only 
occasionally, and often disband after a particular project is completed). Once the relevant principles of 
the work have been discussed, the main task is to identify sustainability issues that are relevant and 
significant (see 7.4.2 and 7.4.3) and to address them by integrating specific provisions into standards.

Existing information related to sustainable development, including information that has already been 
the subject of standardization, can be used to identify and evaluate relevant issues (see Annex B).

EXAMPLE	 ISO/TC  59/SC  17 has provided guidance on sustainability issues related to buildings and civil 
engineering works.

However, it might sometimes be necessary to involve experts who are knowledgeable on the subjects 
related to sustainability, e.g. in complex fields such as human rights, the environment or economics. It 
can also be useful to include other relevant, current sector-specific guidance on environmental, social 
or economic provisions identified in related ISO standards.

This clause (Clause 5) discusses how sustainable development can be addressed at the planning stages 
of standards work. Clauses 6 and 7 provide specific guidance on identifying sustainable development 
issues (including principles and approaches). Clause 8 discusses how those issues can be addressed in 
the standards writing or revision process.

Figure 1 illustrates a process for identifying and addressing sustainability issues.

NOTE 1	 The linear depiction in Figure 1 might not be the only valid approach.

NOTE 2	 The numbering in Figure 1 refers to the clauses and subclauses in this Guide.

﻿
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Figure 1 — ISO Guide 82 process flow
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6	 Planning the strategy

6.1	 Issues to think about before establishing a committee

NOTE	 In this Guide, unless otherwise stated, the term “committee” includes technical committees (TC), 
project committees (PC) and subcommittees (SC).

Sustainable development should be taken into account during the formation of committees and in 
subsequent phases of the writing process of ISO standards.

This enables sustainable development to be integrated into the scope, structure and work plan of a TC 
from the start, as well as promoting awareness of sustainable development amongst the TC’s leadership 
and participants, and clarifying that sustainable development will be an integral part of the TC’s work. 
The considerations that should be taken into account at this stage include the following.

a)	 Scope: Has sustainable development been taken into account in a manner appropriate to the subject 
matter of the TC?

b)	 Structure: How will sustainable development be addressed through the structure of the TC? The 
options include:

—	 including sustainable development as a discrete issue to be dealt with by a subcommittee;

—	 creating a task force on sustainable development;

—	 integrating sustainable development into the efforts of each SC or working group (WG);

—	 a combination of these options.

c)	 Participation: Does the TC have the appropriate participation (consistent with and taking into 
account the ISO/IEC Directives and guidance on participation), in terms of both diversity of 
stakeholders and expertise, to effectively address sustainable development issues? What measures 
might be taken to address any shortcomings?

When a TC is created, the documentation should include a description of how each of these questions 
has been addressed. It is recommended that existing TCs also go through this process and update their 
scope, structure and participation processes accordingly. These same concepts can be applied to the 
formation of SCs within TCs.

6.2	 Issues to think about when a committee has been established: the strategic busi-
ness plan

ISO requires each TC to prepare a strategic business plan for its field of activity within 18 months of its 
creation. The strategic business plan is reviewed by the ISO Technical Management Board (TMB).

NOTE	 PCs and SCs are not required to prepare a strategic business plan.

As outlined in this Guide, it is recommended that each strategic business plan should include a 
sustainability plan that describes how the TC intends to address sustainable development in its work. TCs 
currently in existence should update their strategic business plans to include sustainable development.

This sustainable development component of the strategic business plan should be appropriate to the 
TC’s field of work, given that sustainable development issues can be more directly implicated in some 
areas of standardization than in others. The sustainability plan should include:

—	 defined processes describing how sustainable development will be taken into account in the 
selection of new work items, including the setting of the scope of such work items;

—	 programmes for ensuring that TC participants are aware of sustainable development and how it 
applies to standards writing, including the guidance provided in this Guide;

﻿
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—	 a description of how the work of the TC will be reviewed with respect to the identification of relevant 
general sustainable development principles and approaches, and how particular sustainability 
issues might emerge in the context of the standard being developed.

The strategic business plan should identify relevant sustainable development issues that can be 
applicable to all or most of the TC’s work. The strategic business plan should be updated regularly. 
Alternatively, relevant sustainable development issues could be identified at SC or WG level, or on a 
document-by-document basis, or by a combination of these approaches, as appropriate (e.g. a TC-wide 
evaluation of sustainability issues could be fine-tuned at both SC and WG levels).

