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What did the Task Force do? 

 

Our mission as decided by the Standards Committee in September 2008 was to: 

a) Collect and assess the current state of measurement tools and indicators for improving 

agricultural sustainability. Measurements tools and indicators collected by the Task Force should 

address: 

1. Social performance metrics 

2. Environmental performance metrics 

3. Economic performance metrics 

b) Prepare a report on the current state of measurement tools and indicators for improving 

agricultural sustainability, including: 

1. Social performance metrics 

2. Environmental performance metrics 

3. Economic performance metrics 

 

The Metrics & Methodology Task Force held 7 calls between December 15, 2008, and May 11, 2009, 

with an average of 15 people participating in each call.  Approved minutes from all of these calls are 

posted on the Wiki site, plus notes from a call that Steve, Molly, and Michael Keyes held on March 2 to 

talk about populating the metrics spreadsheet.  On each call, we got updates about developments in the 

other Task Forces that overlapped most with our charge (Reference Documents, Mission & Principles, 

and Needs Assessment) and any news from the Leonardo Academy or other meetings.  The main topics 

that we discussed on Task Force calls were: 

- Terminology (e.g., metrics, indicators, measurements, outcome-based, performance-based, 

process-based, practice-based, states vs. responses) 

- Interface between the Sustainable Agriculture Standards work and other current efforts and 

agencies that are developing metrics of sustainability (e.g., the Stewardship Index for Specialty 

Crops, the Field-to-Market Project, the Dairy Stewardship Alliance Toolkit, GlobalGAP, USDA’s 

data on agricultural performance, EPA’s data on environmental quality) 

- How to compile and present metrics being used by other agricultural standards, developed for 

the US and in other countries – useful categories and subcategories of metrics 

- How much information and what specific information will be needed by the Standards 

Committee to document and explain how to use each metric correctly 

- How many metrics are appropriate, the level at which they should be measured (i.e., national 

versus farm-level), and who should do the measuring (i.e., a farmer or an independent certifier) 

- Type of metrics to use (e.g., performance-based vs. practice-based;  policy responses that show 

direction of movement vs. current status of the system) 

- How to deal with situations in which metrics are not well-defined or are difficult to collect 

- Criteria for metrics 

- Relationship between metrics and sustainability goals or thresholds 

 

 



Why are metrics important? 

 

Metrics are important to management generally because they allow a manager to track whether and 

how much progress is being made in a desired direction.  Metrics are important to standards 

development specifically because they demonstrate that a certain standard is being met (or not).  They 

can be qualitative (e.g., soil texture, satisfaction with working conditions) or quantitative (e.g., amount 

of nitrate in run-off).   Qualitative and quantitative can complement each other.  Quantitative metrics 

can be dichotomous (e.g., presence/absence of a conservation plan), have multiple categories, or be 

arrayed along a spectrum.  Metrics are objective, in the sense that they can be repeated by various 

people with the same result.  However, the choice of metrics is subjective:  this depends on what the  

group thinks is important to measure, and how they decide this aspect of sustainable agriculture can 

best be measured.   

 

Metrics are important to a Sustainable Agriculture Standard because they are the proof that something 

is changing on the ground, as a result of use of the Standard.  The change we are seeking is generally an 

impact related to environmental, social or economic sustainability;  but sometimes metrics that measure 

aspects other than impacts are also relevant.  Metrics are essential for the legitimacy and value of a 

Sustainable Agriculture Standard, whether its ultimate use is to develop a consumer label, certify that 

sustainable practices are being used in order to sell to a certain market, for self-assessment, for 

comparison with other producers or actors in the food system, or for other purposes.  The use of metrics 

is a big part of the enforcement of an agricultural standard, and affect s its utility and credibility. 

 

 

Why didn’t the Task Force compile a set of metrics and a report for the Standards 

Committee? 

 

The number of possible metrics that might support agricultural standards is almost infinite, and we were 

not able to proceed with a compilation until decisions had been made by the Standards Committee.  

