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Abstract 

This study investigates how the new RSPO Independent Smallholder Standard affects the institutional 

infrastructure of the Colombian sustainable palm oil sector, and if it can increase the influence of 

smallholders in  the RSPO certification. Through the theoretical framework of institutional 

infrastructure the dominant institutional infrastructure elements and institutional logics in the field 

were identified. Based on 17 interviews with actors within the sustainable palm oil industry the main 

challenges were discovered. A thorough analysis and discussion revealed how the RSPO Independent 

Smallholder Standard could influence the institutional infrastructure of the field and inclusion of 

smallholders in the RSPO. It was discovered that the new standard will influence some institutional 

elements and can increase the inclusion of smallholders to some extent, but fails to create change 

within the institutional infrastructure. It will therefore neglect the structural influence, which prevent 

smallholders from obtaining RSPO certification. This paper adds to the literature on smallholder 

inclusion in the RSPO and contributes to the literature gap on sustainable palm oil production in 

regions outside of South East Asia.    
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Visual Abstract  

 

Research question: How can the RSPO ISH Standard affect the institutional 
infrastructure in the Colombian Palm Oil industry and increase inclusion of 
smallholders?

Main findings
The RSPO ISH Standard cannot affect the institutional infrastructure in the Colombian 
setting, but it can increase the inclusion of smallholders to some extent.  

Dominant institutional infrastructure elements

• The informal governance body 

• The organisational model

• The collective interest groups

• The relational channel 

• Norms and status differentiators

Philosophy of Science 
Scientific realism

• Theories can give true descriptions of 
observable as well as unobservable 
aspects of a mind-independent world.

• Theory can generate knowledge 
about the world 

Research design 
Qualitative research method  

• Case study

• 17 semi structured interviews 

• Coding in Nvivo

Theoretical framework
This theory allows to analyse the organisation of institutional infrastructure elements in the 
organisational field and how these affect the positioning of the different actors. 

Institutional logics are generally perceived dominating or contested and affect the elements 
and their conditions of the field

Research Problem: The inclusion of smallholders has been an ongoing problem 
in the field of sustainable palm oil. The adoption of the RSPO Independent 
Smallholder Standard is the newest strategy to accommodate this.   
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1. Introduction  
 

Palm oil is an increasingly popular crop worldwide. It has recently become the most consumed 

vegetable oil in the world (Shahbandeh M. , 2020). This is partly due to the fact that it is easy to grow 

in most climates and highly profitable. Palm oil is used in a large variety of products like chocolate 

and cosmetics. It is extracted from the oil palm fruits, which grow in countries with a tropical climate. 

The leading producer countries are Indonesia, Malaysia and Thailand, which are all located in South 

East Asia. Most palm oil production takes place in this region. Colombia is the 4th largest producer 

and the biggest one in  Latin America (Shahbandeh M. , 2020). These countries  can all be classified 

as emerging markets and developing economies (International Monetary Fund, 2019), and are 

characterised by missing governance and legislation in certain areas like agriculture. This lack of 

governance can lead to poor production practices.  

  

The palm oil industry is facing multiple issues connected to the social and environmental aspect of 

the production. This includes deforestation and destruction of biodiversity. Social issues involve child 

labour and exploitation of workers (WWF, 2020). Thus, palm oil has gained a negative image. As a 

response to the bad reputation, many companies and organisations have begun to engage in 

sustainability to promote better production practices in the palm oil industry (RSPO, 2019).   

 

To accommodate this, the Roundtable on Sustainable Palm Oil (“RSPO”) was founded in 2004. The 

purpose of the RSPO is to transform markets and make sustainable palm oil the norm. They have 

developed certifications to ensure a global standard for production which consists of economic, 

environmental and social criteria to ensure that all palm oil producers are sustainable through the 

entire value chain (RSPO, 2019) .                                                                                                          

 

There are different problematics related to the production of sustainable palm oil which can be 

explored. The environmental aspect has taken up a lot of space in the sustainable palm oil debate in 

the RSPO, and less attention has been paid to the social perspective of the production. In the literature, 

the inclusion of smallholders in the RSPO has been one of the main challenges and still remains so. 

The presence of smallholders is limited in the RSPO and have been criticised by scholars and NGOs 

working with them  (Cheyns E. , 2011, Ruysschaert & Salles, 2016). The RSPO themselves 
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recognises the importance of smallholders and the need for improvement in order to better include 

them (RSPO, 2018).  

 

Smallholders make up a significant part of the palm oil production worldwide. Globally there are 

more than 3 million smallholders accounting for 40% of the global production (RSPO, 2020).  Due 

to their significant role in the palm oil industry, the smallholders can affect the sustainable 

transformation of the sector. Only 9% of the global certified palm oil is produced by smallholders. 

There is a big potential in promoting sustainability by making smallholders sustainable (RSPO, 2020).  

 

In 2019, the RSPO approved a new Independent Smallholder Standard (“RSPO ISH Standard”) to 

accommodate this critique and facilitate the certification of smallholders. The objective of this 

standard is to include the smallholders by accommodating the context of this group (RSPO, 2018). 

With the recent implementation of this standard, the area of smallholder inclusion in sustainable 

production is relevant to investigate. The focus this paper will be based on this topic. 

 

1.1 Colombia 

Most palm oil production is located in South East Asia, hence the majority research on the topic of 

sustainable palm oil is focusing on Indonesia and Malaysia. Only few scholars focus on Latin 

America despite the increasing production of palm oil in this region.  

 

The Colombian palm oil sector is highly influenced by the geographic location and history of the 

country. Colombia is a former Spanish colony, and has a history of long periods of instability, conflict 

and civil war. The latest one referred to, as the “Colombian Civil Conflict”, came to a temporary end 

in 2016 when the Colombian government and the Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia 

(“FARC”) entered a peace agreement (Felter & Renwick, 2017). The conflicts over the past decades 

have resulted in paramilitary groups gaining control in especially rural areas, which is characterised 

by poverty, agriculture and poor infrastructure. The farmers in these areas have limited access to other 

markets due to the lack of infrastructure connecting them the rest of Colombia. Additionally, the 

poverty in rural areas in Colombia constitutes around 1/3 of the population (The World Bank, 2019). 

Many of these are employed in the agricultural sector.  
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Subsequently, the long period of political instability has ties in the unequal distribution of wealth and 

the illicit trade of cocaine, which still remains a central problem in Colombia (McGreevey, Gilmore, 

Garavito, Kline, & Parsons, 2020). The coca farming takes place in the same areas as oil palm 

cultivation, and the illegal groups are thus also present in these areas. The gains from coca production 

is higher compared to the oil palm growing, and it is therefore difficult for farmers to compete with 

the illicit crop in these areas.  

 

The oil palm cultivation can be divided into four main regions. These are known as the Northern 

Zone, Central Zone, Eastern Zone, and are displayed on the map below. Due to the size of Colombia, 

these regions are very different in terms of climate and vegetation. There is also differences in culture 

among the different regions (Castiblanco, Etter, & Aide, 2013).  This paper will focus on the national 

level of palm oil production.  
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(p.174 (Castiblanco, Etter, & Aide, 2013) 
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The palm oil industry is dominant in Colombia, and is in continuous growth. The sector is primarily 

ruled by non-certified palm oil, but Colombian palm oil producers are increasingly becoming 

sustainable.  Most palm oil is consumed nationally, while the majority of the certified palm oil is 

exported. The international market has an important influence on Colombia and hold an essential role 

for promoting the sustainable production practices. Europe is the main importer of certified palm oil 

from Colombia  (Mendoza, 2020).  

 

The overall amount of certified palm oil accounts for 20% of the total Colombian production 

(Fedepalma, 2019), but it is rapidly increasing. In 2014 sustainable production accounted for only 5% 

which show that the sector is rapidly moving towards increased sustainable production (Hilbert, 

Goretti Esquivel , & Brounen, 2019). A unique characteristic of the palm oil industry in Colombia is 

the presence of the National Federation of Oil Palm Growers of Colombia “Fedepalma”. Fedepalma 

is an industry organisation working closely with palm oil producers aimed at increasing their 

competitiveness, while promoting sustainable production among them. This shows a sector-wide 

focus on advancing sustainable practices. 

 

Moreover, the smallholders play an important role in the Colombian industry as they account for 82% 

of the producers in Colombia. At the same time, smallholders are highly underrepresented in the 

sustainable sector. Only 5,5% of smallholders are certified (Hilbert, Goretti Esquivel , & Brounen, 

2019). The inclusion of smallholders is therefore essential to keep up with the sustainable 

transformation of the sector. 

 

 

1.2 Research question 

With the adaptation of the new RSPO Independent Smallholder Standard it is relevant to investigate 

the influence this can have on the inclusion of smallholders.  

Colombia is a country with an increased focus on sustainable production of palm oil and a high 

percentage of non-certified smallholders. The paper will examine the RSPO ISH Standard in 

Colombia and how it can affect the smallholders in this market. We furthermore hope to contribute 

to the literature gap with further studies on the Latin American region of palm oil. In order to conduct 

the study on the theme above we have formulated the following research question 
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How can the RSPO ISH standard affect the institutional infrastructure in the Colombian Palm Oil 

industry and increase inclusion of smallholders? 

 

To answer the research question we will undertake interviews, which will serve as primary data in 

our thesis. The purpose of the interviews is to gain insights on challenges the  Colombian smallholders 

are facing in connection with certification and how the different actors are supporting them. The first 

part of the research question relates to our theoretical framework, in which we examine the effect of 

a new RSPO standard in the Colombian institutional infrastructure. This is relevant in order to get a 

sense of the effect the smallholder standard can have on smallholders, and how this standard can 

affect the institutional infrastructure. The second part of the research question relates to how this 

standard can affect the inclusion of smallholders, which previous literature have identified as one of 

the key challenges. This is also one of the main problems in the RSPO, and this new initiative’s effect 

is therefore interesting to examine. We will conduct the research in the Colombian context. The 

research will therefore include relevant stakeholders which are present in the Colombian palm oil 

industry. The RSPO certification have been selected as it is the most recognised certification scheme 

within palm oil in Colombia. We recognise the existence of other types of certifications, but they will 

not be included due to a limitation of scope. 

 

1.3 Structure  

The thesis is structured in the following way. First chapter is an introduction to the topic and research 

question. Second chapter includes a literature review of academic research done in the area of 

sustainable palm oil and a more in-depth introduction to the RSPO and the new RSPO Independent 

Smallholder Standard. Thirdly, we will introduce the theoretical framework. Chapter four will explain 

our philosophy of science. The fifth chapter will elaborate on the choice of methodology and data 

collection. The sixth chapter will present and analyse the results. In the seventh section the findings 

will be discussed in relation to the theoretical framework. Lastly, a conclusion will be presented in 

chapter seven. 
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2. Literature review  
 

2.1 Topic description 

Our study is focusing on sustainable production of sustainable palm oil in Colombia with a particular 

focus on the activities of different actors such as corporations, NGOs and the RSPO as well as the 

inclusion of smallholders into the RSPO. In the following sections we will define palm oil, sustainable 

palm oil and present a literature review of academic research done in the area of sustainable palm oil. 

We will introduce multi-stakeholder initiatives and  as here hereof the Roundtable on Sustainable 

Palm Oil and their role in sustainable palm oil production. We will also review the early efforts in 

engaging smallholders prior to the independent smallholder standard. We will end our chapter with a 

comparison of  two certification the Independent Smallholder Standard and RSPO Next certification.  

 

2.2 Sustainability 

In order to explain sustainability this must first be described. This paper takes on the definition of 

Bruntland “…development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of 

future generations to meet their own needs” (United Nations, 1987). Many scholars refer to 

sustainability as tripartite figure as which encompasses the economic, environmental and social 

factors. These three aspects are often intersecting with one another as demonstrated in figure 2.1 

(Purvis, Mao, & Robinson, 2019). 

 

Figure 1: The three aspects of sustainability 

(Source: p. 682 (Purvis, Mao, & Robinson, 2019). 
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The mix of environmental and socio-economic elements have sparked debate, but it is generally 

accepted and recognised. It is discussed that economic and environmental sustainability tends to be 

favoured which is a downside in this model (Giddings, Bill, & O'Brien, 2002). But the need for all 

three aspect is necessary to create a full sustainable development (Mulligan, 2015). We acknowledge 

the environmental, social and economic aspect of sustainability, and refer to initiatives that are 

conducted in all three areas.   

Giddings et al. (2002) also underlines the multifaceted meaning of sustainability which can be 

interpreted to meaning almost anything that anyone want.  But as stated by the Brundtland report, 

sustainability is about creating equity in the present (inter-generational) and in the future (inter-

generational (United Nations, 1987). 

 

2.3 Palm oil  

Palm oil is produced from the oil palm fruits that grow on oil palms in the tropics, mainly concentrated 

in Indonesia, Malaysia, West Africa and Latin America (WWF, 2020). The fruits are harvested by 

farmers and sold to mills and crushers who process the fruits into oil. From here, it is sold to 

manufacturers and retailers around the world. The largest exporters are Indonesia and Malaysia, 

followed by Guatemala and Colombia (Shahbandeh M. , 2020).  

