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Summary 

People are more aware of the necessity to act in a sustainable way. There is an eager to choose for 
environmentally and socially superior products and services, however identifying them is not always 
obvious. There is a certain asymmetry in the available information in the market between providers 
and customers, which leads to uncertainty and confusion with citizens. Questions related to the 
sustainable value of a product can be tackled by selecting a proper evaluation tool. Since evaluation 
leads to the creation of information, it can reduce the information mismatch on the market. 
 
In this report, different evaluation practices are discussed that are suitable for analyzing 
sustainability and are applicable in the collaborative economy. The first section focusses on the use 
of traditional evaluation tools such as internal and external evaluation practices. Further, new 
evaluation forms are discussed such as participatory evaluation and online peer-to-peer evaluation, 
which is an evaluation method typical for the platform economy. Per evaluation form, strengths and 
weaknesses will be discussed based on literature research and illustrated with examples from the 
collaborative economy in Brussels. Additional, the interplay between private and public measures in 
the development of a valid and trustworthy evaluation practice will receive extra attention. 
 
Traditional evaluation tools seem to find their way to collaborative initiatives. Internal evaluation 
tools such as charters, assessments and web analytics are already implemented. Preliminary results 
show a link between the type of organisation and the type of evaluation practice used. Where non-
profit oriented initiatives tend more to rely on charters to align sustainable behaviour through 
guidelines, for-profit organisations prefer a more formal assessment where predefined objectives 
and KPI’s are measured in order to optimize the organisation’s efficiency. Web-analytics are in 
general for all collaborative initiatives a promising tool, however, often the knowledge and skills to 
perform data-mining and data-analysis is missing in SME’s. 
 
External evaluation tools, such as sustainability labels, are sometimes overrated. Although there is a 
raising sale of products that had a sustainability claim on-pack, consumers feel confusion created by 
the large number of closely-related ecolabels. They tend to prefer ecolabels that are developed by 
sponsors they believe to be more trustworthy, such as a government and environmental NGO’s. 
Certified third party labels appear to be of great value in tackling this feeling of confusion.  
 
Regarding a more recent form of evaluation practices, literature shows that participatory evaluation 
is promising in tackling information shortages and confusion with citizens. Key elements fundamental 
to participatory evaluation are that involvement of marginalized groups is encouraged and dialogue 
and capacity for critical reflection are fostered. There is a joint responsibility for the evaluation 
because the participants play an active role. The benefits of such an approach include ownership and 
clarity. But so far little examples are found within the collaborative economy.  



 
At last, a typical form of evaluation is discussed, namely peer-to-peer evaluation. Frequently applied 
by collaborative initiatives, reviews and feedback systems contribute to facilitate trust between 
members, as it increases the efficiency and effectiveness of online services and communities. 
 
As a conclusion, evaluation practices are widely applied by collaborative initiatives. Preliminary 
results show that based on their business structure, preferences for certain evaluation tools can 
differ. Currently the role of the government and public institutions in this field is rather limited, 
although some opportunities arise. Research results confirm the importance of trustworthy partners 
in the creation of transparency regarding sustainability values. The information asymmetry in the 
market needs to be resolved and citizens are in need of a clear description of the content of 
‘sustainability’.     



Introduction  

People are in general more aware of the necessity to act in a sustainable way. There is an eager to 
choose for environmentally and socially superior products and services, however identifying them is 
not always obvious. There is a certain asymmetry in the available information in the market between 
providers and customers. This incomplete, subjective or sometimes wrong information creates 
misunderstanding and uncertainty. For example ecolabels are a case where confusion is created by 
the presence of a large number of closely-related labels (see Brecard 2014)1. Some organizations use 
this complexity in their own advantage, which can result in greenwashing.  
 
A way to overcome this uncertainty is by using valid evaluation practices, suited for environmental/ 
social sustainability. Evaluation will lead to the creation of information, which at its turn can lead to a 
reduction of the uncertainty level. There are many different evaluation practices suitable for 
analyzing sustainability. This report will discusses several evaluation models applicable in the 
collaborative economy, ranging from traditional evaluation tools to new forms such as participatory 
evaluation. A fourth evaluation method mentioned in this report is typical for the platform economy, 
namely online peer-to-peer evaluations. The interplay between private and public measures in the 
development of a valid and trustworthy evaluation practice will receive extra attention.  
 
 
Sustainable value  

Questions related to the sustainable value of a certain product can be tackled by selecting a proper 
evaluation practice. Evaluation will reduce uncertainty and is part of the answer to reduce 
information mismatch on the market. It is a process of gathering information, which will be used 
mainly to make decisions about alternative courses of action. Alkin (1970, p.16)2 describes evaluation 
as the process of ascertaining the decision areas of concern, selecting appropriate information, and 
collecting and analysing information in order to report summary data useful to decision-makers in 
selecting among alternatives.  
 
At the heart of every evaluation lies the question of whose values are driving the evaluation, and 
whose standards are being met by it. Also what activities are assessed and the predefined criteria are 
important in an evaluation tool. Yet how this knowledge is created and what will be its exact 
purpose, is subject of an ongoing philosophical debate. On the other hand, the essence of evaluation 
is to contribute to quality and to develop a certain value. In this research, quality and value are seen 
from an environmental/social sustainable point of view.  
 