Andy Whitman from the Manomet Center for Conservation Sciences, who had worked on forestry 

indicators, said that his group stopped cataloguing when they reached 2025 indicators; and even when 

they distilled this list to 145 “major indicators”, a comprehensive scoring of their quality took two full 

weeks in addition to extensive background reading.  

 

The scope and purpose of the agricultural standards that will be developed must be defined and agreed 

upon by the Standards Committee before any Task Force or Subcommittee can develop metrics.  It is 

important to limit the standards and metrics to the most important aspects of sustainability, while 

including environmental, social and economic considerations.  There is value in finding which metrics are 

already being used by existing agricultural standards, finding out where “standard” metrics exist (such as 

the Greenhouse Gas Protocol developed by World Resources Institute), and assessing the quality and 

applicability of such standards to the farm level and the Sustainable Agriculture Standards process. 

 

Rather than developing a report on existing metrics, this Task Force articulated some of the questions 

and issues about metrics and set up a basic framework for compiling metrics.  These are important steps 

in aligning the Standards Committee in its approach to metrics. 

 

 



What issues emerged about metrics and their use? 

 

1) Meaning of the terms standard and metric.  The term “standard”, in the context of the 

Sustainable Agriculture Standards Committee’s work, is most commonly used to mean either a 

desired impact or outcome of sustainability practices, or a practice itself, expressed in a way 

that can be measured or verified.  Examples include: 

o increase in biomass returned to soil, in lieu of planting followed by fallowing 

o increase in nitrogen use efficiency 

o provision of sufficient sanitation facilities and drinking water for farmworkers 

o maintenance of on-farm biodiversity 

 

Note that the meaning of the term “standard” is different from the Standards Committee’s 

choice of which types of standards we choose (e.g., outcome or practice).  Although we talk 

about the “Sustainable Agriculture Standard”, this would be a compilation of many separate 

standards that deal with different aspects of agricultural production (and perhaps eventually 

processing, packing, shipping and handling, and retailing).  Compilations of standards are also 

called “standards systems”.  A standard is also called a criterion, in some standards systems.  

Although some people refer to a compilation of metrics or goals to form a determined level of 

performance as a “standard”, we suggest the above definition for consistency. 

 

A metric is a measurement that will document whether a standard is met, or the extent to 

which it is met. 

 

A principle is a statement about a desired outcome of the Sustainable Agriculture Standards, not 

necessarily in operational form (i.e., not necessarily measurable). 

 

2) Whether outcome measures or process measures are preferable.  We discussed the merits of 

outcome measures, and generally thought that they are better than practices or other process 

measures because they show the actual impacts of what farmers are doing.  However, we 

recognized that sometimes outcome measures are impossible because the impact is long-term, 

expensive to measure, affects a large area beyond the farm, or other reasons.  Therefore, 

process measures (whether a given practice is being used or not) sometimes may be more 

practical.  In addition, some standards are both process and outcome (e.g., erosion control).  

Generally, the first criterion for metrics is that they reliably provide information about how well 

a farm (or business, if the standard is extended beyond the farmgate) is meeting a desired 

outcome. 

 

3) What we will do if metrics aren’t available for a standard.  Our options appear to be using the 

best proxy metric we can find, drawing from other work such as the Stewardship Index for 

Specialty Crops, or developing a metric ourselves with expert advice.  We observed that some 

areas of metric development (such as some environmental impacts of agriculture) seem more 

advanced than others (such as those dealing with social justice, community well-being or waste 

management). 

 

4) How much flexibility is desirable, in adherence to a standard.  There was general agreement that 

the Sustainable Agriculture Standard should be accessible by any grower and encourage 

movement along a trajectory of change toward greater sustainability.  Growers work under 

different environmental constraints and in different social contexts.  Broad accessibility means 



that metrics have to focus on the key impacts that are important to sustainability, not details 

that may vary from crop to crop or region to region.  There is a tension between precision 

(important to show that change is really happening) and generality (important to allow any 

farmer to apply the standard), and we will need to work with that on a standard-by-standard 

basis.   