Oil palm fruits are an important crop, as it is easy to grow on different types of land, but it can only 

grow in tropical areas. Due to its many uses, it is in high demand. It is used in a variety of industries, 

and in products such as cooking oil, biofuel, cosmetics, soaps, ice cream and many more (RSPO, 

2012). Oil palm fruits offer a maximum output in comparison to other vegetable oils such as rapeseed, 

sunflower or soybean, leading to the oil palm industry growing rapidly (Market Study Report LLC, 

2019), and it has recently become the most consumed vegetable oil worldwide (Shahbandeh M. , 

2020). Palm oil is especially important in many developing countries because it is a cheap commodity 

(WWF, 2020).  

  

Palm oil production is often criticized because it has led to deforestation in many areas (RSPO, 2012). 

As palm oil production is mostly located in tropical areas, a lot of the deforestation is affecting tropical 

rainforest and other types of carbon rich peat soils, which leads to a high outlet of greenhouse gasses 

into the atmosphere. The deforestation also destroys the habitats and thereby further threaten the 

existence of endangered species (WWF, 2020). Given the tropical nature where oil palm grows, most 
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of the palm oil production takes place in countries with a tropical climate. Some of them, like 

Malaysia, Indonesia, and Colombia are characterised by being countries in development, hence 

developing countries. In developing countries, workers’ rights and safety regulations are not always 

respected, and palm oil producers have been criticised for not protecting human rights. Amnesty 

International highlights examples such as the use of child labour, unsafe working conditions, the use 

of forced labour and gender discrimination (Amnesty International UK, 2020). This shows the 

complexity of palm oil production, and the necessity of creating sustainable standards for the actors 

in the industry and secure compliance. This also stresses the importance of having a diverse approach 

to palm oil certification in order to cover both environmental and social issues. 

The RSPO certification seeks to respond to these issues by creating a standard that reduces clearing 

of primary forest, monitors greenhouse gas emissions, limits planting on peat, respect workers’ rights 

and conserve biodiversity (RSPO, 2018).  

 

There are several incentives to engage in sustainable palm oil production from both the top and the 

bottom of the value chain. One is economic gain as the producer can charge a premium in the efforts 

of ensuring that the product has been sustainably made. In this way, he can respond to the sensitivity 

in customer choice and gain economically by adjusting to sustainable production (Furumo, Rueda, 

Rodríguez, & Ramos, 2019).  

 

This is applicable to larger producers, however, not limited hereto. The economic incentive can also 

be a driver for small scale producers in switching to sustainable production. They can be motivated 

by price premiums, environmental conservation, and better cooperation and loyalty with 

manufacturers (Furumo, Rueda, Rodríguez, & Ramos, 2019). However, unless they are rewarded by 

their buyers i.e. mills, changing to sustainable production is a costly and long process, and 

consequently many small-scale farmers might not do it.  

 

Furthermore, another incentive for growers, mills and larger producers to engage in sustainable 

production could be the access to the European market, which is one of the largest importers of palm 

oil. Recently, many countries within the EU has committed to importing 100% sustainable palm oil 

from 2020 (The Sustainable Trade Initiative, 2020). This could potentially have an extensive 

influence and effect on the global market by putting pressure on all types of producers in changing to 

sustainable production.  
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2.4 Multi-stakeholder initiatives  

Multi-stakeholder initiatives have come to play an essential role in sustainable production. Multi 

stakeholder initiatives (“MSI”) are private and civil society actors who pursue their common goals 

through joint action (Dolan & Opondo, 2005; O’Rourke, 2006: in (Gereffi & Lee, 2016)). MSIs 

provide a form of collective self-regulation in areas where governments are either “…unwilling or 

incapable providing adequate regulation at the national or global level” (Matten & Crane, 2005).  

 

The MSIs often seek to respond to global sustainability challenges by developing voluntary standards 

and principles that members must adhere to in order to become members. Members of the initiative 

co-create standards and principles that they voluntarily commit to and, thus, allows them to respond 

to governance gaps and go “…beyond local governmental regulation to address issues…” (Zeyen, 

Beckmann, & Wolters, 2016). The purpose of these standards is to define norms for corporate 

behaviour and to meet and ensure legitimacy of important stakeholders (Zeyen, Beckmann, & 

Wolters, 2016). MSIs are characterised by being informal institutions meaning they are “socially 

shared rules…that are created, communicated, and enforced outside of officially sanctioned 

channels” ( p. 727, North 1990; O’Donnell 1996; Carey 2000; Lauth 2000; in (Helmke & Levitsky, 

2004)). This is in contrast to formal institutions that consist of rules and procedures which are created 

and enforced by official channels like state institutions (Helmke & Levitsky, 2004).   

 

Academic literature reveals that one of the main critiques of MSI is legitimacy, which refers to 

gaining social acceptance by fulfilling prevailing norms of appropriate behaviour (Zeyen, Beckmann, 

& Wolters, 2016). However, Zeyen et al. (2016) argue that an MSI can gain legitimacy through 

“proto-institutions” which are early adaptations of the MSI. In order to become accepted as a 

legitimate institutions, these proto-institutions must be spread as widely as possible. Once this proto-

institution has emerged to such an extent the that the MSI standard or norm is adopted through 

membership, the MSI can be treated as an institution itself. Therefore, it becomes more difficult for 

non-members (non-adopters) to resist joining, because it leads to an institutional pressure that push 

forward  “…specific widely accepted behaviours” (p.345 (Zeyen, Beckmann, & Wolters, 2016)) in a 

given environment. This means that the more members of the MSI, the greater institutionalisation of 

the standard, which solves the legitimacy issue.  
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Besides legitimacy, lack of participation from all stakeholder groups have also been under criticism 

of the MSIs. Scholars like Cheyns and Ponte (2013) found that key stakeholders in the private MSI 

“Roundtable on Sustainable Palm Oil” (“RSPO”) were not participating. This lack of representation 

can be linked back to legitimacy because the norms of corporate behaviour might not benefit all 

important stakeholders. Contributing to this point of view, scholars like Ruysschaert & Salles (2016) 

have examined NGOs’ roles in the RSPO. Ruysschaert & Salles distinguish between four different 

types of strategies NGOs can obtain to affect the decisions in the RSPO. The different strategies are 

collaborative, opportunistic, opponent and sceptic, which they can utilise based on the resources they 

mobilise and the conservation goals they have. Ruysschaert & Salles (2016) criticise the RSPO, for 

limiting and, in some cases, preventing NGOs from employing the strategies to reach their initial 

goals. Thus, this leads to a lack of participation of NGOs, which in the end affects their stakeholders’ 

interests. 

 

2.5 The Roundtable on Sustainable Palm Oil (RSPO) 

The Roundtable on Sustainable Palm Oil (“RSPO”) is an multi-stakeholder initiative that was founded 

in 2004 as a collaboration between NGOs, companies and associations (RSPO, 2019). The RSPO 

was formed as a response to prevent some of the negative impacts from palm oil production like 

deforestation, and promoting more sustainable production practices to help preserve biodiversity and 

respect the livelihood of rural communities in palm oil-producing countries. Today, the RSPO works 

with different types of actors related to the production of palm oil. These include growers, oil 

processors, food companies, retailers, NGOs and investors all working towards a sustainable palm oil 

production (RSPO, 2019). 

 

The RSPO consists of the General Assembly, Board of Governors (“BoG”), Standing Committee, 

RSPO secretariat and the Complaints and Appeals Board. Central to the RSPO organisation is the 

BoG that consists of 16 members chosen by the General Assembly for 2 years at a time (RSPO, 2020). 

On a global scale, the RSPO has around 4600 members (RSPO, 2019), who represent different links 

throughout the supply chain. RSPO has developed a set of principles and criteria that must be 

complied with in order to become RSPO certified. The certification works as an assurance to the end-

customer that the standard of palm oil production is sustainable (RSPO, 2020).  Ponte and Cheyns 

(2013) argue that a certification is an important driver in promoting sustainable production, because 

it can be used in influence consumer choices, hence put pressure on companies to shift towards 
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sustainable production. This links back to the incentives and why a producer should engage in 

sustainable production.  

 

Three years after the RSPO was founded, the first shipment of certified sustainable palm oil (“CSPO”) 

arrived in the Netherlands. In 2011, 10% of the global palm oil production was certified (RSPO, 

2019) and this rose to 18% in 2014. The increasing consumption of sustainable palm oil has also led 

to countries like the Netherlands and Scandinavian countries to committing to importing 100% 

sustainable palm oil by 2020 (The Sustainable Trade Initiative, 2020) 

 

Since its origin in 2004, the RSPO has worked towards promoting sustainable palm oil production 

leading to a certification reflecting the core principles and criteria. This certification has been widely 

adopted by producers all over the world. Therefore, it can be concluded that the RSPO has had a 

significant influence and success in promoting sustainable palm oil production. Additionally, this has 

also led to a commitment from several European countries in committing to sustainable palm oil 

import.    

 

In addition to the abovementioned, the RSPO founded RSPO Next in 2015, which is a voluntary add-

on criteria for already certified members seeking to go beyond the minimum P&C. In 2019, they 

adopted the independent smallholder standard. Both RSPO Next and the independent smallholder 

standard sets out to include smallholders to become certified palm oil producers and part of the RSPO 

ecosystem. However, the RSPO Next has broader focus than just smallholder inclusion.   

 

In the following sections, we will go into depth with the early efforts adopted by the RSPO to include 

smallholders in the RSPO certification. First, we will introduce RSPO credits followed by RSPO 

Next. Subsequently, we will present smallholders and the scope of the independent smallholder 

standard. We will end our review with a comparison of RSPO Next and the independent smallholder 

standard. The purpose is to illustrate the differences and similarities between an early effort and a 

new contribution which will form the basis for our analysis.    

 

2.5.1 Early efforts to engage smallholders in the RSPO  

The RSPO credit system is one of the early efforts to include smallholders in the RSPO.  One RSPO 

Credit equals to one tonne of certified sustainable palm oil, certified sustainable palm kernel oil or 
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certified sustainable palm kernel expeller specifically produced by independent smallholders (RSPO, 

2016). The credit seeks to benefit the producer by adding a premium to the price in return for the 

producer assuring that the one tonne of palm is produced according to the RSPO principles and 

criteria.  

 

The RSPO Credit system was setup so certified producers could sell their palm oil online on the 

RSPO “Palm Trace Platform” (RSPO, 2016). For each tonne of sustainable palm oil produced, the 

producer will be awarded one credit. The credit can be bought from buyers through the credit system 

and will create a price premium to the farmer. The buyer will  RSPO Credits label, which can be used 

on the products at the consumer end.  This label differs from the original RSPO certification label, 

because it allows buyers to offset their non-certified palm oil. The credit secures investment in the 

sustainable palm oil supply chain. In cases where the seller cannot gain access to a certified buyer, 

the possibility of selling credits online can secure a price premium to the costs of converting (RSPO, 

2016).  

 

There are different types of credits, which can be categorised in three groups  

1. Certified Palm Oil-(CSPO), Certified Palm Kernel- (CSPKE) and Certified Palm Kernel Oil 

(CSPKO) credits   

2. RSPO Next credits  

3. Independent Smallholder Credits (CSPO, CSPKE, CSPKO) 

 

The idea behind the credit system was to drive up consumer demand for more sustainable palm oil in 

the long term and letting both ends of the value chain benefit from the credit system through labels 

and premiums. However, it can be considered misleading in the sense that the buyer of the credits 

can use the label on products which have not been sustainably produced. At the producer end, the 

credit system still required the smallholder to be RSPO certified, thus leaving out all smallholders not 

RSPO certified.  

 

The RSPO Credit system might have worked in promoting sustainable palm oil at the retailer and 

consumer-end, hence driven up the demand for sustainable palm oil. Thus, despite having the 

objective to include more smallholders, it potentially had little or the opposite effect. The certification 

process can be considered a very comprehensive and costly process to a smallholder, so the credit 
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system might not work as a sole driver in becoming certified.  The following section will present the 

RSPO Next.   

 

2.5.2 RSPO Next 

RSPO Next (“Next”) was adopted in 2015 by the RSPO with the aim of improving the efforts of 

producers, suppliers and users of palm oil products who have already met the RSPO principles and 

certification criterion (RSPO, 2015). Thus, RSPO Next is a voluntary “add-on” criterion for palm oil 

producers who are already RSPO certified and have met and exceeded all the current requirements 

and guidance of the RSPO Principles and Criteria. There are five different components of Next which 

include: “No Deforestation, No Fire, No Planting on Peat, Reduction of GHGs, Respect for Human 

Rights and Transparency” (RSPO, 2015). Smallholders is included in the criteria of human rights 

where the companies must increase capacity building for smallholders in their value chain. The RSPO 

Next therefore goes beyond the P&Cs in regard to the smallholders, but is a limited part of the overall 

focus. 