To realize sustainable value, an organization needs to shift from an internal focus on its current 
business goals towards an external approach, considering both global and societal needs (UN Global 
Compact & World Business Council for Sustainable Development, n.d.3). Corporate Sustainability and 
Social Responsibility companies are integrating social and environmental concerns in their business 
operations and in their interactions with their stakeholders. The aim is to develop practices for 
proper economic functioning that are broader than making profit as such, to contribute to the quality 
of the in-company community (or communities), the local community (or communities) in which the 
company is actually functioning, and to contribute to the quality of society at large, also 

                                                            
1 Brecard, D. 2014. Consumer Confusion over the Profusion of Eco-labels: Lessons from a Double Differentiation 
Model. Resource Energy Economics 37:64-84. 
2 Alkin, M. (1970) Evaluation Theory Development, University of California, Los Angeles 
3 GRI, UN Global Compact and World Business Council for Sustainable Development (n.d.). SDG 
Compass. https://sdgcompass.org/ 



internationally (Zwetsloot & van Marrewijk, 20044). This new business challenge is creating synergies 
and added value.  
 
This added value can be illustrated with the framework of the Sustainable Development Goals (UN, 
2015)5. Key is to reach sustainable development through participatory processes. Wollaert (2017)6 
organizes the 17 SDG’s in a three layered model, based on 5 P’s (Planet, People, Prosperity, Peace 
and Partnership), based on the model of Rockström & Sukhdev (2016)7. The three layers represent 
the values and SDG’s related to the planet, the people and prosperity. Partnership is supposed to be 
a central spill in all three layers. The fifth P for peace, has an umbrella function over the whole 
model.  
 

 
Figure 1. Three-layered model of SDG’s (Wollaert, 2017).  

 
This model illustrates how the new business scope should be broadened from customer and 
shareholder orientation to stakeholder involvement and societal commitment. It is important that 
the organization succeeds in creating value not only within the organization itself, but also for its 
surroundings. When looking to the collaborative economy, many discussions arise on the doubtful 
sustainable character of some initiatives. However, we learn from previous research that there is an 
enormous diversity within the collaborative economy. Lambert et al. (2019)8 identified four main 
clusters of collaborative enterprises operating in the Brussels Region based on their business model: 
foreign for-profit enterprises, start-ups, citizen initiatives and partnership social enterprises. In this 
report we will see how different types of collaborative initiatives implement more or less sustainable 
value in their business model.  
 

                                                            
4 Zwetsloot, G. and van Marrewijk, M. (2004). From Quality to Sustainability. Journal of Business Ethia 55: 79-
82. 
5 UN (2015). Transforming our World: The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. 
sustainabledevelopment.un.org 
6 Wollaert, P. (2017). The Sustainable Development Goals. A global vision for local policy & action. [PowerPoint 
Slides] retrieved from www.slideshare.net/StadGenk/peter-wollaert-cifal-flanders-sdg.  
7 Rockström, J. and Sukhdev, P. (2016). How food connects all the SDGs. [Keynote speech] retrieved from 
www.stockholmresilience.org/research/research-news/.  
8 Lambert, L., Dedeurwaerdere, T., Nyssens, M., Severi, E., & Brolis, O. (2019). Unpacking the organisational 
diversity within the collaborative economy: The contribution of an analytical framework from social enterprise 
theory. Ecological Economics, 164 (April) 



First two conventional approaches in evaluation are discussed: internal and external evaluation 
processes (Conley-Teyler, 2005)9. Additionally, participatory evaluation is explained, followed by a 
special case of evaluation used in the collaborative economy, namely peer-to-peer evaluation. These 
four types of evaluation will be explained and illustrated in the context of the collaborative economy.  
 
Internal evaluation 

Internal evaluation is a strategic process for collecting and analysing reliable performance data, and 
will facilitate the decision-making process within organizations. It can contribute to the improvement 
of product- and process quality, and in a more challenging way also to the quality of organizations. 
Internal evaluation is action oriented, focused on the use of findings and recommendations to 
improve organizational performance (Mayne, 1992)10. This evaluation is done by internal evaluators 
of the organisation itself. Internal evaluation can serve as a management tool to enable 
people/organisations to (im)prove their performance. 
 
The aim of internal evaluation is to implement evaluation as an ‘integral aspect’ or ‘essential part’ of 
performance improvement (Love 1991)11. Internal norms are translated in an own quality system, 
which is a coherent whole of organizational structures, powers, responsibilities, procedures, 
processes, facilities and resources. This management approach is oriented on the producer and sees 
quality as a precise and measurable set of characteristics (quality control, quality standards as the 
ISO norms, …).  When evaluation is considered as an internal learning tool, participants can also 
increase their awareness and learn from experiences to inform future action.  
 
a. Charters 

A charter is a formal document describing the rights, aims, or principles of an organization or group 
of people (COBUILD Advanced English Dictionary, n.d.)12. It offers a guideline to inspire and motivate 
people and organisations to act in a more sustainable way. In general a charter is developed in close 
cooperation with the organisations’ members or stakeholders. Joining a charter happens voluntarily 
but can be used as a precondition to become a member of a group or association. Compliance with 
the signed charter falls under the responsibility of the person or the organisation who signed it and is 
often subject to informal social control.   
 
An example of a public charter is written by Brussels Environment. Their ‘eco-event’ charter wants to 
encourage event managers to integrate some principles of sustainable development in Brussels. 
Event managers can voluntarily decide to sign the charter. When signed, they publically commit to 
act in a sustainable way. A private charter is the Voka Charter Duurzaam Ondernemen, which can be 
requested by any Flemish business. The assessment of the participating companies is carried out by 
an Evaluation Committee, led by an independent chairman and composed of independent experts 
and representatives of various government services, organizations and the business world. This 
Evaluation Committee does not act as an "inspection service," but works constructively with the 
companies. Together with the organisation an action-plan is been developed and executed to 
improve sustainable entrepreneurship.   
 

