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1 life cycles are literally infinite, and global

Kit-Kat supply chain, Created on February 5, 2013 by benperkins3136 on 

free.sourcemap.com
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2 In social LCA, it is difficult to predict where most contributing 
parts are in a life cycle

• outside of sphere of influence
• harsh impacts like forced child work – even small 

occurrences are important

e.g., 
Finish mines, indicator ‘fatal accidents in the workplace’: 
most important is the Chinese machinery sector 
(delivering to the mines).
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3 Collecting the entire life cycle information in the course of 
one case study is practically impossible

• notebook computer study, GreenDelta, 2010: 6 
months, 450 pages report, ~ 50 processes
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4 There is more “volatility” in social LCA information 
compared to other LC approaches

• severe violators of OSHA (occ. safety & health 
administration), USA, public quarterly log
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5 social indicators are diverse
• they are qualitative, semi-quantitative, and quantitative
• they can be positive or (most of them are) negative



Challenges – social issues

▪ Dynamic, cause-effect relations among social and socio-
economic risks and impacts

▪ How to understand the local context
▪ Complementarity with the other sustainability dimensions
▪ How to measure issues expressed in a qualitative way
▪ Data quality
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1 Indicator risks 
are reported instead of blunt values to quantify social impacts

(“risk” here is not the technical term in risk management, 
i.e. not occurrence impact times chance, but more 
“layman’s language”)

intentionally more vague than potential impacts in 
environmental
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• cannot be predictive, 
• cannot contain fully correct assessment models that 

directly determine decisions..
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Social LCA databases 
• cannot be predictive, 
• cannot contain fully correct assessment models that 

directly determine decisions..

..but they are an important, and I think the only, way to 
obtain full life cycle information in social LCA. 
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The use case for social LCA databases is different from 
environmental LCA databases, and has different 
requirements on the database.
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• provide information in a screening about hot spots 
that then need to be further investigated

• typically a database is added to a foreground system 
model where more specific information is collected
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• provide information in a screening about hot spots 
that then need to be further investigated

• typically a database is added to a foreground system 
model where more specific information is collected

Ciroth, A., Eisfeldt, F. (2016): Social Life 
Cycle Impact Assessment & S-LCA of the
Nicaragua Canal Project, presentation, 
sLCA 2016, Cambridge MA, 14.06.2016
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• provide information in a screening about hot spots 
that then need to be further investigated

• typically a database is added to a foreground system 
model where more specific information is collected

• indicators between foreground and background 
system must be aligned



The generic use case of social LCA databases
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• provide information in a screening about hot spots that then 
need to be further investigated

• hot spot detected – further action



The generic use case of social LCA databases, 
hot spot: fair salary, t-shirt supply chain
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• provide information in a screening about hot spots that then 
need to be further investigated

• hot spot detected – further action

• no hot spot detected - does not mean certainty 
that “all is good”

• positive impacts: hot spot detected -> does not 
necessarily mean that “all is good”



The generic use case of social LCA databases
Hot spot detected ->actions, 1
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• get further information
• more specific information 

(sector –> specific supplier)

• check also data quality of the database if available 
(reported case more important than “extrapolated 
estimation”)

• if hot spot is confirmed -> take action (2)



The generic use case of social LCA databases
Hot spot detected ->actions, 2
Rose cutting & packaging, Ecuador
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Franze, J., Ciroth, A. (2011): A comparison of cut roses from Ecuador and the Netherlands, in: 
The International Journal of Life Cycle Assessment, 16/4 (2011), p. 366 – 379,
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“Social conditions considered, it could make sense to produce roses in 
Ecuador: Plantations generate jobs in rural regions with high poverty, where 

one third of the population lives. If these jobs were paid in a fair manner and if 

working conditions were improved in general, living conditions in Ecuador 

could be greatly improved. For example, with the aid of better payment, child 

labour would be avoided and a better education enabled. Education reduces 

poverty and generates a higher income. Increased buying power fosters local 

economy, which in turn enables the government to invest in welfare system, 

health care, education, and so on. Hence, flower production could contribute to 

the development of the whole country.”

Franze, J., Ciroth, A. (2011): A comparison of cut roses from Ecuador and the Netherlands, in: 
The International Journal of Life Cycle Assessment, 16/4 (2011), p. 366 – 379,
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• if hot spot is confirmed -> take action
• switch supplier, or
• improve situation at supplier



The generic use case of social LCA databases
Hot spot confirmed -> take action
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this requires: 
• a unit process based database (otherwise it is not clear 

where to get further information, where to take 
action)
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this requires: 
• a unit process based database (otherwise it is not clear 

where to get further information, where to take 
action)

• data quality is helpful

• raw data is helpful in case you do not fully support 
risk-assessments performed for the database (also for 
transparency reasons)



Use cases
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Environmental LCA (ILCD handbook, 2010)



Use cases
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for social LCA & databases

• product comparisons
• organization comparisons
• full country or region comparisons
• product accounting (descriptive)
• organization accounting (descriptive)
• fully country or region accounting (descriptive)
• hot spot identification, in supply chains
• hot spot identification, in regions
• supply chain due diligence (parts of)
• supply chain improvements
• calculation of decision effects, policy
• calculation of decision effects, businesses



Use cases
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Calculation of decision effects, businesses

• location of a new plant
• procurement
• product design
• ...

• decision about reporting measures, supplier programs, 
.. -> “where to pay attention”



Summary & conclusions
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Collaboration needed: What are use cases for social LCA, 
and their requirements 

Databases are one important puzzle piece but not able to 
provide the “final answer” in social LCA decision support

Social LCA databases are not a measurement system but 
a screening tool; using the databases requires some 
expertise..

..and is (maybe) somewhat different from environmental 
LCA results and databases



Summary & conclusions
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(and maybe also not – also in env. databases, no strict 
measurements?)

https://348shotwellwat
erchallenge.wordpress.c
om/2015/02/26/answer
s-to-first-days-
questions-about-water-
footprint/



Summary & conclusions
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Mandatory features of a social LCA database
• unit process based
• supports indicators of interest

A database is better suited if
• it is recent, complete
• transparent
• shows sources and raw values

And overall, it would be very interesting to further 
explore the use case side of social LCA databases more in 
detail
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