 

RSPO Next is characterised by focusing on the practices of actors at the producing end of the supply 

chain, hence it applies to those practices on the ground, and how to produce sustainably based on the 

five additional impact areas. Although most of the requirements are closely linked to the core RSPO 

P&C, some of them are also conditional to the effort from the supply chain members. Thus, an effort 

from all links in the supply chain, from raw material suppliers and mills, are necessary to claim and 

obtain RSPO Next. The focus is at the downstream players of the supply chain, but the components 

are still applicable at an organisational level, the organisation’s wider supply base, including 

investment and joint ventures as well. 

 

The wider scope of RSPO Next also requires a more comprehensive type of auditing to ensure that 

the organisation turns its policies into actions. Therefore, RSPO Next includes a more elaborate third-

party auditing to verify these actions on the ground. Along with the independent third-party auditing, 

there is also the RSPO Certification Body (“CB”). The CB is responsible for auditing the compliance 

of indicators within each category.   

 

The certification process is two stepped and has no set timeframe. However, before a company or 

supply chain member can start participating in RSPO Next, a minimum of 60% of all mills in their 
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control must be successfully certified to the RSPO P&C (RSPO, 2015). They can start claiming RSPO 

Next once 30% of the mills and supply bases have been certified to the RSPO Next standard. Once 

the organisation starts participating in RSPO Next, it must report on the following figures on an 

annual basis: 

 

• Total palm oil production  

• Total RSPO certified production by category 

• Total RSPO Next production by category 

 

As mentioned earlier, the RSPO Next is closely linked to the core P&C, and must therefore reference 

the integration of this in its annual reporting while including a separate audit report and response too 

(RSPO, 2015).  

 

In conclusion, RSPO Next is an add-on voluntary standard to the RSPO P&C. It covers five additional 

categories and includes independent third-party auditing, compliance auditing as well as annual 

reporting on progress. Although the RSPO is still challenged in the environmental area, the social 

perspective seem to be an ongoing challenge as well. This is exemplified in the area of smallholders 

and their lack of inclusion. In the next section we will introduce the smallholders and the challenges 

they are facing in the RSPO. Next we will present the smallholder standard and compare it to RSPO 

Next.  

 

2.6 Smallholders  

Smallholders can be defined by the size of the land he farms where the total size oil palm production 

area “is smaller or equal to 50 hectares (ha)… or smaller or equal to the maximum size defined in 

National Interpretations”(p.7 (RSPO, 2019).  Although there is no precise number of smallholders 

in Colombia, it is estimated to be around 6000. In total they constitute around 83% of the farmers in 

Colombia (Hilbert, Goretti Esquivel , & Brounen, 2019).  

 

The RSPO distinguishes between two types of smallholder farmers; “independent smallholders” and 

“scheme smallholders”. They are both defined by the area of the production. The independent 

smallholder can be characterised by having enforceable decision-making power on the production 

practices and on the land, including the freedom to decide how to “…utilise the land, type of crops to 
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plant and how to manage them” (p.7 (RSPO, 2019) and is “…not contractually bound to any 

particular mill or any particular association”(p.3 (RSPO, 2019)) In contrary the scheme smallholder 

does not possess this decision-making power.   

 

Table 1: Difference between independent- and scheme smallholder 

Components Independent smallholder Scheme smallholder 

Size of land >=50 ha  X X 

Enforceable decision-making 

on production practices 

X  

Freedom to decide how to 

utilise land 

X  

Contractually bound to mill or 

credit agreement  

 X 

Source: own design  

 

RSPO has been criticised in many aspects, including the structure of the organisation and the 

certification process, one of which has led to an exclusion of smallholders. Authors like Cheyns 

(2014) criticises the RSPO and its lack of inclusiveness of small-scale farmers to express their voice 

in particular in the RSPO. The RSPO is aiming to create a bridge between farmers and companies, 

however, they fail to include them in the decision making. Cheyns argues that the RSPO process 

therefore leads to “discrediting of family farmers and local community voices” (p.440 (Cheyns E. , 

2014)) who would otherwise use the RSPO as a place of possible or prevented articulation between 

different formats of participation. Another example of exclusion is clear in the RSPO organisational 

structure, where the farmers do not have a seat at the BoG, but are instead represented by the 

smallholder standing committee (RSPO, 2018).  

 

However, the underrepresentation of smallholders in the RSPO prevents them from using their 

capabilities to use the forums and groups strategically. Instead, others are acting on their behalf which 

could be interpreted as a way of “silencing” the smallholders. Instead of them participating, other 

actors, like NGOs, can participate on their behalf. However, this can also present an issue because 

they might lack the local knowledge of issues and challenges the smallholders are facing.  
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Another example of the silencing or exclusion of the smallholders, can be seen in the interpretation 

of knowledge. Companies, organisations and international NGOs have a more theoretical type of 

knowledge whereas small scale farmers have a more practical type of knowledge which is closely 

linked to reality (Cheyns E. , 2011). This leads to a disconnection in terms of knowledge between 

firms, international NGOs and small scale farmers, and an exclusion of smallholders because the 

RSPO “favours or even exclusively recognises a single form of knowledge – knowledge based on 

“international expertise” – to the detriment of local knowledge” (p.19 (Cheyns E. , 2011)).  

 

This critique underlines some of the issues in regard to the inclusion of smallholders in the RSPO. If, 

this disconnection between the RSPO, NGOs and small-scale farmers holds true, it could further limit 

the inclusion of smallholders. The critique is focused on both scheme and independent smallholders, 

though the two types of small scale farmers are quite different. These point of views are not common 

for all NGOs nor scholars. Some NGOs are promoting the RSPO as a solution to more sustainable 

production and are working closely with the RSPO to improve conditions of the smallholders. This 

can be seen in the member structure of the RSPO (Solidaridad Network, 2018). 

It is clear that the inclusion of smallholders is far from satisfactory, why there are some disconnections 

between the RSPO and smallholders. These disconnections must be overcome to include the 

smallholders. The new RSPO Independent Smallholder Standard has been adopted as a way to better 

accommodate the RSPO certification to the smallholders context.  

 

2.7 RSPO Independent Smallholder Standard 

The RSPO Independent Smallholder Standard was adopted by the RSPO at the 16th General Assembly 

in Bangkok in November 2019. In 2017, a sub-group of the Principles and Criteria Review Task 

Force called Smallholder Interim Group (“SHIG”) was established. This group developed a 

simplified approach for smallholders. The work resulted the RSPO “Independent Smallholder 

Standard” with the objective of increasing the number of smallholders in the RSPO by lowering the 

entry barriers for smallholders.  

 

The smallholders are a diversified group with varying needs and concerns but through a new 

mechanism which takes the diversity in challenges and situations into consideration, the new standard 

should secure inclusion of more smallholders (p.4 (RSPO, 2019)), while adhering to the key pillars 

of RSPO known as Prosperity, People and Planet. In practice, the standard should work as a generic 
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document for smallholders who qualify as independent smallholders and are applicable for 

certification of sustainable palm oil production worldwide (RSPO, 2019). 

 

The requirements of the standard are simpler and more straight-forward and contain cost-effective 

tools that respond to the diversity, capacity and incentives for smallholders. To obtain the 

certification, the ISH standard requires the smallholder to be part of a group and exclude scheme 

smallholders. The group appoints a group manager who will be in charge of training, implementation 

and auditing for the group. This is also one of the main points of the simplification process, that 

simultaneously places a larger amount of responsibility on group managers (RSPO, 2019). In the end, 

the certificate is awarded to the group. 

 

The standard is divided into tree impact areas that each have an impact goal. Prosperity with the 

impact goal of a competitive, resilient, and sustainable sector, which relates to the first principle in 

the ISH standard. This refers to optimising productivity including positive impacts. The People 

impact area covers the second and third principle, whose overall goal is to secure sustainable 

livelihoods and poverty reduction as well protection, respect, and remediation of the Human Rights. 

In detail, this means to ensure legality and respect workers’ rights. The third impact area, Planet, 

relates to the  fourth principle of the ISH standard, where the main goal is to conserve, protect and 

enhance ecosystems that provide for the next generation (RSPO, 2019). The three impact areas and 

the associated principles are displayed in the illustration below.  
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Figure 2: The Independent Smallholder Standard’s impact areas  

 

 

(Source:pp.4-5 (RSPO, 2019)) 

 

The certification process has three phases: Eligibility, Milestone A and Milestone B. The smallholder 

must pass one phase within a given time limit in order to move to the next. Each phase contains a 

number of indicators which must be met. Compliance with Milestone B equals full compliance with 

the RSPO Independent Smallholder Standard.  
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Figure 3: Phased approach for smallholder certification against the ISH Standard   

 

 

(Source:p.15 (RSPO, 2019)) 

 

 

The process for an independent smallholder to become certified is illustrated above. Before the 

certification process begins, the smallholder must comply with the criterion of being an independent 

smallholder, and also be part of group. The group must be legally registered and have documented 

evidence to prove that the legal formation of the group is in line with the national legislation. The 

group must also appoint a group manager (RSPO, 2019).  

 

Different  indicators respond to the four principles of the standard for each step of the process. 19 

indicators are found in the eligibility phase alone, and these requirements must be  fulfilled before 

the smallholder can enter the certification process. An example of an indicator is displayed below and 

this refers to the third principle in the standard (respect workers’ rights and conditions):    

 

“3.1. E Smallholders commit to no use of forced labour and ensure that any use of forced labour on 
the farm is terminated at Eligibility. They provide information on the source of labour on the farm, 
including family, contract and hired labour” (p.25 (RSPO, 2019)) 

 

Once the smallholder group has fulfilled the requirements for entry, the group gains access to support 

and has a set time frame of  two years to comply with Milestone A. In contrary to the eligibility phase,  

Milestone A is focused on increasing awareness, educating and training the smallholders in the 

different impact areas. Once Milestone A has been achieved, the group will enter the final phase of 
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the standard, Milestone B. Milestone B is concentrated on employing the practices learned from 

Milestone A and documenting them (RSPO, 2019). 

 

The group manager has a significant role in the certification process because he is responsible for 

assessing the group members from the qualifying phase to Milestone B. In this role, he must ensure 

that the group members comply with the different indicators of the process. Once the group has 

qualified for entry, the group will also be audited by an independent third party. Complying with 

Milestone B requirements results in an RSPO certification (RSPO, 2019).  

 

The RSPO credits is also featured in the smallholder standard and allows the smallholder to allocate 

40% of the palm oil produced in the eligibility phase to RSPO Credits. This increases from 70% to 

100% in Milestone A and B respectively (RSPO, 2019).  

 

Above, we introduced the RSPO Independent Smallholder Standard and described the different 

phases, which the smallholders must comply with in order to receive the certification, in detail. 

Although the standard has a more simplified approach to the certification, the smallholders must 

comply with an extensive set of indicators within a set timeframe of three years. Additionally, the 

standard places a meaningful and important responsibility with the appointed group manager to assess 

the group members on all stages throughout the process. The RSPO Credits are featured in the 

standard and allows the smallholders to allocate a substantial part of the palm oil production to this 

throughout the process. 

 

In the following section we will compare the Independent Smallholder Standard to RSPO Next. We 

will compare the two initiatives to find similarities and differences.  

 

2.8 Comparison of RSPO Next and the Independent Smallholder standard  

In the previous sections we have introduced the RSPO Next and the new Independent Smallholder 

Standard. In this section we will compare them and their focus on smallholder inclusion.  

 

The main difference between RSPO Next and ISH standard is the entry level for the certification. 

RSPO Next is a voluntary add-on certification for companies or processors who are already RSPO 

certified in contrary to the ISH standard that is a simplified approach to becoming RSPO certified. 
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The purpose of smallholder inclusion is common for the two, however, they differ in their objectives. 

It is the aim of ISH Standard to include more smallholders whereas in RSPO Next it is one of many 

objectives to include smallholders.  

 

This is also reflected in the components of RSPO Next because it addresses different levels and supply 

paths of the chain. The ISH Standard applies to the minimum P&C that the smallholders must comply 

with to become certified. Both standards have RSPO’s core elements, Prosperity, People and Planet, 

in common but differ in terms of the process of achieving the certification. For instance, in order to 

achieve the RSPO Next certification, the organisation must comply with all indicators before they 

can claim it. This is in contrast to the RSPO ISH standard that has a step-by-step approach to receiving 

the certification.  

 

There are different components aimed directly at the smallholders and inclusion of them in RSPO 

Next. This is for instance seen in the “Fair Treatments of Smallholders” in the Human Rights section, 

where companies must develop programmes that support smallholders’ competencies and market 

access i.e. financial management and budgeting (RSPO, 2015).  

 

Another point where the RSPO Next and the RSPO ISH standard differ is in the eligibility component. 

In order to apply for the RSPO Next, the top asset owning organisation or some of the organisation’s 

operations are RSPO certified. This is different from the RSPO ISH standard because a small-scale 

farmer is eligible to apply for the RSPO certification once he is a member of a registered group. The 

eligibility elements therefore take place in opposite ends of the value chain in the two standards. This 

is also clear in the requirements of the standards. For Next, it requires consistent effort throughout 

the chain, and it is governed at the top (organisation). The ISH standard requires the independent 

smallholders to form a group, and it is governed at the bottom link by the appointed group manager.  

