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Guidelines for social Life Cycle 

Assessment of Products

Contributing to the full assessment 

of goods and services 

within the context of sustainable development



Guidelines for S-LCA

Describes the context, the key concepts, the 

broader field in which tools and techniques are 

getting developed and their scope of application.

Provides a general framework for the assessment 

of social and socio-economic impacts in product 

life cycle thus complementing ISO 14040 and 

14044

Propose a list of subcategories  (theme of interest) 

to include in studies

Identify key research needs



Project group members

Approximately 40 members

A multidisciplinary team with experts 

from universities, businesses, public authorities, 

coming mostly from Europe, 

but also from America, Asia and Africa.

Twelve meetings between april 2004 and april 2009



Project group work program

Phase I (2004-2006):

✦ Literature study 

✦ Case Studies

✦ Feasibility study

Phase II (2006-2009): 

✦ Indicators (incl. draft methodological sheets)

✦ Case studies

✦ Guidelines



The aim for a social LCA of products

“Consumers are asking themselves questions 

about the social and economic circumstances under 

which a product is made. Enterprises do not want to be 

linked to ‘child labor’ or ‘corruption’, neither within their 

organization, nor in their supply chain. Trade unions 

want to show solidarity with their fellow workers. Public 

authorities need to apply the integrated product policy in 

place, for example for their public procurement, etc. 

How can these stakeholders know that the particular 

goods and services are produced in a sustainable way?”



Detailing the full assessment
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A social and socio-economic 

Life Cycle Assessment (S-LCA) 

is a social impact (and potential impact) 

assessment technique 

that aims to assess 

the social and socio-economic aspects

of products and their potential

positive and negative impacts

along their life cycle

- encompassing extraction and 

processing of raw materials, 

manufacturing, use, re-use, maintenance, 

recycling and final disposal. 

Social Life Cycle Assessment (S-LCA)



A methodology to assess 

the entire product life cycle



The intended application of a S-LCA range from:

✤ Learning about and identifying social „hotspots‟

✤ Establishment of purchasing procedures  

✤ Reporting and labeling 

✤ Strategic planning 

✤ Development of public policies.

The intended audience may include 

the organization carrying out the study, 

trade unions and workers' representatives,

consumers, governments, ngo‟s, IGO‟s,

shareholders, product designers, etc.

Goal of an S-LCA



Intermezzo

Linkages with other environmental and 

social impact assessment tools



CSR Landscape



Level and scope of assessment
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✤ Share a common trunk: the ISO framework

✤ Have a huge need for data

✤ Work as iterative procedures

✤ Encourage and request peer review if appropriate

✤ Provide useful information for decision-making

✤ Whether or not a product should be produced

✤ Conduct „hotspot‟ assessments

✤ Conduct data quality assessment

✤ Do not generally express impacts by functional unit, if 

semi-quantitative or qualitative data are used.

Similarities between e-LCA and s-LCA

X  X X X X X X X X X X X X X



✤ More focus on organisational aspects 

(e.g. management behaviour)

✤ More focus on use phase impacts

✤ If impact subcategory is not included: justification

✤ Site-specific data more important

✤ Subjective data is sometimes 

the most appropriate information to use

✤ Benefits (negative damage) are often of importance

✤ Indicators are classified according to stakeholders

Differences with an e-LCA
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Interpretation 

Goal and scope

Life Cycle Inventory

(LCI)

Life Cycle Impact 

Assessment  (LCIA)

Applications

Framework  (ISO-14040)

ISO 14040 applies to social issues

Framework





Twofold analysis



Stakeholder diagram



Assessment system





Assessment system



Framework



Assessment system





Structure of the Methodological Sheets 

• DEFINITION:

• POLICY RELEVANCE:

Relevance to Sustainable Development

International Conventions and Agreements

International Targets/Recommended Standards

• ASSESSMENT OF DATA

Data Needed to Compile the Subcategory

National and International Data Availability and Sources:

• GENERIC DATA SOURCE EXAMPLES

• SITE-SPECIFIC DATA SOURCE EXAMPLES

• REFERENCES



Example : Freedom of association (1)



Example : Freedom of association (2)



Example : Freedom of association (3)
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Future steps

• Conducting case studies 

• Producing educational material 

• Developing tools (software and database)

• Developing characterization models

• Practicing peer review

• Developing meaningful ways 
to communicate results to key audiences
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In conclusion, 

quoting from the event launching the ‘Guidelines’ 

(Québec, May 18, 2009)

“When your are working with social and economic criteria, 

in fact you have the same intention as Adam Smith, 

the economist of the 18th Century, 

who explained so eloquently 

how to arrive at „The Wealth of Nations‟. 

One of his well-known statements is related 

to the „invisible hand‟ and I quote from the theory:

‘If each consumer is allowed to choose freely what to buy 

and each producer is allowed to choose freely what to sell 

and how to produce it, the market will settle on a product 

distribution and prices that are beneficial to all the 

individual members of a community, 

and hence to the community as a whole.‟” 1/2



In conclusion, 

quoting from the event launching the ‘Guidelines’ 

(Québec, May 18, 2009)

“Almost 250 years after the publication 

of his so-called magnum opus, 

at present we know from practice, 

and more cruel since the economical crisis, 

that this „invisible hand‟ has not allowed 

sustainable production and consumption at all.

Our Task Force suggested more than 30 indicators 

divided in 5 big categories …

With this publication … we are offering a pair of glasses 

contributing to render this invisible hand visible. 

To long it has left discrimination, corruption, 

child exploitation and all these injustices, 

which are unacceptable for the construction 

of a real „Wealth of Nations‟.” 2/2
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