The value of the sustainability plan is in its implementation in the standards writing itself. Therefore, 
the processes to verify that relevant sustainability issues are being identified and addressed in the 
documents being produced are central to its success.

7	 Planning the content

7.1	 Responsibilities

After determining the general strategy for addressing sustainability within the committee work, 
agreement should be reached on how it will be applied in the context of a specific standardization 
project. Unlike strategic planning, which is usually done at TC/PC level, this task is usually performed 
within the WG responsible for developing the technical content for a particular standard.

7.2	 Understanding approaches to sustainability

7.2.1	 General

Before discussing and selecting the sustainability issues to be addressed in a standard, the WG should 
make itself aware of the approaches that can be used to guide the technical work and identify and 
evaluate sustainability issues. A description of some of the approaches that might be used is given 
in 7.2.2 to 7.2.6. These approaches can be used individually or in any combination, depending on the 
circumstances. There might also be other approaches that are not identified here.

7.2.2	 Systemic approach

Systemic thinking suggests that, when considering a certain sustainability issue within a given system, 
the related systems and subsystems should also be considered, because they are all interconnected and 
interdependent.

For example, an aspect that seems to be primarily related to the environmental dimension of sustainability 
can also have an impact within a social or economic dimension of sustainability, e.g. depletion of fish 
stocks by excessive fishing has an environmental impact, as well as a social and an economic impact 
on people and communities employed in the fishery. The potential for these multiple impacts to occur 
should always be considered when drafting provisions relating to any particular sustainability issue.

Systemic thinking encourages the internalization of costs. Economic costs are often externalized in the 
form of environmental and social impacts, for which the monetary costs might not be known. Similarly, 
by including appropriate provisions directly within the text, standards writers can also encourage the 
users of the standards to apply systemic thinking in the application of the standard.

7.2.3	 Life cycle approach

Life cycle thinking examines all stages of the life cycle of a particular activity or product in order to 
identify the widest range of relevant sustainability issues.

Typical stages of a product life cycle include material acquisition, design, production, use and end-of-life. 
For some activities or products, the life cycle is likely to include different stages, e.g. design, promotion, 
provision and termination. For other activities or products, it might not be possible to apply life cycle 
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thinking directly. Different stages can also include an element of transportation, which itself can involve 
a number of different sustainability issues.

From a purely environmental standpoint (i.e. not taking into account the social and economic dimensions 
of sustainability), an example of the range of issues related to the life cycle of manufactured equipment 
can include the material impact (e.g. resource depletion) and energy flows (e.g. greenhouse gas 
emissions) resulting from the manufacturing stage, as well as the impact resulting from its distribution 
and operation during the use stage of the equipment (e.g. energy use and emissions). The end-of-life 
stage can involve consideration of issues related to designing for disassembly, which can impact the 
ability to recover and reuse or recycle materials. The life cycle approach can also be used to address 
economic and social aspects (e.g. as assessed in life cycle costing and social life cycle assessments).

When understanding sustainability aspects of the draft standard, writers should explore how the 
standard could contribute to a circular economy. A circular economy is an industrial economy that is 
restorative (by design or intention) and whose goal is to produce goods and services while reducing 
consumption of raw materials, water and energy, as well as reducing waste. From an environmental 
standpoint, the relevant standards on life cycle assessment include ISO 14040 and ISO 14044.

7.2.4	 Precautionary approach

The precautionary approach suggests that, where threats of serious or irreversible damage to the 
environment or human health have been identified, the lack of full scientific certainty is not used as a 
reason for postponing cost-effective measures to help prevent or reduce environmental degradation 
or damage to human health. While the precautionary approach can provide a basis for acting in the 
absence of scientific certainty, available scientific information should be relied upon, and efforts should 
be made to identify and close gaps in the relevant scientific knowledge.

7.2.5	 Risk-based approach

The risk-based approach involves identifying risks, evaluating the nature and significance of such risks, 
and then managing those risks in accordance with sustainability criteria and other considerations that 
are determined to be applicable to the situation. Risk management actions can include eliminating the 
risk entirely (e.g. by not undertaking the activity), decreasing the risk associated with the activity (e.g. 
by modifying the activity), mitigating the consequences of the activity, accepting some or all of the risk, 
or a combination of these approaches.