 

From the participation perspective, the ISH standard allows independent smallholders to participate 

in the RSPO certification process after they have formed a group. There are no prerequisite 

requirements like in the case of RSPO Next. The prerequisite requirements include an RSPO 

certification at the top of the asset owning company or some of its operations. Additionally, there is 

a wide and a narrow focus in the two standards. The ISH standard focuses solely on independent 
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smallholders at plantation level in contrary to the wider focus in Next which includes growers, 

manufacturers and their supply base of raw material.  

 

In the ISH standard, there is a set timeframe of three years to comply with respectively Milestone A 

and B after they have entered the certification process. This is different from RSPO Next which has 

no set timeframe to comply with all criteria.  

 

From an auditing perspective, the two standards diverge. In the ISH standard, the group manager 

audits the smallholders in some steps of the process, and in Milestone A and B a third-party audit is 

conducted. This is the opposite of RSPO Next, as this standard includes an independent third-party 

auditing and a compliance audit conducted by the RSPO Certification Body (“CB”).   

 

Although they differ in the auditing approach, both standards focus on the practices on the ground 

and how to practice sustainable palm oil production at the lower and intermediate links in the value 

chain. The ISH standard and RSPO Next both seek to address the social perspective of sustainable 

palm oil production and aim at including smallholders in the RSPO system. Below is an example of 

an indicator that are repeated in both standards:  

 

“Programs shall cover sustainability issues as well as yields & productivity support, hazardous 
material trainings, financial management & budgeting, logistics of processing and market access and 
educating smallholders on their rights.” (HR 1.1, p. 5 (RSPO, 2015)) 

 

In the ISH standard this indicator applies to Milestone A (training and education phase), and in the 

RSPO Next it is the first indicator in the category Respect for Human Rights (RSPO, 2015). The table 

below sums up the overall similarities and differences   
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Table 2: Comparison of RSPO Next and the ISH Standard  

 RSPO Next Independent Smallholder 

Standard 

Inclusion of smallholders  X X 

Set timeframe to complete 

certification 

 X 

Form a group to be eligible 

to enter certification process    

 X 

Must be RSPO certification  X  

Third party auditing  X X 

Compliance auditing by the 

RSPO 

 X 

Focus on practices at 

production end  

X X 

Financial aid   X 

(Source: Self-developed)  

 

In sum, the two standards differ on the eligibility element, participation and timeframe. In terms of 

auditing, they share the third-party audits. However, the compliance audit is undertaken by the RSPO 

certification body in the RSPO Next and by the group manager in the ISH Standard. In the following 

section, we will examine the inclusion and support in the certification of smallholders further.  

 

2.8.1 Certification process of smallholders  

Around 20% of the indicators spread across the six different criteria in the RSPO Next standard are 

directly addressing smallholders and the inclusion of them (RSPO, 2015). This is, naturally, less 

compared to the ISH standard but it reflects the early steps that have been taken to include the 

smallholders in the RSPO certification. However, it can be discussed to what extent these efforts have 

succeeded in the inclusion of smallholders. On the one hand, it can be considered positive that the 

incentive to engage in the RSPO Next certification comes from the top level. This is because they 

have the capabilities to meet the requirements both from an economic perspective and the experience 

of previous certification. The different indicators aimed at smallholder inclusion in the RSPO Next 

standard reflects that the responsibility to support them are within the company. Thus, the company 
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finances and supports the smallholders in the process of RSPO certification indirectly. This is in 

contrast to the ISH standard because the smallholders will have to finance most of the certification 

process themselves besides the first audit in the Eligibility phase. This audit is covered by the RSPO 

Smallholder Support Fund (RSPO, 2019).   

 

Presumably, the RSPO Next has shown to be ineffective in the area of smallholder inclusion since 

the RSPO has designed and adopted an independent smallholder standard. The RSPO Next has top-

down approach, where the RSPO ISH Standard takes a bottom-up approach. This could  be considered 

positive because the smallholder certification based on their own initiative to become certified. This 

can assure that the smallholders are not pressured into certification by the downstream company. The 

narrow focus of the RSPO ISH standard has led to a framework designed to accommodate the needs 

and challenges of the smallholders through a more a simplified approach compared to the original 

certification process. Although it has a more simplified approach to becoming certified, it still has an 

extensive number of indicators that must be met during the different stages within a given timeframe.  

 

Comparing the indicators within each criterion in the ISH Standard to the indicators within each 

criterion in RSPO Next leads to a difference of +4. RSPO Next must meet 23 indicators (RSPO, 

2015), and the ISH standard around 19 within the eligibility process including Milestone A and B 

(RSPO, 2019). In comparison to the RSPO Next, it can be argued that the simplified approach in the 

ISH standard is close to being as comprehensive as the RSPO Next standard. Based on this, it can be 

discussed whether or not the ISH standard will succeed in the inclusion of more smallholders.  

 

The RSPO Next and ISH standard overlap in many aspects that are central in supporting and including 

smallholders in the RSPO system. The wider focus in Next also underlines that there are several foci, 

and even though it also aims at smallholder inclusion, it might struggle in helping and supporting 

them in the certification process.  

 

There are different challenges related to both approaches in including smallholders. Sometimes a top 

down approach might be better in including the smallholders, however, this approach also risks 

leading to supplier squeezing. On the other hand, the bottom up approach might be more beneficial 

for the smallholders because it reflects the challenges they are facing.  
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In the sections above, we compared RSPO Next to the ISH Standard. The focus of smallholder 

inclusion is reflected in both of them. It is central to the ISH standard, and it is one of the objectives 

in the RSPO Next. They share an extensive set of indicators to become certified, however, differ in 

other areas like eligibility, participation and timeframe. It can be concluded that although the RSPO 

Next provides support programmes and funds to become certified, it does not accommodate the 

challenges that the smallholders are facing. The RSPO Next certification does not apply to 

smallholders and the company is only required to certify smallholders in the value chain. 

Furthermore, the RSPO Next include additional objectives. This is contrary to the RSPO ISH 

standard, which only objective is to certify smallholders. 

 

The top-down approach of the RSPO Next could pressure smallholders to become certified in 

contrary to the ISH standard structure that allows the smallholder more power in the decision making. 

In sum, the new ISH standard could  possibly address some of the challenges the smallholders are 

facing and lead  to  an increased inclusion.  
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3. Theory 
 
 

3.1 Old institutionalism  

Institutionalism refers to the study of institutions, and how they are structured.  Institutions are central 

in this theory and can be defined as rules and procedures that structure “…social interaction by 

constraining and enabling actors’ behaviour…” (p. 214, Helmke and Levitsky (2004) in (Waylen, 

2014). This takes place through formal and  informal institutions. The latter refers to unwritten rules 

and norms that are enforced by non-official channels (Helmke and Levitsky (2004) and reflects 

traditions, norms and codes of conduct (North, 1991).   On the contrary, the formal institutions refers 

to rules and procedures that are written and enforced by official channels like laws, property rights 

and constitutions. Both types of institutions are governed and enforced by sanctions that can be 

positive or negative, however, this can vary (Azari and Smith (2012) in (Waylen, 2014)).  In case of 

informal institutions, the sanctions takes shape as “…shunning, social ostracism and even violence…” 

(p. 214, Grzymala-Busse (2010), in (Waylen, 2014)) opposite to the formal institutions that employs 

legal recognition or the power of the state. These two concepts are central to institutional theory, 

which can be divided into old and new institutionalism.   

 

Old institutionalism refers to the study of politics that are focused on group conflict, and how 

institutions “…structure the behaviour of individuals – both the governing and governed end- towards 

better ends…” (pp. 3-4 (Peters, 2019)). This structured behaviour leads to a constrain of the 

individuals acting in their own interest. Additionally, old institutionalism focused on how informal 

structures affects the formal structure of institutions in the pursue of gaining legitimacy and 

acceptance by following a pattern of rules. Scholars favouring the old institutionalism gave much 

attention to the legal framework and administrative arrangements characterising particular 

governance structures (Scott R. , 1995) to explain the effects on individual level behaviour. 

 

This is best illustrated by the world of Max Weber and Emile Durkheim’s advances in old institutional 

theory in the late nineteenth century (Peters, 2019) . Weber focused on the role of rationality through 

structures like “…formal bureaucratic structures” (p. 5, Lepsius, 2017 in (Peters, 2019)), in contrary 

to Durkheim, who emphasised the normative controls. This lead to individualistic assumptions based 

on behaviouralist and rational choice (Peters, 2019), and that individuals were not constrained by 
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formal or informal institutions, but would act in their own interest. Hence, the preferences are external 

(Peters, 2019), and conflicts with the assumption that individuals are constrained by institutions. Old 

institutionalism has been subject to criticism especially in its focus on formal institutions including 

law and theory of the government, and how this lead to the structuring of the individual’s behaviour. 

Old institutionalist emphasised that the political systems and formal rules affect the individual in its 

choices. Hence, ignored learning and cognition (informal institutions) in human behaviour as 

structures that could affect the behaviour of the individual. The individual behaviour in old 

institutionalism referred to the behaviour of political elites and a function of their background and 

how their politics was influenced by history (Peters, 2019). This criticism opened the way for new 

institutionalism that gained ground in the 1980s and 1990s lead by scholars such as Meyer & Rowan, 

DiMaggio & Powell  and Scott (Peters, 2019).  

 

 

3.2 New institutionalism  

New institutionalism (“neo institutionalism”) focus on all types of individuals acting within socially 

organised environments. These environments are guided by a set of rules, regulations, norms and 

definitions. This constructive environment constrains and shapes actions, consequently all players 

needs to conform to these rules (Scott R. , 1995). In contrary to old institutionalism, the role of the 

environment plays a significant role, because it considers the whole organisational field. Neo 

institutionalism is focused on the cultural and cognitive bases of organisational behaviour (Scott R. , 

1995) 

 

Group conflict is central to old institutionalism in contrary to neo-institutionalism that focuses on the 

stability of organisations as necessary to protect legitimacy (Scott R. , 1995). In our context, this 

means that the stability of RSPO is important to protect legitimacy. In our literature review, we also 

highlighted that legitimacy has been one of the main criticisms raised against RSPO. Another key 

difference between old and neo-institutionalism is the focus of analysis. In the old institutionalism, 

the focus remains on the interactions within organisations, in contrast to neo-institutionalism that 

emphasises interactions and structures within an organisational field. In connection to our thesis, we 

find the neo institutionalist approach appropriate to examine the sustainable palm oil sector and how 

the different organisations within this sector interacts and affect each other. The key differences 

between old and new institutionalism are summarized in the table below.  
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Table 3: Key differences between old and neo- institutionalism   

Concept  Old institutionalism Neo-institutionalism  

Role of the environment Organisations embedded in 

communities; affected by 

personnel loyalties and 

interorganizational treaties 

Concentrates on non-local 

environments (organisational 

sectors or fields)  

 

Basis of behaviour  Socialisation processes and 

internalisation of 

organisational values 

Cultural and cognitive bases 

(learning theories, cognitive 

models and attribution theory)  

View of conflict and change  Analysed group conflict and 

organisational strategy to 

address conflict 

Legitimacy of organisation 

based on persistence, stability, 

and continued order  

Focus of analysis  Informal interactions within 

organisations 

Interorganizational interactions 

and formal structures of 

organisations  

(Source: p.33,  (Scott R. , 1995))  

 

3.2.1 The three pillars of Institutions  

In the section above we highlighted the difference between old and new institutionalism. In 

continuation hereof, we will introduce Richard Scott’s (1995) “Three pillars of Institutions” in the 

following section. This framework is key in neo-institutionalism because it elaborates on the cultural 

cognitive and normative institutions to explain social behaviour.   

Richard Scott developed an approach to institutional theory called the “Three pillar of Institutions” 

that seeks to explain the different support for an institutional order. The three pillars are known as 

regulative, normative, and cultural cognitive (Scott R. , 1995). Previously, we defined formal and 

informal institutions, but in order to understand the three pillars role in these institutions, we add 

Scott’s definition.  

 

“Institutions consists of cognitive, normative and regulative structures and activities that provide 
stability and meaning to social behaviour. Institutions are transported by various carriers cultures, structures, 
and routines and they operate at multiple levels of jurisdiction.” (p.33 (Scott R. , 1995))  
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The illustration below highlights the formal and informal institutions, and Scott’s addition to the 

perception of them 

 
Figure 4: Formal and Informal Institutions  

 

(Source: Own Design) 

 

The three different elements in institutions are interwoven through actions, meaning systems, and 

monitoring of processes, and governed by individuals. Despite, the construction and maintenance of 

individuals, the institutions still disclose the impersonal and objective reality (Scott R. , 1995).  Scott’s 

framework elaborates these institutional elements resulting into the Three Pillars of Institutions.  

Each pillar reflects the different arguments or assumptions about the mechanism, logic, indicator and 

base of legitimacy, which we will go into depth within the next section.  