Examples from the collaborative economy 

                                                            
9 Conley-Taylor, M. (2005). A Fundamental Choice : Internal or External Evaluation? Evaluation Journal of 
Australasia, 4:1-2, p 3-11. 
10 Mayne (1992) in Sonnichsen, R. High impact internal evaluation. London: Sage Publications. Page 3. 
11 Love (1991) in Mutch, C. (2012). Complementary Evaluation: The Development of a Conceptual Framework 
to Integrate External and Internal Evaluation in the New Zealand School Context. Policy Futures in Education, 
Vol. 10(5), pp. 569.  
12 COBUILD Advanced English Dictionary. HarperCollins Publishers. www.collinsdictionary.com 

https://www.collinsdictionary.com/dictionary/english/describe
https://www.collinsdictionary.com/dictionary/english/aim


In the collaborative economy, preliminary results show that more sharing initiatives with a not-for-
profit orientation develop a charter with and for their members. Samentuinen VELT Koekelberg 
wrote a charter on eco gardening. Agricovert developed a charter together with consumers and 
producers, to stimulate respectful agriculture for both human and nature.  

 
A charter has a more informal character. By signing the charter, the person or the organisation is 
expected to act in a certain way and to respect the predefined rules, but no formal evaluation or 
inspection is performed afterwards. However in general charters are being respected and accomplish 
their objectives.  
 
b. Assessments  

Organizations can evaluate their processes or systems using little or no outside assistance, known as 
self-assessment. A key aspect is the comparison between predefined indicators or goals with the 
organization’s actual performance. Conducting such a self-assessment helps managers answer 
essential questions such as “How are we doing?” “What are our strengths?” and “What areas require 
improvement?” (Ford & Evans, 2002)13. The self-evaluation shows how the company monitors, 
controls and improves its processes, structures and results.  
 
A popular quality management tool in Europe is the European Foundation of Quality Management 
(EFQM) tool. This business excellence model wants to improve organizational performance through 
self-assessment and is recognized by the European Commission. Other popular tools fit for self-
assessment is the Business Model Canvas (Osterwalder & Pigneur, 2010)14 and its expanded version 
the Triple Layered Business Model Canvas (Joyce & Paquin, 2016)15. The expanded version offers a 
tool for exploring sustainability-oriented business model innovation. It extends the original business 
model canvas by adding two layers: an environmental layer based on a lifecycle perspective and a 
social layer based on a stakeholder perspective. Moreover online tools are getting popular, such as 
the Quick Scan16 that wants to help businesses to become more sustainable and to increase their 
resilience and ability to anticipate market changes and using the resources available. A second online 
tool is the MVO Risico Checker17 that provides insight into possible risks in countries to which an 
organization exports, imports or produces. Via the free online tool, organizations can perform a CSR 
risk analysis and get tips on how to limit the risks. 
 
Another way to assess the organisation is through benchmarking, where performance is measured 
using a specific indicator resulting in a metric of performance that is then compared to others. 
Business processes and performance are as such compared with others in the market, instead of with 
predefined indicators or goals as in the self-assessment procedure. This assessment can help to 
improve the competitiveness of an organisation. However there are numerous threats connected 
with benchmarking, amongst others performing an incomplete assessment of the benchmarked 
object, difficulties to convince potential partners to participate in the benchmarking project, or 
insufficient absorptive capacity of the benchmarker itself (Freiling & Huth, 2005)18. 
 

                                                            
13 Ford, M. and Evans, J. (2002). Models for organizational self-assessment. Business Horizons / November-
December 2002 
14 Osterwalder, A. and Pigneur, Y. (2010). Business model generation: a handbook for visionaries, 
game changers, and challengers. Hoboken: Wiley.  

15 Joyce, A. and Paquin, R. (2016). The triple layered business model canvas: A tool to design more sustainable 

business models. Journal of Cleaner Production, Vol 135, pp 1474-1486.  
16 https://www.wsxenterprise.co.uk/programmes/green-your-business/resweb/ 
17 https://www.mvorisicochecker.nl/nl  
18 Freiling, J. and Huth, S. (2005). Limitations and challenges of benchmarking – a competence-based 
perspective. Advances in Applied Business Strategy, Vol. 8, pp. 3-25.  

http://www.mvorisicochecker.nl/nl
https://limo.libis.be/primo-explore/fulldisplay?docid=32LIBIS_ALMA_DS71159605140001471&context=L&vid=ODISEE&lang=nl_BE&search_scope=ALL_CONTENT&adaptor=Local%20Search%20Engine&tab=all_content_tab&query=title,contains,business%20model,AND&query=creator,contains,Osterwalder,AND&mode=advanced&offset=0
https://limo.libis.be/primo-explore/fulldisplay?docid=32LIBIS_ALMA_DS71159605140001471&context=L&vid=ODISEE&lang=nl_BE&search_scope=ALL_CONTENT&adaptor=Local%20Search%20Engine&tab=all_content_tab&query=title,contains,business%20model,AND&query=creator,contains,Osterwalder,AND&mode=advanced&offset=0
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/journal/09596526
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/journal/09596526/135/supp/C
https://www.wsxenterprise.co.uk/programmes/green-your-business/resweb/
https://www.mvorisicochecker.nl/nl
https://www.emerald.com/insight/search?q=J%C3%B6rg%20Freiling
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Organizations have the opportunity to communicate about their sustainable oriented assessment 
outcomes in a sustainability report. This is an annual, public available report in which a company 
announces its economic, environmental, social and administrative performance. It is interpreted in 
terms of facts and results and focuses on performance indicators. To increase the quality and 
comparability of their report, organisations can apply the standards for sustainability reporting 
defined by The Global Reporting Initiative (GRI). GRI is an independent international organization 
which has governance bodies that oversee the development of its Sustainability Reporting 
Standards19. Quality checks by an external trustworthy body improves drastically the value of such 
report, which will be explained later on in this report.   
 