NOTE	 The choice of any one or a number of risk areas (e.g. human health, vulnerable groups, income 
generation or ecosystems) depends on the available information, the topic of the standard, the views of interested 
stakeholders, and the type of intended user of the standard.

EXAMPLE	 ISO 31000 sets out principles, a framework and a process for the management of risks that are 
applicable to any type of organization in the public or private sector. ISO/IEC Guide 51 provides specific guidance 
to standards writers for the inclusion of safety aspects in standards.

7.2.6	 Stakeholder approach

The stakeholder approach considers how application of the standard can have a sustainability impact on 
stakeholders. Like other types of impact, the impact on stakeholders can be either beneficial or adverse.

Different groups of stakeholders can be affected by sustainability issues, either individually or collectively, 
and any group that can potentially be affected by the use or application of a standard should be taken 
into consideration by standards writers. In addition to consumers, customers, workers, organizations 
in the supply chain, and communities, this also includes future generations and the wider general public, 
especially when considering broader sustainability issues, such as climate change.
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Particular attention should be paid to potentially vulnerable stakeholders, such as children or persons 
with special needs, because the impact on them can be both greater and more difficult to identify than 
the impact on other stakeholder interests.

EXAMPLE	 Examples of existing ISO deliverables that include stakeholder considerations include 
ISO/IEC Guide 71 and ISO/TR 22411, which provide guidance and examples of how standards writers can consider 
the needs of older people and those with disabilities, and ISO 21542, which provides a range of requirements and 
recommendations for many elements of the built environment related to meeting the needs of the maximum 
number of people and to accommodating the diversities of age and of human condition at a minimum level. Other 
examples include ISO 14031 and ISO 26000.

7.3	 Identifying principles related to sustainability

7.3.1	 General

In addition to the general approaches to be taken into account in the development process of all standards, 
the WG should agree on some principles related to sustainability that are particularly relevant to the 
specific subject area. These principles can either be kept internal to the WG in order to guide its work, 
or be included in the standard in order to guide the user of the standard as well. Examples of principles 
commonly used in standards writing and reflected in the ISO Code of Conduct and the ISO Code of Ethics, 
and that are particularly relevant when considering sustainable development in standards writing, 
include transparency, stakeholder interests and ethical considerations.

7.3.2	 Transparency

Standards writers should be transparent in their decisions and activities. They should present 
information in a manner that is open and comprehensive when they consider different sustainable 
development issues in the context of a particular standard and its provisions (if any), which are included 
to address the potential impact of an issue on society, the economy or the environment.

In new standards or revisions, adherence to this principle could be demonstrated by the inclusion of a 
statement indicating whether this Guide was considered during their preparation.

7.3.3	 Stakeholder interests

Standards writers should respect, consider and respond to the needs of the relevant stakeholders and, 
where possible and practical, engage them in an exchange of ideas and information-sharing based on 
input from a broad and balanced base of expertise and representation, e.g. reflecting geographic, gender, 
ethnic and stakeholder diversity.

7.3.4	 Ethical considerations

ISO standards have global implications, so standards writers should follow the ISO Code of Conduct and 
Code of Ethics, and give due consideration to all relevant intergenerational, interregional and intra-
societal factors.

7.4	 Identifying sustainability issues

7.4.1	 General

With reference to the principles and approaches outlined in 7.2 and 7.3, standards writers should 
identify those sustainability issues that are considered relevant and significant for the subject area for 
which a standard is being drafted. Many sources of information about sustainability and sustainable 
development can be useful in this process. These sources include material data sheets, studies on risks 
or trends, legal requirements, product declarations, sustainability reports, impact assessment reports, 
published peer-reviewed scientific studies, and the results of stakeholder consultations.
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Sustainability issues can also be identified by considering the structure of core sustainability subjects 
and issues related to sustainability and sustainable development. See list of reference documents in the 
Bibliography.