 

Regulative, normative and cultural-cognitive pillar  
The regulative pillar is based on that institutions constrain individual behaviour, and involves the 

capacity to establish rules. These rules can be used as a tool to influence future behaviour through 

punishment or reward. Enforcement of these rules can be formalized and specific to actors like the 

police or the courts (Scott R. , 1995).  Further, Scott (1995) argues that force, fear and expedience are 

central to the regulative pillar, but are affected by already existing informal and formal rules.  

The basis of compliance in the regulatory pillar is expedience, and refers to properness of social 

behaviour. This is different from the normative and cultural-cognitive that emphasises the social 

obligation which is often taken for granted. DiMaggio and Powell (1983) have elaborated on the 

mechanisms within each institution. These mechanisms are known as coercive, normative and 

mimetic, and can be interpreted as different types of pressures to affect social behaviour. Further, 



37 
 

these three mechanism explains how the institutions spread through a field of organisations (Scott R. 

, 1995). DiMaggio and Powell (1983) emphasises isomorphism suggesting that one unit in a field is 

forced to resemble the other units (Scott R. , 1995).  

 

This means that organisations will increasingly bear similarities shaped by the field they are in. 

Reciprocally shared understandings of appropriate practice permit ordered exchanges.  Over time, 

these shared understandings will then become reinforced through regulatory processes, which 

includes state agencies and professional bodies. However, this ‘structuration’ is not fixed, and 

behaviours and boundaries can therefore change over time. Some fields might seem stabile in periods 

of time, and hereby exhibit stages of isomorphism, but they are  continuously (Greenwood , Suddaby, 

& Hinnings, 2002).  

 

The table summarises the three pillars, and how they differ depending on the indicator. The regulative 

pillar can be connected to the formal institution because this structure relies on written rules and 

official sanctions. The normative and cultural cognitive pillars relates to the informal institution and 

is characterised by structuring the individual through unwritten rules and soft law. 

 
 

Table 4: Varying Emphases: Three pillars of Institutions 

 Regulative Normative Cultural-Cognitive 

Basis of compliance  Expedience  Social Obligation Taken for granted  

Mechanisms Coercive  Normative  Mimetic  

Logic Instrumentally Appropriateness  Orthodoxy 

Indicators  Rules, laws, sanctions Certification, 

accreditation 

Prevalence, 

isomorphism  

Base of Legitimacy  Legally sanctioned  Morally governed  Culturally supported, 

conceptually correct  

(Source: p.35 (Scott R. , 1995)) 
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In the above we explained Scott’s three pillars of institutions, and how they can affect organisations 

through different types of pressures and structures. In the following, we will explain organisational 

field theory.  

 

3.4 Organisational Field Theory 

Organisational field theory is one of the main approaches in social sciences. The field approach 

originated in physics science, but has since 1921 gained entrance into the social sciences led by Park 

and Burgess in the Chicago School. The field approach has taken many directions including into 

psychology and social science. Within social science the latter field theory has become a major theory 

and has been adopted by many institutionalists (Martin, 2003) 

 

Over the course of time, organisational fields have held many different names such as the 

‘institutional sphere’, ‘institutional field’, and ‘societal sector’. But the term ‘organisational field’ 

created by Scott has been accepted as the general term, and  we will use this term going forward 

(Wooten & Hoffmann, 2017).  

 

Scholars within organisational field theory has many different approaches and definitions. Martin 

(2003) explains that field theory can be viewed as a family of approaches (Martin, 2003). However, 

there is a general agreement that it is classified as interdependent organisations participating in a 

common meaning system, which emphasizes sharedness (Scott 2014, (Hinings, Logue, & Zietsma, 

2017). Organisational fields thus  refers to the community of organisations that partakes of a common 

meaning system and whose participants interact more frequently and fatefully with one another than 

with actors outside the field (Hinings, Logue, & Zietsma, 2017).  

 

The theory is an emergence and structuration of activities by a diverse set of organisations. As 

mentioned earlier, these organisations include key suppliers, resource and product consumers, 

regulatory agencies, and other organisations that produce similar services or products. With the use 

of institutional infrastructure we add further dimensions which influence the structure and dynamics 

of the field. However, this analysis will not be focused on the different entities, but on the network of 

these organisations (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983).  

 
Institutional logics is one of the fastest-growing areas of scholarships within organisational theory 

(Greenwood , Suddaby, & Hinnings, 2002). Institutional logics are “…socially constructed, historical 
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pattern of material practices, assumptions, values, beliefs, and rules by which individuals produce 

and reproduce their material subsistence, organize time and space, and provide meaning to their 

social reality.” (p. 112, Jackall 1988; Friedland and Alford 1991, p. 243 in (Thornton & Occasio, 

1999) 

They provide the informal and formal rules of action, interaction and interpretation of an 

organisation’s behaviour and success (Thornton & Occasio, 1999) 

These institutional logics shape the fields of which the organisations operate and shape the positions, 

relations and economic determinants of executive power and succession. It is therefore important to 

understand these logics and how they influence the positions and power within a field. In contrary to 

organisational change that is used to explaining change within a field by the position and relations 

among the actors, the institutional logics are elements in the field that shapes the structure and 

environment.  

 

In institutional logics there is a focus on the relational power, which is determined by the actors 

position. The relational power is derived from  the structure of relationships among actors and groups 

within the field. The economic determinants of power is related to the issues which holds 

consequences for companies in a product market and thereby their performance (Thornton & Occasio, 

1999). The institutional logics are thus elements that affect the actors and the relational power 

between them. However, in order to understand how the organisations affect and govern the field we 

can use institutional infrastructure. This framework is useful to get a better understanding of the 

conditions of a fields, and how organisations can overcome the institutional complexity of facing 

multiple institutional logics. 

 

Two of the more influential approaches are ‘Institutional fields’ and ‘Fields of Organized Striving’. 

Fields of organised striving is based Max Weber’s ideas of spheres of values which describes the 

creation of spheres as a result of social logics.  Bourdieu and Fürstenberg developed this approach by 

focusing on the navigation of the field (Martin, 2003). Bourdieu has been particular influential in this 

line of field. One of his main points is that external actions must be translated to the internal logic of 

the field, and the type of field as well as the actors within it can affect the logic of the organisation 

(Martin, 2003). This means that the internal logics and the different actors affect each other within a 

given field.  
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The other approach is  institutional fields. This concept originates from Mannheim, who describes 

the case of interdependent actions that transcends organisations or groups. This has further been 

developed by Warren, who focuses on the trans-organisational  aspects of the field and how 

organisations organises themselves. He argues that the actions of an organisation are shaped by the 

structure of the environment (Martin, 2003).   

 

Institutional fields was advanced by Emery and Trist (1965) who interpret actions of companies to 

change depending on the degree of structure (Martin, 2003). A simple and random field will have 

minimum impact on the actions of organisations, but when a field is fully structured, it will become 

a turbulent field in which dynamics arise from the field itself. This approach have been further 

developed by DiMaggio and Powell. Thus, DiMaggio and Powell’s framework is an extension of the 

institutional fields approach, but they include Bourdieu’s concept of internal logics of the field as 

well as his framework of ‘field of struggles’. 

 

Figure 5:Organisational Fields  

 

 

 

(Source: own design) 

 

 

According to DiMaggio and Powell (1983) a field must be institutionally defined in order to exist. 

This is done through a processes consisting of four parts 

1. An increase in the extent of interaction among organizations in the field  

Institutional fields (Manheim)

Fields of Organised striving 
(Bourdieu)

Organisational Fields (DiMaggio 
and Powell)
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2. The emergence of sharply defined interorganizational structures of dominations and patterns 

of coalition 

3. An increase in the information load with which the organizations in a field must contend 

4. The development of a mutual awareness among participants in a set of organizations that they 

are involved in a common enterprise.  

Once a field is created, the homogenisation of the organisations will begin. This means that the 

organisations increasingly develop more similarities. Some organisations might even change their 

goals or develop new practices. This applies in particular to new entrants to the field. This process is 

captured by the concept of isomorphism. Many scholars within organisational fields focuses on this 

homogenisation of a field, a majority of approaches focus on the process of how organisations within 

a field become more alike as the field develops over time (Martin, 2003).  

 

These dynamics means that organisations will increasingly bear similarities shaped by the field they 

are in. Reciprocally shared understandings of appropriate practice permit ordered exchanges.  Over 

time, these shared understandings will then become reinforced through regulatory processes, which 

includes state agencies and professional bodies. However, this ‘structuration’ is not fixed, and 

behaviours and boundaries can therefore change over time. Some fields might seem stabile in periods 

of time, and hereby exhibit stages of isomorphism, but they are  continuously evolving (Greenwood 

, Suddaby, & Hinnings, 2002).  The figure below illustrates how fields of similarities have emerged 

from organisational fields, and how different streams have contributed to the development. 

 

In the sections above we highlighted the different approaches to organisational fields. Institutional 

fields emphasise that the environment structure the organisations in contrary to the striving 

organisational field that focus on the logics as shaping by the fields. DiMaggio and Powell (1983) 

advanced the institutional fields by adding a four-step process leading to isomorphism meaning that 

one unit in a field is forced to resemble the other units. In sum, the development of a field can lead to 

field of similarities based on consensual understandings. However, this is not shared by all scholars 

within organisational fields. In the next section we will introduce a contested field that contradicts 

with this point of view.  
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3.4.1 Contested fields  

Fligstein and McAdam (2012) adds a different perspective to institutional field theory, because they 

perceive the field as dynamic and competent of evolving. They define organisational fields as spaces 

of strategic actions, where actors relate to one another through shared, but not necessarily consensual 

understandings (Hinings, Logue, & Zietsma, 2017).  

 

Bourdieu has been very influential with interpretations of organisational fields which  refers to the 

“…totality of actors and organizations involved in an arena of cultural production and the dynamic 

relationships among them” (p.221 (Scott R. , 2014). Bourdieu viewed the organisational fields as 

networks with conflict over resources, stakes and access. He defines this as a “field of struggles,” 

which implies that the field is not consensually homogeneous, but contains different  ideas. This 

means that a field is not understood as joint response from the different actors, but instead a sphere, 

where norms and ideas can change. The change is dependent on the actors and ideas that are being 

prioritised and legitimised (Scott R. , 2014). Hence contradicts to fields of similarities.  

 

Reay & Hinings (2005), describe it as “contested fields,” which constitutes of  multiple, often 

competing institutional logics (Hinings, Logue, & Zietsma, 2017).  We add Reay and Hinings 

contested fields to  Greenwood et al.’s (2002) view who recognises the logics and structural elements 

of a the field, but also includes the position of actors, their networks and relations and how they are 

governed as crucial in understanding the field. The positions of the actors and the power relations 

among them are central to the theory. Additionally, Fligstein and McAdam’s conceptualisations of 

shared but non-consensual understandings are also central a part of Reay and Hinings’ definition of 

contested fields. These difference within a field can be characterised as institutional infrastructure, 

which we will return to later.   

 

We highlighted above the different types of fields emerging from organisational fields. Two 

approaches, institutional fields and organisational striving were highlighted. The development of 

fields were explained as a process of increasing interactions and development of mutual interests and 

structures between organisations. Over time, the environment and structure will lead to 

homogenization and isomorphism of a field and its actors.  

 

Later the concept of  contested fields as defined by Raey and Hinings was introduced.  Central to 

contested field theory is logics and structural elements which determines the positions of the actors 
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and within the field. This framework acknowledges the interrelationships of the organisations within 

a field, but stresses the presence of non-consensual understandings.  We have decided to use contested 

fields, because it allows us to go into depth with the structure of a field and identify and analyse the 

different institutional infrastructure elements which determines the structure and central logics of the 

field, as well as less dominant logics and gain an understanding of the power relations between the 

organisations of the field. 

 

3.5 Institutional Infrastructure  

Institutional Infrastructure was first introduced by Greenwood et al (Greenwood, Raynard, Kodeih, 

& Micelotta, 2011).  Institutional infrastructure forms the economic activity and governance in a field 

through different institutions like the political, legal and cultural. The different institutions overlap, 

reinforce and occasionally substitute one another (Hinings, Logue, & Zietsma, 2017). The foundation 

of institutional infrastructure is the understanding of the embeddedness of organisations within fields, 

and how these fields are structured. The structure depends on the interactions and institutional 

activities between the actors. The development of international organisations which have become 

institutionalised has contributed to the development of an institutional infrastructure framework at an 

transnational level.  

 

There are different fundamental components in institutional infrastructure that must be taken into 

consideration. These include the normative, cognitive and regulative forces, which we previously 

mentioned in the three pillar framework by Scott in the neo-institutionalism section. These different 

pillars lead to institutional complexities, and the organisations’ responses to these complexities are at 

the heart of institutional infrastructure. These elements can lead to a reformation of the institutional 

field, in which, the actors positions are shifted. This means that the choices made by organisations 

can lead to change within the organisation itself as well as changes in the positioning of the field 

(Hinings, Logue, & Zietsma, 2017).  