 

5) Whether we will choose single metrics or a number of metrics applicable to a standard.  The 

sense of the Task Force on this issue is that reducing the metrics to the best ones available is the 

goal, but we may want to offer alternate metrics for a given standard to allow for different 

geographic  conditions. 

 

6) Whether the metrics should be “technology neutral”.  The sense of most Task Force members is 

that considerations about this issue should be made by the entire Standards Committee, not a 

single Task Force.   However, the technology should be noted in metrics if it affects the type or 

scale of impacts on sustainability. 

 

7) How much detail is needed on each metric.  Different Task Force members gave examples of 

documentation for metrics, but we did not reach a decision about the level of detail that is 

necessary.  However, it seems that the criteria are providing enough detail for credibility and to 

ensure that metrics are used appropriately, and not more.  In the spreadsheet of metrics used 

by other agricultural standards systems, we planned to provide links to documents where a 

metric is explained. 

 

8) Whether metrics on product quality should be included.  We considered food safety and other 

quality attributes, and did not reach a decision.  Some Task Force members thought this 

belonged in the social sustainability category;  some felt that it is outside the domain of 

sustainability.  Sustainability seems to be a value that goes beyond basic product safety and 

quality, however:  if the products are not of good quality, then whether they are sustainably 

produced or not will not be very important to end-users. 

 

9) Which criteria must be met by all metrics.  We reviewed the criteria that the Stewardship Index 

for Specialty Crops developed and were in basic agreement with them (most are reflected at 

some place in these notes).   We considered additional criteria:  international recognition, high 

reliability, ease of measurement at the farm level. 

 

 

Task Force recommendations* 

 

Recommendations on the use of metrics by the Standards Committee: 

- Metrics should reflect the aspects of sustainability (environmental, social and economic) that 

the Standards Committee determines are most important and most highly-placed in a hierarchy 

of sustainability attributes.  

- Metrics should be of sufficient precision that it is possible to determine where a farm or other 

business is on a trajectory toward greater sustainability, as operationalized in the Sustainable 

Agriculture Standards. 

- Each standard should be supported by an appropriate metric that will show whether the 

standard is met (if presence/absence) or the extent to which it is met (if a spectrum of outcomes 

is possible or qualitative responses are appropriate). 



- Metrics should be documented with their source (if already in common use) or well justified by 

references to scientific literature (if not already in common use). 

 

Recommendations on how the Standards Committee should proceed with regards to metrics 

development: 

- We recommend that the Standards Committee set up a Subcommittee to continue metrics 

work.  Its tasks should include comparison of metrics used by other agricultural standard 

systems that have been identified by the Reference Document Task Force as being most similar 

to the purposes of the Sustainable Agriculture Standards, quality assessment of these metrics, 

recommendations of the best metric(s) in each category of the Sustainable Agriculture 

Standard, and justification of those recommendations based on scientific literature. 

- Categories of metric development should be consistent with categories used by the Reference 

Documents Task Force to compare existing standards systems. 

- In developing metrics, aim for outcome measurements but recognize that process or practice 

may be preferable in some cases. 

- In developing metrics, aim for those that are accessible to all producers and avoid “all or 

nothing” metrics that depend on features of the farm or environment that a farmer cannot 

control. 

- At the current stage of standards development (in which we are focusing on on-farm 

production), ensure that farmers are able to collect the metrics and that data collection takes as 

little time and effort as possible, while being accurate, adequate to assess whether the standard 

is met, and verifiable. 

 

Recommendations on how the Standards Committee should proceed to ensure consistent use of terms: 

- We recommend that the Standards Committee designate preparation of a glossary as the task of 

one of the new Subcommittees that it forms.  The Metrics & Methodology Task Force has 

created a template and initial glossary, but this needs more work to be useful to the Standards 

Committee. 

- Each term in the glossary should have a definition from a referenced source.  Where terms are 

being used consistently across other standards systems, we should use them in the same way. 

 

 

 

 

* This document was approved by the Standards Committee on May 28, 2009. The recommendations in 

this document serve as reference only and should be read under the full context of the scope 

recommendations passed by the Committee on May 27, 2009. 