Examples from the collaborative economy 

Collaborative initiatives who are profit-oriented will more often rely on assessment methods with 
clear indicators. This allows them to evaluate their performance and estimate their current market 
position. For example Scooty defines clear KPI’s and targets, to evaluate its own performance. 
Deliveroo will rely on the digital tool Brand Tracker to execute a benchmark.  
 
The Global Reporting Initiative is also known and recognized in the collaborative economy. Partago 
explains that they strive towards compliance with the standards defined by GRI, in order to increase 
the quality and comparability of their sustainability report.  

 
Assessments allow organisations to perform an exact analysis of its performance, based on indicators 
and numbers. This analysis is done internal, no third party nor public institution is included in this 
process. This type of evaluation is more found within profit-oriented organisations. Their KPI’s and 
objectives form the basis for their assessment tools. Once completed the assessment, reporting is an 
essential step to communicate about the results. General standards as defined by the GRI can help to 
develop a valid and comparable sustainable report.  
 
c. Web analytics  

A third form of internal evaluation is based on the analysis of digital data. Web analytics is the 
measurement, collection, analysis and reporting of digital data for purposes of understanding and 
optimizing web usage. However, Web analytics is not just a process for measuring web traffic but can 
be used as a tool for business and market research, and to assess and improve the effectiveness of a 
website. Some examples of web analytics are Google Analytics and Geolocation.  
  
There is still a lot of data illiteracy among Belgian SMEs (Mertens, 2015)20. Large players often have 
the required knowledge or the financial means to purchase specific expertise, which is not always the 
case for SME’s. Although a lot of data is collected through digital platforms and online transactions, 
the possibilities of data-mining and data-analysis are not yet that well known (Witten, 2011)21.  
 

Examples from the collaborative economy 

Web analytics is a relevant evaluation tool within the collaborative economy, since the majority of 
initiatives are built around online platforms. The platform economy is in general more familiar with 
the possibilities that digital data offer. So develops Scooty heatmaps based on the data available on 
their platform. Tournevie doesn’t have a dashboard yet, but expresses the wish for one in the near 
future. They are convinced of the value that analyzing digital data can create.  

 

                                                            
19 www.globalreporting.org 
20 Mertens,  
21 Witten, I., Eibe, F., Hall, M. and Pal, C. (2011). Data Mining, Practical Machine Learning Tools and Techniques, 
Elsevier Science & Technology. 
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Data illiteracy is a threat for small and medium sized initiatives and start-ups. The value of analysing 
digital data is often not recognized or the skills to perform data-mining and data-analysis is missing. 
This type of evaluation practice has a large growth potential within the collaborative economy, since 
many initiatives are built around a digital platform. Public support could help to develop and to 
organize relevant and accessible training modules.  
 
 
External evaluation 

In the market is an information mismatch between what the organizations know and what the public 
knows. This can lead to disadvantages for the public or the community. For example when 
consumers are ill-informed about the quality of a product, firms may provide less than the socially 
optimal level of quality (Daughety & Reinganum, 2008)22. External evaluation practices can help to 
overcome this information asymmetry. However, depending on who put the evaluation framework in 
place, trust in the evaluation outcome will vary with the public. This difference will be discussed for 
minimum quality standards and sustainability labels. Minimum quality standards (MQS) prevent 
firms from selling goods whose quality is below a predefined standard. Labels can be allocated to a 
product or initiative that pass a certain threshold. Additionally the importance of third party 
certification is explained. This refers to the process whereby the government or an independent 
party verifies if a product fulfills certain criteria. At last a different type of external evaluation is 
mentioned, when performed by customers, e.g. customer satisfaction survey.  
 
a. Minimal quality standards 

Quality standards have become a matter of increasing concern for firms and policy makers over the 
years. Minimal quality standards (MQS) can be implemented by the government as policy measure to 
strategically improve the quality of goods produced in the market. It is proven that in general, 
appropriate use of MQS contributes to welfare (Crampes & Hollander, 1995)23. On the other hand by 
restricting the admitted quality  range and thus the firms׳ ability to differentiate their goods, an MQS 
intensifies price competition and requires higher minimum investments in quality. Therefore, 
adopting an MQS reduces the firms׳ profits and may deter them from entering the market. Buehler 
and Schuett (2014)24 show that this problem is particularly severe when quality is difficult to observe, 
so that the firms׳ ability to credibly produce high quality is limited. This can be the case when a 
company wants to emphasize sustainable quality aspects, due to the dubious meaning of the 
concept ‘sustainability’. In this case, a better option is to work with labels and certification. The 
superior performance of certification arises precisely when the underlying problem that these 
instruments are intended to solve is most severe, namely when the share of uninformed consumers 
is large (Darnall, Ji, & Vázquez-Brust, 2018)25. 
 

Examples from the collaborative economy 

Preliminary results from the analysis of the collaborative economy show that minimal quality 
standards are mostly applied in the context of an external audit or as condition for external funding. 
Both Community Land Trust Brussels and Tournevie refer to an external evaluation executed by a 
study office on demand of Brussels Region.  