 

Hinings et al. (2017) describes institutional infrastructure as a set of actors or structures which have 

the role of judging, governing or organizing other actors in the field (Hinings, Logue, & Zietsma, 

2017). They underlines the importance of institutional infrastructure for the conditions of the 

organisational field. These implactions are dependent on the elaboration and relative coherency of 

the field. The table below shows the different types of fields.  
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Table 5: Institutional Infrastructure and Organisational Fields  

 
(Source: p.170 in (Hinings, Logue, & Zietsma, 2017)) 

 

In the case of high collaboration and high coherency, a field can be considered established. An 

established field means that the formal governance and informal infrastructure elements are expected 

to reinforce one another (Hinings, Logue, & Zietsma, 2017). Consequently this leads to a “…coherent 

sense of what is legitimate and or not within an organisational field” (p. 169 (Hinings, Logue, & 

Zietsma, 2017)). However, high coherency and low elaboration leads to an aligned emerging field. 

In case of low coherency and high elaboration, a contested field appears. A contested field is 

dominated by multiple types of governance including institutional infrastructure elements that 

competes with each other for dominance.  Low elaboration and low coherency leads to a fragmented 

field based on the “…competing conceptions of what is legitimate” (p.170 (Hinings, Logue, & 

Zietsma, 2017)). High coherency and high elaboration leads to aligned/emerging fields, and reflects 

the early development of a field in terms of gaining information about it.  Within compartmentalized 

fields, we find subfields. Subfields are  characterised by a prioritised logic in the field including 

elaborated institutional infrastructure and governance. In case of low elaboration, we find emerging 

subfields that are incoherent with the subfields with thigh elaboration (Hinings, Logue, & Zietsma, 

2017).  

 

Within highly established fields the patterns and social relationships determines who holds the 

resources and the power. The institutional arrangements are self-reinforcing and thereby reproduce 

power positions and motivate dominant elites to maintain the institutional structures which gives them 

power (Zietsma, Groenewegen, Logue, & Hinings, 2017).  

 

3.5.1 Institutional Infrastructure Elements 

Hinings et. al. (2017) points out that a variety of elements can influence the complexity of the field.   

These include but are not limited to “…collective actors, social control agents, infomediaries, 

Relative coherency/elaboration of 
institutional infra structure Unitary (high coherency)

Competing (low 
coherency)

Compartmentalized/Prioritzed 
(coherency within subfields, 
ordering of subfields)

High elaboration Established Contested Subfields 
Low elaboration Alligned/emerging Fragemented Emerging subfields/fragmented 
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theorization, mechanisms of enforcement and state regulation”. (p.174 (Hinings, Logue, & Zietsma, 

2017)). Table 3.4 displays a full overview of the different elements.  

 

Table 6: Dimensions of Institutional Infrastructure and governance 

(Source: p. 169, Hinings, Logue, & Zietsma, 2017) 

 

These elements form part of structure of the institutional infrastructure and hereby create the systems 

that ensure control and compliance within a field. As showed in the table some elements form part of 

formal governance, but they shape of the institutional infrastructure of the field (Hinings, Logue, & 

Zietsma, 2017). The elements in a field are dynamic, and there can even be competing elements within 

the same field. An example of sustainability standards, which form part of the informal governance 

bodies. Such standard or certifications can in some cases replace or complement formal governance, 

Institutional Infrastructure 

Element 

Examples in Literature 

Collective Interest Organisations Unions, professional associations, industry associations 

Regulators National, provincial, industry, transnational, geographic 

Informal Governance Bodies Certification or standard bodies, infomediaries, boundary 

organisations, accreditation organisations, voluntary 

governance organisations 

Field Configuring Events Events, conferences, exogenous shocks, trade shows, 

Olympics, fairs and festivals 

Status Differentiators Labels, measures, signals, rankings, resources, education, 

historical position, award ceremonies, infomediaries 

Organizational Models or 

Templates 

Professional partnerships, managed professional businesses, 

hybrid organisations 

Categories/Labels Genres, technology classes, mutual funds into high and low 

risk, listed corporations into industries, partitioning of markets 

Norms Education and professional training 

Relational Channels Normative networks 
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but at the same time there can be competing certifications within a field. (Reinecke, Manning, & Von 

Hagen, 2012). Similarily, other elements such as interests organisations can have conflicting ideas.  

Six dominant elements were discovered in the field of sustainable palm oil. Informal governance 

body, organizational model, collective interest organisations, status differentiators, norms, relational 

channel. We further noticed the lack of a regulative element.  

 

The most dominant element is the informal governance body which is represented by the certification 

standard. Standards provided by through this type of actor often become a substitute for formal 

governance in the absence of this element. The standard provides a set of rules and regulations which 

assess and communicate the behaviour of other actors (Reinecke, Manning, & Von Hagen, 2012). 

The organisational model defines the relationships between corporations and the way they structure 

themselves in partnerships with other actors in a field (Greenwood, Hinings, & Brown, 1990). 

 

The collective interest organisations within the field can be constituted by different actors. These 

actors can either reinforce appropriate behaviour or become challengers to the status quo of the field. 

In some cases they partner up with dominant organisations in the field or in other cases they become 

opponents of existing structures. Many social movements have been created by collective interest 

organisations (Greenwood , Suddaby, & Hinnings, 2002). 

 

Status differentiators create social order within the field. They can affect the legitimacy and 

positioning of actors in a field. In some cases the status differentiators can create more or less 

favourable positions in the field. There are many different elements of status differentiators. Some 

examples are labels, rankings, resources, education and award ceremonies (Anand & Watson, 2004; 

Sauder, 2008). 

 

Norms are also known as collective beliefs. Once these beliefs and their connected practices are 

established they become taken for granted. They are then reproduced through processes such as 

training, education and certifications. The norms act as a reinforcing force in the field. They create 

coded prescriptions of social reality. Deviations from these prescriptions cause discomfort and it is 

therefore difficult to change established norms (Greenwood , Suddaby, & Hinnings, 2002).  

Finally, the relational channels constitute a dominant element in the field. This refer to the relational 

interorganisational connections through which practices of the field become normatively sanctioned 
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and enforced. A good example on such  are the different foci on sustainability taken on by 

corporations. Different NGO’s are taking on different approaches in order to solve social or 

environmental injustices. In the palm oil industry Ruysschaert & Salles (2016) have investigated the 

strategies taken by the NGO’s  to improve the social and environmental conditions of the field. They 

note, that the NGO’s within the RSPO are strengthening the institutionalisation of this organisation, 

while NGO’s outside of the initiative feels that this institutionalisation is limiting their power.  

 

The choice of different strategies also underlines how competing logics can be found in a field despite 

having a shared goal. In fields with conflicting elements, these often compete for dominance. This 

battle for power can in the long run create changes in the dominant logics. This can be done through 

the introduction of new elements, such as a new player or a new standard or through changes in a 

field (Reay & Hinings, 2005).  

 

3.5.2 Organisational Change 

Organisational change refers to a change in discourse in the field, which can affect the interpretation 

of the organizational structures and systems.  Cooper et al. (1996) describe such changes as an 

emergence of “organisational archetypes” (Cooper, Hinings, Greenwood , & Brown, 1996).  They 

argue, that an organisational change does not occur due to an change from one archetype to another, 

instead it is a layering of one archetype on top of the other.  The top archetype is the emergence “the 

social relations of production that define class structure” (p. 624, (Cooper, Hinings, Greenwood , & 

Brown, 1996)). This is a result of the historical processes and shortcomings that jointly strengthen 

this archetype. There can however be competing archetypes, in which case the organisation will be 

affected by organisational instability or even reduced performance  (Cooper, Hinings, Greenwood , 

& Brown, 1996)1. 

 

Such archetypes can affect organisations to change their position in the field, while simultaneously 

trying to alter the field.  This is done through internal and external decisions from the organisation 

itself (Hollway, Lomi, Pallotti, & Stadtfeldt, 2017, (Fligstein & McAdam, 2012)). Thus, the change 

in position is an act to gain control of resources within a certain field. The  switch in position can be 

 
1 Despite the term organisational archetypes by Cooper et al. we related their definitions to the definitions of 
institutional logics and institutional infrastructure elements 
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influenced historical processes including first mover advantages that enables access and resources 

early (Vetterlein & Moschella, 2014)  

 

In a contested field the presence of competing logics pose a constant challenge to the dominant 

archetype. But in highly established fields, the self-reinforcing nature of existing power structures 

can prevent competing logics to overcome the dominant logics in a field. In such cases, the 

introduction of a new element poses a bigger threat. Changes in the institutional infrastructure can 

affect the system enough to change the structure. Reay & Hinings (2005) discovered how a change 

in Canadian government policies changed the dominant logic of the field of medical professionalism 

to business-like healthcare.  

 

In the field of forestry in British Colombia, Zietsma and Lawrence ((2010) in Hinings, Logue and 

Zietsma (2017) discoveredthe a change in strategy and structure of environmental NGOs. This created 

a change in customer demands for more sustainable production practices. In order to create this 

change, several of the infrastructural elements had to be changed.  

 

The section above demonstrates the importance of understanding the institutional infrastructure of a 

field in order to understand the underlying elements and logics that shape the structure of the field. A 

field is characterised by a variety of different competing elements and logics which all struggle for 

dominance. The system is defined by the dominant logics, which are in turn shaped by the institutional 

infrastructure elements, while equally affecting these element. 
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4. Philosophy of Science  
 
In order to create knowledge it is important to establish the foundation on which we are creating 

knowledge. The purpose of science is to seek the truth, but the way in which we seek for the truth is 

important (Thurén, 2008). This section will therefore establish our epistemological, ontological and 

methodological standpoint.      

Our thesis is based on scientific realism. Scientific realism is defined in terms of an approximate truth 

based on the successful reference on scientific theories. Through our best scientific theories we can 

give true descriptions of observable as well as unobservable aspects of a mind-independent world. 

This is to say that they are not made-up ideas or sense data. The scientific entities are not independent, 

but in some way constructed by the theories we have of them, which makes most unobservable 

constructs of science (Devitt, 2007).     

 

Within scientific realism, the belief is that science is principally true. A belief that current science 

does not make any mistake is just inadvisable. Scientific realism holds an element of scepticism. It 

holds a cautious and critical generalization of the commitments of well-established current theories. 

However, scientific realists often claims the success of science. If theories’ theoretical terms typically 

refer to observables which are approximately true, then the theories will be approximately true  

(Devitt, 2007).  

 

Our ontology is limited realistic. Much like positivism we support the claim of an absolute truth. We 

do recognize truth as independent of scientific observance and therefore made up by objective 

material circumstances. However, as stated in scientific realism, the truth can only be approximate. 

We recognize the influence from subjective understandings on the research, why an absolute truth 

cannot be found. This will provide us with the opportunity to realise a conceptualisation of the reality 

we are investigating, while maintaining the awareness about our own subjectivity and choice of 

theories (Nygaard, 2012).  

 

Our epistemology is modified objective. This defines our view on knowledge. Objective knowledge 

is possible to obtain, but it requires thorough critical analysis. Subjectivity can create social 

constructions which can affect a researchers view on knowledge. However through the right choice 

of theories and critical analysis it is possible to gain an objective knowledge about the mechanisms 

of society (Nygaard, 2012).   
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5. Methodology 
 

In this section we will present how we intend to approach our research question “How can the RSPO 

ISH standard affect the institutional infrastructure in the Colombian Palm Oil industry and the 

inclusion of smallholders?”. First, we will introduce and present our applied research methods, which 

reflect the methodological framework of the thesis. We use Saunders et al. (2016) “research onion” 

(see figure 5.1) as guideline for the structure for the methodology chapter. This means that we will 

by uncovering the layers until reaching the core of the research. We have the section Philosophy of 

Science uncovered our philosophy of science (scientific realism), so the following sections will 

emphasise the remaining layers.  

 

Figure 6: Research Onion 

 

(Source: p. 124 in (Saunders, Lewis, & Thornhill, 2015)) 
 

There are different methods in theory development inductive and deductive. An inductive approach 

emphasises a gap in “…the logic argument between the conclusions and the premises observed…” 
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(p. 144 in (Saunders, Lewis, & Thornhill, 2015)),  thus the conclusion is subject to adjustments 

supported by observations ((Ketokivi and Mantere 2010) in (Saunders, Lewis, & Thornhill, 2015)). 

This means that observations are used as assumptions to explain a certain outcome. Consequently, a 

smaller sample of subjects might more appropriate instead of a large number. Qualitative data is one 

of the characteristics of inductive reasoning, because it allows for different views of a phenomena 

(Saunders, Lewis, & Thornhill, 2015). This can for instance be reflected by conducting interviews of 

a small group of participants. The results from the interviews would often lead to a formulation of a 

theory expressed as a conceptual framework (Saunders, Lewis, & Thornhill, 2015).  

 

The deductive reasoning is contrasting to the inductive approach. In the deductive method the 

conclusion is derived from a set of theory based assumptions that the conclusion is true, when all of 

the premises are true ((Ketokivi and Mantere 2010) in (Saunders, Lewis, & Thornhill, 2015)).  This 

means that a theory is subject to a strict test through a set of hypotheses. This type of research 

approach is dominant in the natural sciences, because the basis of explanation is through laws that 

allow anticipation of phenomena to predict occurrence, and hence allow them to be controlled 

(Saunders, Lewis, & Thornhill, 2015). Additionally, the deductive approach seek to explain 

relationships between concepts and variables, and is often done, but not limited to quantitative data 

collection. Another characteristic of this research method is the generalisation element, and the test 

of the hypotheses is therefore often based on large samples.  