Sustainable development is typically discussed in terms of three core dimensions: society, the 
environment and the economy. Interactions between the three core dimensions are also important. A 
broad range of potential issues can arise, including, but not limited to, the following:

a)	 society:

—	 social equity;

—	 labour relations;

—	 health and safety;

—	 education, training and literacy;

—	 community involvement;

—	 culture;

—	 quality of life;

b)	 the environment:

—	 natural resource use;

—	 energy use and climate change;

—	 pollution of land, water or air;

—	 protection of biodiversity and natural habitats.

c)	 the economy:

—	 employment;

—	 poverty;

—	 business;

—	 income;

—	 economic performance and development;

—	 technology and innovation;

—	 value and supply chain.

The relevance and significance of each issue should be determined by standards writers in the context 
of the particular standard.

EXAMPLE	 In the context of social responsibility, ISO  26000:2010 established seven core subjects, which 
collectively consider 37 different issues that were identified through a stakeholder-based approach. The core 
subjects and issues of ISO 26000:2010 are listed in Annex A for reference.

7.4.2	 Identifying relevant sustainability issues

Not all sustainability issues are relevant to all types of standards. In order to identify which sustainability 
issues are relevant, standards writers should consider sustainability issues in the context of the subject 
and scope of the standard, its intended users, and the overall goals of the standard.
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To determine relevance, standards writers should:

—	 understand and discuss the scope of the specific standard, and identify the related activities and 
products;

—	 identify and, where necessary, engage relevant stakeholders;

—	 examine the range of ways in which the standard, depending on its content, might have either a 
positive or a negative impact on sustainability.

It is important to consider the timing of any impact, so standards writers should identify both the issues 
that arise in relation to the day-to-day use or application of the activity or product, as well as the issues 
that arise only occasionally under very specific circumstances.

7.4.3	 Identifying significant sustainability issues

When relevant sustainability issues have been identified, standards writers should examine these 
issues and develop criteria for deciding whether any of them have any significance. The significance of 
an issue that has been identified as relevant to the scope of a standard is directly related to the potential 
magnitude of its sustainability impact, whether that impact is positive or negative, direct or specific, 
or indirect and cumulative. A related, critical consideration is the vulnerability of the subject (e.g. 
individual, group, habitat) of any potential impact. The significance of an issue can vary independent of 
how relevant it is.

When determining relative significance, standards writers can use criteria drawn from topics such as:

—	 the impact on the environment and natural resources;

—	 the use and consumption of energy, materials and natural resources (e.g. renewable versus non- 
renewable);

—	 compliance with legal and other requirements;

—	 the impact on the economy, economic development, employment and eradication of poverty;

—	 the impact on public and occupational health and safety;

—	 issues of concern to relevant stakeholders;

—	 potential effects of taking action or failing to take action on the core subject or issue, including 
issues related to the cost of implementation and economic feasibility;

—	 human, labour and consumer rights.

NOTE	 “Impact” can be positive or negative.

EXAMPLE	 If the issue of labour conditions has been identified as relevant to the scope of a specific standard, 
the use of child labour, even if it is a serious issue, might have very little significance for a product standard for one 
type of product where labour standards and skill levels across the sector are generally high; however, it might be 
very significant for a product standard related to another sector where labour standards and skill levels across 
the sector are generally low.

8	 Addressing sustainability issues

8.1	 General

When the relevant and significant sustainability issues have been identified, standards writers need 
to decide whether and how to provide guidance or requirements within the standard, depending on 
the scope of the standard and the standard type. Standards writers are also encouraged to introduce 
methods for assessing impacts, where appropriate.
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If such provisions are included directly in a standard, it is more likely that using the standard will 
effectively address any adverse impact, as well as enhancing any beneficial effects or effects that are 
relevant in terms of sustainability.

Standards writers should recognize that there can be several appropriate ways to address these issues 
and also that the resources and capabilities to implement particular solutions can vary considerably, 
and they should therefore avoid introducing requirements that would discourage implementation.

Since sustainable development and progress towards sustainability are highly dependent on many 
variables, including social, environmental, economic, geographic and technical conditions, standards 
writers should avoid reaching overall conclusions that a particular activity or product is “sustainable.”

8.2	 Addressing sustainability in certain types of standards

8.2.1	 General

Depending on the type of standard that is being developed, standards writers might need to take 
particular considerations into account when incorporating specific provisions into the standard to 
address sustainability issues.