 

                                                            
22 Daughety, A.F., Reinganum, J.F. (2008). Communicating quality: a unified model of disclosure and signalling. 
RAND Journal of Economics, Vol. 39, pp. 973–989. 
23 Crampes, C., Hollander, A.(1995). Duopoly and quality standards. Eur Econ Rev, Vol. 39, pp. 71–82 
24 Buehler, B. and Schuett, F. (2014). Certification and minimum quality standards when some consumers are 
uninformed. European Economic Review, Vol. 70, pp 493-511. 
25 Nicole Darnall, N., Ji, H. and Va´zquez-Brust, D. (2018). Third-Party Certification, Sponsorship, and 
Consumers’ Ecolabel Use. Journal of Business Ethics, Vol. 150, pp. 953–969. 
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Minimum quality standards are mainly used in the collaborative economy as a functional tool by 
governmental institutions. They use minimum quality standards to evaluate if certain predefined 
criteria are met by the collaborative initiative. If this is the case, a next slice of the subsidies can be 
allocated or the initiative is allowed to continue its activities. Critics, however, tackle the position of 
governments and foundations controlling the money, while at the same time executing the role of 
external evaluator. The objective identity of the external evaluator is doubtful in these cases.   
 
 
b. Sustainability labels  

Sustainability labels represent environmental and social standards and appear to have a role in 
guiding consumers in their purchasing choices. An emerging topic in environmental management 
studies is the role of eco‐labels in guiding consumers in their purchasing choices. Ecolabels are 
information-based policies and programs that are designed to address information asymmetries by 
signalling information to consumers about a product’s environmental impact (Shen and Saijo 200926; 
Atkinson & Rosenthal, 2014)27 and reducing consumer uncertainty about the validity of their green 
purchases (Pedersen & Neergaard, 200628; Testa et al., 201529). They are designed to help consumers 
identify environmentally superior products and services and increase their confidence in making pro-
environmental purchases (Tarkiainen & Sundqvist, 200530; Nuttavuthisit & Thøgersen, 201531). For 
this to happen, it is important that consumers have the perception that the label confirms 
predefined social expectations, norms and values (Finch et al., 201532). This is one of the most 
important conditions for an ecolabel to be successful (Dendler, 201433). The same can be expected 
for social labels, guaranteeing a social sustainable purchase.  
 
According to Fairtrade Labelling Organisations International (FLO), the sale of products with a label 
increased in 2005 worldwide with 37%. This trend only increased in the last years. Products that had 
a sustainability claim on-pack accounted for 16.6% of the market in 2018, up from 14.3% in 2013, 
and delivered nearly $114 billion in sales. Most important, products marketed as sustainable grew 
5.6 times faster than those that were not. In more than 90% of the consumer packaged goods 
categories, sustainability-marketed products grew faster than their conventional counterparts 
(Whelan & Kronthal-Sacco, 201934). 
 

                                                            
26 Shen, J., and Saijo, T. (2009). Does an energy efficiency label alter consumers’ purchasing decisions? A latent 
class approach based on a stated choice experiment in Shanghai. Journal of Environmental Management, Vol. 
90(11), pp. 3561–3573. 
27 Atkinson, L., and Rosenthal, S. (2014). Signalling the green sell: The influence of eco-label source, argument 
specificity, and product involvement on consumer trust. Journal of Advertising, Vol. 43(1), pp 33–45. 
28 Pedersen, E. R., & Neergaard, P. (2006). Caveat emptor—Let the buyer beware! Environmental labelling and 
the limitations of ‘green’ consumerism. Business Strategy and the Environment, Vol. 15(1), pp. 15–29. 
29 Testa, F., Iraldo, F., Vaccari, A., and Ferrari, E. (2015). Why eco-labels can be effective marketing tools: 
Evidence from a study on Italian consumers. Business Strategy and the Environment, Vol. 24(4), pp. 252–265. 
30 Tarkiainen, A., & Sundqvist, S. (2005). Subjective norms, attitudes and intentions of Finnish consumers in 
buying organic food. British Food Journal, Vol. 107(11), pp. 808–822. 
31 Nuttavuthisit, K., & Thøgersen, J. (2015). The importance of consumer trust for the emergence of a market 
for green products: The case of organic food. Journal of Business Ethics. doi:10.1007/s10551-015-2690-5 
32 Finch, D., Deephouse, D., & Varella, P. (2015). Examining an individual’s legitimacy judgment using the value-
attitude system: The role of environmental and economic values and source credibility. Journal of Business 
Ethics, Vol. 127(2), pp. 265–281. 
33 Dendler, L. (2014). Sustainable meta labeling: An effective measure to facilitate more sustainable 
consumption and production? Journal of Cleaner Production, Vol. 63, pp. 74–83. 
34 Whelan, T. and Kronthal-Sacco, R. Research: Actually Consumers Do Buy Sustainable Products. Harvard 
Business Review, 19th of June 2019 on https://hbr.org/ 



However, not all ecolabels are designed similarly and they tend to vary along at least two important 
design dimensions: who sponsors the ecolabel and the manner in which the ecolabel is monitored 
and confirmed. Related to their sponsorship, ecolabels are usually sponsored by governments or 
environmental non-government organizations (NGOs), referred to as public labels, or sponsored by 
business associations, referred to as private labels (Darnall, Potoski, & Prakash, 201035). Nowadays, 
more than 460 ecolabels worldwide are used (Ecolabel Index 2019)36.  
 

Public labels  

Public labels are controlled by governments or NGO’s. Examples of public sustainability labels in 
Belgium are the Belgisch Sociaal Label, Biogarantie, the Good Food label, Ecodynamic 
entrepreneurslabel, Diversity label, etc. The European Ecolabel and the Nordic Swan label are 
examples of international recognised public labels. They are characterized by a multi-criteria 
approach, taking into account the full life cycle of the product.  
 