 

In our paper, we make use of both the inductive and deductive reasonings. A deductive approach is 

used mainly in the beginning of the researching phase. We took starting point in existing literature on 

the topic of sustainable palm oil in which we created initial insights into the field the inclusion of 

smallholders in the RSPO.  

 

Additionally, we chose the institutional infrastructure as theoretical framework of the paper. We 

found this theory appropriate in regards to our research question and topic, and decided to use it as 

the theoretical framework of our thesis. This means that we are using the theory to explain the 

phenomena, however, not by lining up different hypothesis and large samples, which marks this 

research approach. Instead, we use the inductive method in this part of the thesis. This is reflected in 

our methodological choice.  
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Qualitative method  

Given the nature of our research question “How can the RSPO ISH standard affect the institutional 

infrastructure in the Colombian Palm Oil industry and increase the inclusion of smallholders?” We 

find it appropriate to use a qualitative method, because it allows us to include different perspectives 

on the RSPO certification in the  Colombian context.  

 

The qualitative method is a broad genre of methods, which all focuses on the subjective dimensions 

of  knowledge creation, dissemination and utilization. The subjective meaning of knowledge should 

be understood in reference of the individual and collective actors themselves. The aim is to explore 

new patterns of subjectively meaningful behaviour, though it does not constitute a unified research 

platform (Dunn, 1983). The use of qualitative methods gain access to true understandings of the social 

aspects of how deviant acts occur, and how the social responses to such deviance are experienced 

within culturally situated contexts. This approach creates an understanding of how people experience 

and operate within their social environments despite de dynamic structure of these (Bryant, 2011). 

Qualitative research is developed through a long period of time, and is an umbrella term for a series 

of approaches within social science (Uwe, 2007). Further qualitative data is characterised by 

generating non-numerical data, and using techniques such as interviews to produce this output.  

 

Considering our research question, the qualitative methodology allows us to access unquantifiable 

knowledge about the RSPO certification and the effect it will have on smallholders. This will enable 

us to share the understanding and perceptions by others.  Hereby we can explore the structures the 

people made for themselves and which sense they make of themselves and others (Berg & Lune, 

2014).  In the context of Colombia, we can examine the structures that have been set up by 

smallholders and to what extent it makes sense to them and the rest of the actors in the field. By 

choosing this type of technique to collecting our, we exclude any numerical output.  

 

There are different types of data collection techniques mono method and multiple methods. A mono 

method refers to single qualitative data collection technique like semi structured interviews or single 

quantitative data technique as questionnaires (Saunders, Lewis, & Thornhill, 2015). The multiple 

method is characterised by combining two data collection techniques. This can be split in to multi 

method qualitative and quantitative study. Besides these two multi method techniques, mixed method 

is also an option. This approach combines qualitative and quantitative methods in the data collection 
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and in the analytical procedures (Saunders, Lewis, & Thornhill, 2015). The table below illustrates the 

different approaches.  

 

Figure 7: Methodological choice 

 

 

(Source: p.167 in (Saunders, Lewis, & Thornhill, 2015)) 

 

In our paper, we use the qualitative mono method, and base the data collection on semi structured 

interviews. This allows us to study the meanings and relationships among the different participants 

within the palm oil sector in Colombia. The actual data collection is non-standardised meaning that 

during our interviews the questions may differ both naturally and interactively.  

 

5.1 Research strategy  

A research strategy is the methodological link between the research philosophy, approach and 

subsequent choice of methods to collect and analyse data (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011). Saunders et al. 

highlight that no research strategy is superior to any other, hence it is more important to achieve a 

reasonable level of coherence throughout the research design. This will enable the researcher to 

answer the posed research question and meet the objective of the thesis (Saunders, Lewis, & 

Thornhill, 2015).  

 

The research strategy reflects the fourth phase in the research onion presented in the beginning. 

Within qualitative research methods we find strategies such as action research, case studies, 

ethnography etc. (Saunders, Lewis, & Thornhill, 2015). Saunders et al (2019) highlights that these 

different research strategies should not be perceived mutually exclusive, thus it is possible to combine 
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a number different strategies depending on the research design and method applied. We have decided 

to apply a case study strategy based on our choice method.  

 

A case study approach facilitates the exploration of  a phenomenon within its context by using a 

variety of data. By applying different lenses instead of one the topic of interest becomes well explored. 

Case studies are particularly suitable in studies that seek  explain, describe, illustrate and enlighten a 

topic (Yin, 2003). A case is “a phenomenon of some sort occurring in a bounded context” (p. 545, 

Miles & Huberman (1994) in (Baxter & Jack, 2010)). The case study gives practical and context-

dependent knowledge, which can be more valuable than theoretical-driven knowledge. A case study 

is limited by its context-dependent structure, and cannot be generalised broadly. It can however 

provide learnings which can be useful in other settings (Flyvbjerg, 2006).  

 

By using a single case study we can gain deeper knowledge about the topic and thereby create a better 

understanding of the phenomenon (Baxter & Jack, 2010). We use a holistic single case study, which 

implies that the research is examining one case with a single unit of analysis (Yin, 2003) in this 

instance the RSPO inclusiveness of smallholders. Further, the case study is exploratory, which means 

is used to explore situations in which the evaluated topic has no clear, single set of outcomes (Yin, 

2003).   

 

The exploratory perspective of the case study will allow us to go into depth with smallholder inclusion 

in the context of Colombia, and achieve in depth insights from the different actors in this setting and 

how the RSPO ISH standard can affect the inclusion. We believe this approach is the best to enable 

us to clarify our understanding of this subject. This enable us  to narrow down our focus as we expand 

our knowledge. This choice of research strategy allows us to keep an open mind to new elements we 

were not aware of in the beginning of the study. This means that in line with gaining more insights, 

it allows us to change our direction accordingly. Additionally, we  can implement new knowledge 

and insights we have learned in the process in the data collection part.  

 

Yin (2003) highlights five components that are especially important, when conducting case studies.  

The first one relates to the form of research question, which most commonly takes shapes through  

“how” and “why” questions.  The second part refers to the study propositions, and should direct the 

attention to something that should be examined. This part should reflect the scope of the case study 
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and the limitations (Yin, 2003). The third step reflects the “unit of analysis” relating to the area of 

focus that the researcher are examining. This step is the connected to defining the case, and who are 

the unit of analysis. The fourth step involves linking the data to the study. This can be done in several 

ways. The most common approach is pattern matching in whereby multiple pieces of information 

from the same case is linked to some theoretical proposition (Campbell, D. (1975) in (Yin, 2003))  

The last step is the criteria for interpreting the findings, which refers to comparing two contrasting 

propositions (Yin, 2003). This means that the different patterns identified in the previous step are 

sufficiently contrasting, so the findings can be compared to each other (Yin, 2003). The figure below 

summarises our case study according to Yin’s components.  

 

Figure 8: Yin’s five components 

 

(Source: own design) 

 

The case study method will be based on our use monomethod qualitative data collection technique in 

shape of semi structured interviews. Our data for the analysis will be primary data, however, we have 

used secondary data to gain knowledge about the industry and what areas to focus on in our questions. 

It is important to note that our case study on smallholders in Colombia is not applicable to 

smallholders in Indonesia and Malaysia, because the national contexts are different. However, the 

results and outcomes we generate can provide insights on smallholders in Colombia in a given point 

in time.  

 

5.2 Data collection  

There are different types of primary data within quantitative and qualitative research methods. These 

include respectively experiments, interview surveys and open/semi structured interviews. Primary 

data is characterised by being collected a first hand (Hox & Boeije, 2005), and are collected for a 

How can the RSPO ISH 
Standard affect the 

institutional infrastructure 
in the Colombian Palm Oil 
industry and increase the 

inclusion of smallholders?

The purpose of the thesis is 
to explore how the new 

RSPO ISH Standard can 
influence the institutional 

infrastructure and the 
inclusion of smallholders. 

The unit of analysis in this 
thesis is the Colombian 

Palm Oil industry and the 
RSPO

The thesis uses pattern 
matching to identify 

institutional elements and 
logics in the field. 

The criteria for interpreting
this thesis’ findings are 

fulfilled when the patterns 
either match or contradict. 

1.The Research question 2. The propositions 3. The unit of analysis 4. Linking the data to the 
purpose 

5. Criteria for interpreting 
the findings
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specific research problem by “…using the procedures that fit the research problem best” (p. 593 in 

(Hox & Boeije, 2005)). One of the benefits to collecting primary data is the tailoring to the research 

question, which ensures that the study is coherent and that the information collected helps solve the 

research question (Hox & Boeije, 2005). Based on this, and considering our research question and 

design we have decided to use primary data for the data collection.  

 

Another way to collect data can be through secondary sources. Secondary data refers published data 

that was originally collected with a different purpose. This might not be optimal for the posed 

question. However, using secondary data is a way to faster access relevant information (Hox & 

Boeije, 2005). In our paper, we used secondary data in the early stages of research. Data was collected 

form a variety of sources like industry reports and company  publications to gain knowledge about 

the palm oil sector and main actors within it. This was then complemented with academic literature 

from scholars who investigated the sustainable palm oil sector. The literature was collected through 

searches in Google Scholar and SAGE databases and was then supplemented with citation searches 

to gain a broad perspective on the main scholars and publications within the same field.  

 

The thesis, therefore encompasses both primary and secondary data. The primary data is used for the 

data collection part in contrary to the secondary data that is the background and foundation of the 

thesis.  

 

5.2.1 Semi-structured interviews  

In the section above, we explained the different types of research strategies including our own choice 

for this paper, exploratory case study. We also decided to take a monomethod qualitative approach, 

and use semi structured interviews as data collection technique.  

 

An interview seek to gather descriptions from the world of the interviewed with the purpose of 

interpreting the described phenomenon (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2015). This means that a number of 

themes and questions to be covered are predetermined. Although, the interview questions are prepared 

in advance, the semi-structured approach opens up that the order of the questions may change during 

the interview (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2015). Further, this type of interview structure allows the 

interviewer to ask additional questions along the way, and to follow up with the interviewee on the 

answers provided. During an interview, it is important get the interviewee as descriptive and detailed 
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in the narrative as possible (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2015). This is best achieved, when the informant is 

relaxed and confident enough to speak freely, which reasons our choice for using the semi structured 

interviews.  

 

All interviews were based interview guides and adjusted individually for each participant. The semi-

structured approach was chosen in order to follow the exploratory nature of the study (Saunders, 

Lewis, & Thornhill, 2015), and  focuses on the subjects experience. Although, they did follow a 

similar structure to ensure that the respondents covered many of the same topics and areas.  We 

followed Kvale & Brinkmann (2015) division of the interview, and divided the interview guide it into 

three parts  

1. Briefing  

2. Questions  

3. Debriefing  

 

In the briefing part, we introduced and presented our research topic, and outlined the purpose of the 

interview including various formalities like the consent to being recorded and if the person had any 

questions before we started. This was a way to make sure that the interviewee understood the context 

and from our perspective showing respect for the information by the participant.  Once, the person 

gave consent to being recorded the questions began.  

 

We used open-ended questions and adapted the structure and interview guide to the interview as we 

went along. We were attentive to cover all topics, but did not necessarily follow the order if the 

interviewee by themselves jumped from question to question or naturally went from one topic to 

another. Thus, the semi-structured approach also allowed for us to keep an open mind towards inputs 

from the interview subjects, and thereby gain unexpected and new input. 

 

We adapted the questions depending on the respondent and his experience with smallholders, and 

asked follow up questions when necessary. This gave the interviewee the opportunity to reflect, and 

us a chance to include perspectives and opinions, which had not initially covered.  

 

Based on the knowledge we gained from interview to interview, we started to get a clearer 

understanding of the Colombian context and were able to ask more Colombia specific questions. 
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Saunders et al. (2015) highlights that the knowledge obtained from interviews to understand a specific 

context behind the answers can generate insights to problems or point of views, which might not have 

found ourselves (Saunders, Lewis, & Thornhill, 2015).  We strived for openness and an exploratory 

approach by deliberately including open questions (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2015).   

 

Before ending the interview there was a debriefing. The debriefing refers to the last phase of the 

interview in which interviewer asks the interviewee if the person has any final comments or questions 

(Kvale & Brinkmann, 2015). We did the same to make sure that the participant felt he/she had been 

heard, and for us to include any additional perspectives before ending the interview.  

 

Sampling  

Sampling refers to the reduction in the amount of data that is needed. There are different techniques 

associated with sampling probability and non-probability sampling. Based on our research strategy 

and design non-probability sampling is most relevant for this paper. Non-probability sampling is 

based on the researcher’s subjective judgement (Saunders, Lewis, & Thornhill, 2015), and if often 

used in research strategies that focus on a small sample like in case studies. This is in contrary to the 

probability sampling that is associated with a survey based strategy (Saunders, Lewis, & Thornhill, 

2015).  Within the non-probability sampling, we find “self-selection” as a sample type. Self-selection 

refers to allowing individuals to identify their desire to take part in the research (Saunders, Lewis, & 

Thornhill, 2015). Often the individual has an opinion or feeling about the research undertaken, and 

can be done by asking them to participate.  