8.2.2	 Process standards

Process standards, and standards specifying measurements and definitions, can directly or indirectly 
govern or affect physical or social processes, which can themselves have an impact on sustainability. 
When writing these kinds of standards, consideration should be given to the nature of such underlying 
processes and their consequences, including in particular the following:

—	 the environmental consequences (e.g. those associated with the production, distribution and use of 
energy) of the production of the materials needed to implement the standard;

—	 the conditions of work for people involved in the production of the materials needed to implement 
the standard, including their health and safety;

—	 the environmental and health and safety consequences of the operational implementation of the 
processes specified by the standard;

—	 the potential for cost saving by improving procedures, measurement and definitions through 
standardization;

—	 the potential for facilitating the development of technologies that promote new industries and 
employment, or provide beneficial services or similar economic benefits (and any resulting 
environmental or social benefits).

8.2.3	 Management system standards

Management system standards can indirectly alter the sustainability impact of the processes governed 
by the management system. Management systems can, for example, directly alter the activities of 
workers, the additional stakeholders involved, and the systematic strategies for identifying and 
managing sustainability issues.

NOTE	 Management systems are typically characterized by the “Plan-Do-Check-Act” model (e.g. ISO 9001 on 
quality management, or ISO 14001 on environmental management systems).

8.2.4	 Product standards

Product standards, including standards related to services, can have many different sustainability issues. 
Standards writers should consider the different sustainability issues of the products and services, and 
how the scope and application of the standard might affect them.
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Examples include:

—	 the resources used and the costs over the life cycle of the product;

—	 the greenhouse gas removals and emissions over the life cycle of the product;

—	 the impact on health and safety resulting from the use of the product;

—	 the working conditions of those delivering the service;

—	 the implications that infrastructure developments have on human rights and communities;

—	 the nature and distribution of environmental, social or economic benefits that can result from the 
use of the products or services;

—	 the impact on economic development or innovation;

—	 the impact of the end-of-life stage.

8.3	 Solutions to address conflicting multiple sustainability issues

When multiple sustainability issues are identified as relevant and significant, it is possible that there will 
also be multiple solutions to address these issues. In such cases, conflicts can arise, i.e. implementing a 
solution for one issue can prevent a solution being implemented for another issue, or can even aggravate 
the impact of the other issue.

In such cases, standards writers should reconcile the conflicts whenever possible. Alternatively, 
standards writers might consider providing multiple options, in order to make standards users aware 
of the concerns and to enable them to decide which option to adopt.

When multiple sustainability issues are addressed in a given standard and there are apparent issues of 
conflict, standards writers should:

—	 identify conflicting solutions that apply to the issues;

—	 determine whether there is an obvious preference for one particular solution, based on the relevance, 
significance or frequency of occurrence of the issues;

—	 if there are no obvious preferences, clearly explain the choices within the standard;

—	 recommend that these issues are considered explicitly by the committee or group developing the 
standard;

—	 based on the deliberations of the committee, and depending on whether the standard contains 
requirements or recommendations, ensure that the standard requires or recommends, as 
appropriate, that the specific sustainability-related choices to be made by standards users are also 
made known to interested stakeholders.

EXAMPLE	 A standard on the lighting of workplaces deals with issues regarding the luminance of specific 
task areas, among other issues. From an environmental standpoint, it is important that the luminance is reduced 
as far as possible in order to save costs and energy; however, with respect to ergonomics or accessibility, it is 
important that the luminance of the task area does not fall below a certain value. This issue is also not simple from 
an economic standpoint: reduced luminance might save energy and therefore reduce operating costs, but reduced 
luminance might decrease productivity, and therefore result in a financial negative. Economic, environmental 
and ergonomic/accessibility considerations are all related to sustainability issues. However, in this case, as the 
standard focuses on the workplace, priority will be given to ergonomics and accessibility, while balancing the 
saving of costs and use of energy.

9	 Review and revision of standards

All ISO standards are required to undergo regular systematic reviews. If a standard did not previously 
address sustainability adequately, this can be used as an argument for proposing a revision and it 
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should be considered by the TC/SC conducting the systematic review and the experts in the national 
mirror committees when making a decision on whether to revise the standard or not. Committees and 
experts should bear in mind that the significance or relevance of specific sustainability issues might 
have changed since the previous edition of a standard was drafted or reviewed.
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Annex A 
(informative) 

 
Example of a list of structured sustainability issues

Table A.1 contains the list of core subjects and issues that were developed though the stakeholder-based 
process which resulted in the publication of ISO 26000:2010.
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