Private labels 

Private labels are designed and allocated by private businesses, for example the Colibri label owned 
by Colruyt Group. Products with the Colibri logo guarantee that 3% to 5% of its price goes to the 
funding of educational projects in the South (www.collibrifoundation.org). A second example is the 
Green Label Service, specialized in sustainability and certifications for the hospitality industry (hotels, 
conference centres, restaurants). One of the labels they allocate is the Green Globe, an 
internationally recognized sustainability label that is represented in about 90 countries. At Green 
Globe, the environment, economic and social measures are well represented (good working 
conditions, supporting charities, purchasing Fairtrade products, support for the local environment, 
etc.) and that ensures a very all-round sustainability policy (greenlabelservice.nl). A last example is 
the Made in Dignity brand of Oxfam37. The products with the label 'Made in Dignity' are 
manufactured by small producer groups in the South, mainly women's groups who have as such a 
supplementary income in addition to that of the agricultural activities.  
 

Examples from the collaborative economy 

Little amount of labels are currently found in the collaborative economy. Agricovert is an exception 
and applies both a public label (EU organic label) and a private label (Fairfin). FLOOW2 referred to 
the B-Corporation certification that they requested in the past. This worldwide certification focusses 
on circular and social inclusion. However, the disadvantage of that certificate is that it need to be 
requested yearly and the application takes long and is complex. Furthermore the certificate did not 
give a return as expected. Also the questionnaire was not suited for their type of business model and 
was insufficient innovative. 

 

Interesting note for policy makers 

A learning lesson for label sponsors, which can be governments, environmental non-government 
organizations or private businesses, is that when setting a certification standard, they should ensure 
that obtaining the certificate is attractive for producers. The decision to certify a product crucially 
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depends on the profit that a firm expects to earn from selling its product without the certificate. This 
was clearly not the case for FLOOW2 when requesting the B-Corporation certificate.  

 

Criticism on sustainability labels 

Despite their increased prevalence, only one in five eco-minded consumers report acting on their 
environmental preferences by purchasing eco-labelled products (Special Eurobarometer 416, 
201438). One explanation for consumers’ lack of ecolabel use is their scepticism that an ecolabel is a 
credible signal of a product’s superior environmental characteristics (Atkinson and Rosenthal 2014; 
Dendler 2014; Nuttavuthisit and Thøgersen 2015). Additionally, consumers appear to be more 
distrustful of ecolabels sponsored by business associations and therefore are less likely to use them 
in their purchasing decisions (Darnall et al. 201239). Rather, consumers tend to prefer ecolabels that 
are developed by sponsors they believe to be more trustworthy, such as a government and 
environmental NGO (Darnall et al. 2012). Public and private labels lead as such to differences in the 
perceived trustworthiness with consumers, with a higher trust in public labels. This issue can partly 
be overcome by third party certification, discussed in section c.  
 
Other shortcomings of sustainability labels are put forward by Grunert, Hieke and Wills (2014)40. 
First, in general the awareness of sustainability labels is low. This unfamiliarity is also confirmed by 
Leloup (2006)41 who says that in the first three years the Belgian social label was launched, only four 
organizations requested the label. And the European Ecolabel, created in 1992, is known only by a 
very little amount of people, says Leloup. A second shortcoming mentioned by Grunert et al. is that, 
compared to issues related to health and nutrition, ‘sustainability’ is more difficult to grasp and 
therefore also more difficult to make relevant for consumers in their food and drink purchases.  
 
It is proven that the use of sustainable labels have a positive effect on the sale of sustainability-
marketed products. This effect is, however, rather limited due to several reasons. So creates the 
large amount and variety in labels uncertainty and doubt with customers. Apparently, consumers 
tend to prefer ecolabels that are developed by sponsors they believe to be more trustworthy, such as 
a government and environmental NGO. Furthermore, given the unfamiliarity of citizens with 
sustainability labels and the lack of clarity about the term ‘sustainability’, these labels are in need of 
a refurbishment. Some researchers, such as Rousseau (2006), mention the value of an integrated 
label on an European level, referring both to environmental and social standards. 
 
When developing actions to overcome aforementioned shortcomings, the findings of Buehler and 
Schuett (2014)42 should be taken into account. They found that firms would be willing to comply with 
an ambitious certification standard if the share of informed consumers is small. This is because 
without the certificate and in a context of many uninformed consumers, it is difficult for an 
organization to credibly produce a high quality level. With the certificate, a firm can demonstrate 
that the quality of its product meets at least the certification standard.  
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Interesting note for policy makers 

Rousseau (2006) states that when the government promotes labels, she passes on the responsibility 
to the consumers. But it is not evident for people to know who performs best on environmental and 
social standards. Rousseau beliefs that the government could take up her responsibility by 
strengthening the environmental and social norms for products on the market. “The government can 
do that by reducing VAT on products that best meet sustainable development criteria or by requiring 
labeling on ecological and social characteristics of products, similar to the energy label for household 
electrical appliances" states Rousseau (2006).  
 
The energy label for household electrical appliances served also in the context of the circular 
economy as inspiration for developing a sustainability indication, resulting in Lansink’s Ladder.  
 

 
 

 
 
c. Third party certification 

Many label sponsors take a primary role in verifying conformance to their ecolabel standards. This 
process is referred to as second-party verification. However, some label sponsors go beyond second-
party verification and utilize third-party certification to obtain evidence and determine the extent to 
which label criteria are fulfilled (Starobin & Weinthal, 201043; Atkinson and Rosenthal 2014; Catska & 
Corbett, 201444). Third-party certification involves reliance on an independent outside auditor to 
monitor and confirm conformance to the label requirements. Utilizing a third party certification can 
help to overcome some of the criticisms formulated on labels. 
 
As mentioned before, consumers who receive environmental information from trustworthy sources 
(i.e., government, environmental NGOs) are more likely to report purchasing and intending to 
purchase eco-labelled products. But consumers do not differentiate between certified versus 
uncertified ecolabels in the presence of trust. However, when environmental information comes 
from an untrustworthy source, such as a private business, consumers are discouraged to use 
business association-sponsored ecolabels. Yet ecolabels may be able to overcome consumer distrust 
if their sponsors certify the ecolabels using third-party auditors. These findings suggest that in the 
presence of distrust, consumers are more likely to pause and assess information from other 
sources—such as independent third-party certifications—to arrive at a conclusion about the 
credibility of that environmental information. Third-party certification therefore appears to serve as 
an important information cue that enhances the consumers’ perceived legitimacy of an ecolabel 
(Darnall, Ji, & Vázquez-Brust, 2018)45.  
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d. External evaluation by customers 

Customer satisfaction is often regarded as a key dimension driving business outcomes and 
performances. Measuring customer satisfaction is typically based on self-declared or interview-based 
questionnaires where users or consumers are asked to express opinions on statements, or 
satisfaction scales, mapping out various interactions with the service provider or product supplier. 
But external evaluation input from customers isn’t limited to satisfaction studies. Sometimes an 
organization invites users to share ideas or feedback during brainstorm sessions or idea cafés, or 
online by distributing a poll.  
 

Examples from the collaborative economy 

Collaborative initiatives value strongly the input and feedback from their users. Many different types 
of initiatives invest time and/or money in questioning their users. When resources or limited, for 
example in non-profit initiatives, cooperation happens with external organizations who collect the 
desired data for free. So does BeWelcome work together with LamaPoll, together they organize 
every two year a survey with all their members. LamaPoll distributes and collects the data for free for 
non-profit organizations. Like this, BeWelcome succeeded in 2018 to collect input from 35.000 
members. Although the general strong focus of collaborative initiatives on the digital aspect, 
feedback from users is sometimes also collected face-to-face, for example the start-up Scooty 
collects from time to time feedback and ideas from their users through brainstorm sessions. 

 
 
Participatory evaluation  

Besides the conventional evaluation methods of internal and external evaluation, there is also 
participatory evaluation. In participatory evaluation the production of knowledge results from 
collaboration, producing reflection on both personal and collective engagement (Springett & 
Wallerstein, 200846). Personal relations, ethics and trust become more important in this type of 
evaluation practices. It allows the individual to participate directly, through individual membership, 
in an organization’s goals and management47. Both external relationships and internal dynamics are 
of great value here.  
 
In order to enhance organizational performance, corporations need to focus on this social dimension. 
Stakeholder engagement is a vital aspect of corporate social responsibility, and a clear example of its 
external orientation (Zwetsloot & van Marrewijk, 200448). The value of a participatory research 
approach is that it combines the technical expertise of the evaluator with the local knowledge of the 
participants. The goal is to empower local people to initiate, control and take action (United Nations 
Development Program, 1990). Engaging and collaborating with stakeholder groups demands new, 
social competences within organizations and above all a culture of trust. 
 

Interesting note for policy makers 
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Greenwood, Whyte & Harkavy (1993)49 say that participatory evaluation enhances scientific validity, 
producing richer and more accurate data; creates active support for the results of the process of 
inquiry; and therefore creates greater commitment to change as well as a greater likelihood that 
ideas will be diffused and used. As such, participatory evaluation can also have value for policy 
development and implementation (Diez, Malagon, & Izquierdo, 2005)50. By being involved in the 
evaluation process, practitioners and policymakers own both the ideas of the evaluation and its 
results. 

 
a. Co-creation in standard-setting  

The German ecolabel Blue Angel is an interesting example of co-creation in standard-setting. This 
ecolabel of the federal government of Germany sets high standards for environmentally friendly 
product design and is a reliable guide for a more sustainable consumption. In the process, products 
and services are evaluated across their entire life cycle. Anchored in European legislation, the label is 
managed by the German Ministry of the Environment, the German Environmental Administration, a 
jury consisting of various stakeholders and the German Institute for Health, Quality and Labelling. 
The Blue Angel maintains close cooperation with international organisations and other national 
environmental labels, which also play an important role in their respective countries as guides for 
sustainable consumption. An important aspect is the agreements on mutual recognitions. In general, 
these agreements involve close cooperation in the development of award criteria and the mutual 
examination and certification of applications for the use of the labels. In particular, this makes it 
easier for companies to use environmental labels in other relevant countries (www.blauer-engel.de). 
 
Also in the agri-food sector, global partnerships between lead firms and international NGOs design 
standards that aim to enhance environmental sustainability and to some extent realise social justice. 
Vellema and van Wijk (2015) 51 explain that co-creation in standard-setting and certification may 
occur when commercial exploitation of natural resources threatens sourcing in the long term, when 
local partnerships experienced in environmental protection of the resource become involved in the 
implementation, and when global and local partnerships interact not only via hierarchically organised 
value chains, but also via a newly emerging public space. 
 
b. Participatory guarantee systems 

Standard guarantee systems are subject to criticisms, due to their sometimes expensive character. 
Besides their high costs, also the rigidity of the certification process are creating real obstacles for 
small family farms that would be able to be certified "organic" (Lemeilleur & Allaire, 2018)52. As such, 
standard guarantee systems are able to exclude large part of communities. An alternative 
mechanism is the participatory guarantee system. These systems are developed in the context of 
sustainable agriculture and organic farm products. Some organizations try to go a step further and 
want to align their participatory guarantee system to the traditional culture and local ecology 
(IFOAM, 2008)53.  
 

                                                            
49 Greenwood, D., Whyte, W. F., & Harkavy, I. (1993). Participatory action research as a process and as a goal. 
Human Relations, 46, 171–191. 
50 Diez, M. A., Malagon, E., & Izquierdo, B. (2005). Using evaluation for collective learning and improving 
regional policies: A case study in the Basque Country. Paper presented at “Regional Growth Agendas,” the 
international conference of the Regional Growth Association, Aalborg, Denmark. 
51 Vellema, S. and van Wijk, J. 2015. Partnerships intervening in global food chains: the emergence of co-
creation in standard-setting and certification. Journal of Cleaner Production, Vol.107, pp.105-113 
52 Lemeilleur S. and Allaire G. (2018). Système participatif de garantie dans les labels du mouvement de 
l'agriculture biologique : Une réappropriation des communs intellectuels. Economie rurale, 365. 
53 IFOAM, 2008. Report: Les Systèmes de garantie participatifs. Germany 



Key elements fundamental to participatory evaluation are that involvement of marginalized groups is 
encouraged and dialogue and capacity for critical reflection are fostered (Weaver & Cousins, 200454; 
Themessl-Huber, 200355). There is a joint responsibility for the evaluation because the participants 
play an active role. The benefits of such an approach include ownership and clarity. Also involving a 
range of people in each stage often generates innovative ways of measuring process, impact, and 
outcomes. Thus participatory evaluation in organizational settings is geared to solving major 
problems on a group basis, with a focus on using decision makers as participants and moving from 
single-loop to double-loop learning (Argyris & Schön, 1978)56. 
 
 
Special case in collaborative economy: peer-to-peer evaluation 

Many collaborative initiatives owe their success to online platforms. With the growing popularity of 
these online platforms, online product reviews are now an emerging market phenomenon that is 
playing an increasingly important role in consumer purchase decisions. These consumer-generated 
reviews that are based on personal experiences provides consumers with a direct means to filter 
target products. Research findings show that a product with more reviews will attract the attention 
of more potential customers (Zhang, Zhang, Wang, Law, & Li, 2013)57. By contrast, review valence 
decides potential customers’ impressions or evaluations of the product after they start to look into it. 
In other words, consumers tend to pay more attention to “popular” products that are shown with 
more reviews, while they make their final purchase decisions based on the rating distribution of 
those target products (Sparks & Browning, 201158). 
 
Reviews and feedback systems contribute to facilitate trust between members, as it increases the 
efficiency and effectiveness of online services and communities. As most members will not have any 
direct experience of other members, they must increasingly come to rely on reputation systems. 
Such systems allow the prediction who is likely to be trustworthy based on feedback from past 
transactions (Hendrikx, Bubedorfer & Chard, 2015)59. Other researchers agree and find that reviews 
are considered to be more important than information posted on the website by the providers, since 
reviews reflect real experiences and is perceived to be more credible (Ayeh, Au, & Law, 2013; Zhu & 
Zhang, 2010). 
 

Examples from the collaborative economy 

The majority of collaborative initiatives apply some kind of peer-to-peer evaluation. BeWelcome 
gives the opportunity to both host and guest to give feedback to each other, Deliveroo offers the 
possibility to rate the satisfaction regarding the quality of the service, and FLOOW2 allow users to 
both write and rate the transaction and the product after an exchange took place. 
Differentiation exists between the use of written reviews, numeric ratings or a combination of both. 
Further also the subject of evaluation can change, where we see examples of the product being 
rated, the service itself or the quality of the platform. 
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Criticism on peer-to-peer evaluation 

A first issue is the barrier people experience in giving honest feedback. Looking at what is wrong is 
often challenging in organizations and communities that are experiencing difficulties, leading to 
defensive reactions that can undermine the participatory ethos (Levin, 199960). Critical reflection 
requires a safe environment, as well as a certain degree of skill and honesty (Mezirow, 199061).  
 
Second, assessment, ranking and rating systems are sometimes considered to act as functions of 
managerialization and surveillance of workers (Gandini, 201962). Additional, the algorithmic control 
of many online labour platforms can endanger inclusiveness. Individuals having the best ratings and 
the most practical knowledge are likely to receive more work because of users’ choices and the 
platforms’ algorithmic positioning of workers within search outcomes. Online labour platforms 
employ algorithms to process work away from workers with unsatisfactory ratings, therefore making 
persisting on the platform a not as much feasible way of earning money (Durlauf, 201963). 
 

Gamification 

Gamification provides a way to keep users involved on digital platforms and its review systems. It 
was initially designed for market purposes but has expanded to many other applications, such as 
motivating users’ knowledge sharing (Li, Huang, & Cavusoglu, 201264). Gamification designs enhance 
online engagement by providing intrinsic motivations to support continued engagement (Deterding, 
et. al, 2011)65. 
 
A common practice used by online review websites such as TripAdvisor to motivate user engagement 
and encourage reviews is to gamify their design (Li, Huang, & Cavusoglu, 2012). In such a model, 
users are rewarded with badges or higher status in the online community in return for voluntary 
contributions such as posting reviews. This design provides multiple intrinsic motivations for users to 
share their knowledge (Cavusoglu, Li, & Huang, 201566). Airbnb uses another kind of badge system, 
the “Superhost” badge, designed not for users or travellers but for accommodation owners. The 
“Superhost” qualification is automatically evaluated every three months, and owners must satisfy 
certain conditions to obtain and keep the badge. 
 
 
Conclusion 

A wide variety of evaluation practices is applied by collaborative initiatives. Preliminary results show 
that depending on their business structure, preferences for certain evaluation tools may differ. 
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Currently the role of the government and public institutions in this field is rather limited. However, 
research results confirm the importance of trustworthy partners in the creation of transparency 
regarding sustainability values. The information asymmetry in the market needs to be resolved and 
citizens are in need of a clear description of the content of ‘sustainability’.  
 