 

In our case, the participants for our interviews were selected on the basis of their connection to the 

palm oil industry. Based on our research strategy and design, we identified and selected individuals 

based on their background or current role. Next, we contacted them through email to set up an 

interview with those interested. In this stage of the paper, we were especially attentive to respondents 

with Colombian context knowledge and experience. Though, in order to gain an insight to some of 

the general challenges in the sustainable palm oil sector, individuals that did not have direct Colombia 

specific experience were also included.  As the study progressed some of the subjects of investigation 

also provided us with contacts for relevant interviewees or recommendations for interesting subjects 

for the study. This presented us with the opportunity of interviewing subjects which we were unable 
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to identify or connect to ourselves. As our knowledge of the industry grew, we also identified actors 

which could give us different perspectives. 

 

We included different actors from different part of the sector to give the most diverse picture of the 

topic. Most of the interviewees were RSPO members or in other ways affiliated with the organisation, 

but we also included NGOs and industry experts who were not members in order to gain an outside 

perspective. This makes us able to create generalisations beyond the RSPO.  

 

One limitation of the study is the lack of smallholder producers. As we were not able to conduct the 

case study in person we were dependent of interviews to be conducted online. It was not possible to 

establish contact to any smallholders who could conduct an interview with us. However, all of our 

interview subjects are or have previously worked with smallholders in different ways and therefore 

hold first-hand knowledge about the topic.  

 

A total of 17 interviews were collected over a period of 2 months. The interviews were all conducted 

online through telecommunication platforms Skype, Microsoft Teams Meetings, and Zoom. Most 

interviews were conducted in English, except one, which took place in Spanish. The full transcriptions 

can be found in appendix 1, though only selected parts which have been used in the paper have been 

translated. The table below summarises the participants interviewed.   
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Table 7: Interviewees  

Interviewee  Member of the RSPO  Interview setting 
Company 1 Yes  Skype  
Company 2  Yes Skype  
NGO 1  No  Skype  
NGO 2 No  Skype  
NGO 3  Yes  Skype  
NGO 4 Yes  Teams  
MSI 1 Yes Skype  
MSI 2 Yes Skype  
MSI 3 Yes Skype  
MSI 4  Yes Teams  
MSI 5 Yes Teams  
Industry expert 1 No  Skype  
Industry expert 2 No  Skype  
Industry expert 3  No Skype  
Industry expert 4  No  Zoom  
Industry organisation 1 Yes  Skype  
Industry organisation 2 Yes  Teams  

 
 

Data Quality 

Despite to lack of standardisation when conducting the interview, we have made sure to ensure the 

quality of data. By using open-ended questions and allowing the interviewee to form the structure of 

the interview we have avoided created bias in the interview. We allowed the interview to talk and 

answer the questions based on their immediate response and allowed them to reflect about the 

question and related topics. If the interviewee went too far off topic we would direct the interview 

back on track. Questions of elaboration were used in case the interviewee had short or unclear 

answers.  

 

Reliability  and Validity 

Though well-known requirement for research is the ability to reconstruct the findings, this is not 

possible for semi-structured qualitative data (Saunders, Lewis, & Thornhill, 2015). As the answers 

are dependent on the time they were collected, it might not always be repeatable. We are aware of 

this limitation, but do however claim that the findings are valid. Though the data cannot be fully 

replicated, the format of the semi-structured interview gave us the flexibility to investigate a topic in 

that time and place, though it is dynamic and therefore subject to change. A thorough explanation of 
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research design is used to defend the validity of this study. Second-hand data was further used to 

check the data provided by the participants to ensure their quality.  

 

Generalisability 

This study has a limited amount of data. But as we have selected a wide variety of participants with 

different backgrounds, the collection of interviews is representative enough to give a generalized 

overview of the topic. Further in the paper we will discuss the findings in relation to pre-existing 

theory, hereby creating a broader theoretical significance than just the scope of our case study. 

Although, findings from case studies are not directly transferable to other studies (Flyvbjerg, 2006) 

and cannot be used to make statistical generalisations (Saunders, Lewis, & Thornhill, 2015), it is 

possible in relation with theories to create conclusions within the scope of our study.  

 

5.3 Coding 

In our analysis of the collected data we follow a deductive approach. On the basis of our theory we 

have developed a research question, and use our data to answer this. We do however incorporate an 

inductive approach when it seems necessary. This has happened when new knowledge has emerged 

and we have seen the necessity to adjust the interview guides for later interviews in order to 

incorporate the new information. All interviews were transcribed and can be found appendix 2. 

 

In order to best analyse our data we undertake a thematic analysis. This generic appraoch to analysis 

is described as foundamental when analysing qualitative data (Braun and Clarke in (Saunders, Lewis, 

& Thornhill, 2015)).  The esssential purpose is to search for themes or patterns that occur across the 

data set. After developing these key themes we can then develop and test explanations and theories 

in correlation with our theory. Finally, we can use the basis of these themes draw and verify 

conclusions (Saunders, Lewis, & Thornhill, 2015).  

 

We categorised similar meanings based on codes in the interviews. In this way we can manage and 

comprehend the data. We began with a framework of codes based on the theoretical work, but as we 

went along we added and changed codes to the data. By doing this we made sure not to have a list of 

codes which were inadequate for answering the research question. 
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We code the interviews using  NVivo, a computer-assisted qualitative data analysis software 

(CAQDAS) in order to identify statement and connect them to keywords. This is a way of creating 

overview of the data and legitimise it. The data is continuously compared in order to find similarities 

and differences which then lead to sampling of new data. We use a data controlled coding which 

where we start our without codes and then create and develop the codes when reading through the 

material  

A thorough coding creates an insight and confidentiality with the material and creates an overview 

which is useful whit large amounts of data (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2015). We then categorise these 

codes in order to reduce the data to a few categories to make sense of the data. These categories are 

then used to compare the findings in order to analyse and discuss the research question.  

 

We came up with a total of 10 codes which identified the main components which influence the 

smallholder certification in the Colombian market. A full overview of the codes and sub-codes can 

be seen in appendix 1. Each of the codes contain a set of sub-codes which identify the key concepts 

within that code.   

 

Some codes are directed towards important components in the Colombian palm oil industry. This is 

for example challenges in the palm oil sector which is relevant to give an insight into the industry 

specific challenges and differences. Other codes were related to the RSPO and their role within the 

Colombian context. Some example of this is the critique of the RSPO and Benefit of RSPO 

certification which illustrates the general perception of the RSPO for each respondent. It also 

identified general benefits and challenges for the RSPO certification in order to further illustrate the 

effect of the RSPO ISH certification for smallholders. The remaining codes were targeted at topics 

which are related to the smallholders and the effect of the RSPO ISH standard. 

 

Overall, the codes and sub-codes create an overview over the main recurrent aspects within the 

sustainable Colombian palm oil industry and will form base of the analysis. 

In order to properly analyse and understand the responses we used an interpretivist approach to proper 

understand the meanings the respondents ascribe to different phenomenon (Saunders, Lewis, & 

Thornhill, 2015). 
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6. Results 
 

This section outlines the results of the interviews that were conducted in the spring of 2020. The 

analysis is based on the results generated by the coding of the interviews. The different findings are 

presented and analysed according to the theoretical framework presented in chapter three. 6 dominant 

elements were defined in the field of Colombian sustainable palm oil. The informal governance body 

in the field is the RSPO, who has taken on the role as the main provider of regulations in the field. 

With the absence of a formal governance, the RSPO  has become the closest substitute for a regulative 

element and therefore hold the dominant power in the field through regulation and assessment of 

behaviour. The organisational model element is made up by the companies and buyers. They hold 

powerful positions in the field, which is marked by a buyer-driven field with big and powerful 

corporations. They hold many of the resources and reinforces the structural conduct in the field. 

 

The collective interest organisations in the field are NGOs and the Federation of National Palm 

Growers, Fedepalma. They are the main challengers to the status quo of the field. As it is 

demonstrated below many of these organisations have partnered up with the RSPO to create the 

biggest impact, while some have not. They are characterised by a desire to change the circumstances 

for the smallholders. 

In the field of sustainable palm oil the status differentiators play an important role in establishing the 

positioning of the smallholders. The most important of these is the allocation of resources and 

education. The RSPO label also serve as a status differentiator as not all gain obtain it, and thereby 

gain the benefits it bring. Norms is also defining for the role of the smallholders in the field. These 

are characterised by education and formulation. In this case study, the norms of the smallholders are 

an influential factor on this group.  

 

The table 8 summarises the main institutional elements within the field of Colombian palm oil 

industry. Table 9 provides an overview over relevant institutional logics which influence the 

smallholder inclusion.  
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Table 8: Institutional Infrastructure Elements in the Colombian palm oil industry 

Institutional Infrastructure Elements Results Description 
Informal governance bodies  RSPO 

RSPO ISH Standard 
Informal governance body refers to the 
certification standard. Standards provided by 
this type of actor often become a substitute for 
formal governance in the absence of this 
element. The standard provides a set of rules 
and regulations which assess and 
communicate the behaviour of other actors 

Organisational models  Companies 
Buyers 

 The organisational model defines the 
relationships between corporations and the 
way they structure themselves in partnerships 
with other actors in a field 

 
Collective interest groups 

Fedepalma 
NGOs 

The collective interest organisations within 
the field can be constituted by different actors. 
These actors can either reinforce appropriate 
behaviour or become challengers to the status 
quo of the field. In some cases they partner up 
with dominant organisations in the field or in 
other cases they become opponents of existing 
structures 

Status differentiators  RSPO labels 
Access to resources 
Education 

Status differentiators serves a role to create 
social order within the field. They can affect 
the legitimacy and positioning of actors in a 
field. There are many different elements of 
status differentiators. Some examples are 
labels, rankings, resources, education and 
award ceremonies 
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Norms  Smallholder culture 
Lack of formalisation  

Norms refer to education and professional 
training.  

Relational channel  Inter-organisational collaboration   Relational interorganisational connections 
through which practices become normatively 
sanctioned and which form the relevant peer 
group with respect to normative compliance, 
monitoring and evaluation 

(Source: own design) 
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Table 9: Institutional Logics  

Logics Dominant Contested Dominant Arguments Contested Argument 
Smallholders benefit 
from certification  

Supported by  
Company 1, Company 2, 
NGO3, NGO4, MSI1, 
MSI2, MSI3, MSI4, 
Industry expert 3, 
industry expert 4, 
industry organisation 1, 
industry organisation 2,  

Supported by  
NGO1, NGO2, Industry 
expert 1, Industry expert 
2 

Certification give 
smallholders access to 
markets and a better 
livelihood 
 
Certification creates 
better social and 
environmental  
protection 

Smallholders have 
limited power in the 
RSPO 
 
Smallholders receive 
limited benefits 
 
Smallholders are not 
compensated sufficiently 
for costs 

RSPO Certification is 
sustainable  

Supported by 
Company 1, Company 2, 
MSI1, MSI2, MSI3, MSI4 
Interest Organisation 4 

Supported by  
NGO1, NGO2, industry 
expert 2   

RSPO improve 
production practices and 
promotes sustainability 

Lacks social perspective 
 
Certified producers does 
not always comply 
 
Environmental standards 
are not sufficient 

Smallholders cannot 
obtain certification by 
themselves  

Supported by  
Company 1, Company 2, 
NGO2, NGO3, NGO4, 
MSI1, MSI2, MSI3, 
MSI4, MSI5, Industry 
expert 1, Industry expert 
2, Industry expert 3, 
Industry expert 4, 
industry organisation 1, 
industry organisation 2 

-  Smallholders lack access 
to: 
Capital 
Education 
Technical assistance 
Training 

 

Sustainability is a 
business case  

Supported by  
Company 1, Company 2, 
NGO4, Industry Expert 3  

-  Buyers drive incentive 
for certification 
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Smallholders become 
certified based on a 
business case 

RSPO certification 
substitutes missing 
governance  

Supported by  
NGO4, NGO2, MSI2, 
Company 1, Industry 
Expert 3, Industry expert 
2,  

-  RSPO certification goes 
beyond national 
legislation 
 

 

Source: own design
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6.1 Informal governance body and regulators  

Based on the theoretical framework we identified the main institutional infrastructure elements 

institutional logics in the field. 

The most influential element is the informal governance body, which is the RSPO. They are one of 

the main drivers of sustainability in Colombia and therefore has a big influence on the structure of 

the field. This idea is supported by Company 2.   

“And we realized that, but we understood that only legal compliance was not enough […]  So 
we started to interact with our stakeholders, and based on these interactions, we started to communicate about 
our performance on sustainability issues [… ]So when the RSPO was created, we were one of the agents that 
helped to create the organization.  So this is more or less how we engaged in the sustainability issues […] “ 

(Company 2) 

The RSPO certification provides guidelines and policies which surpasses other national legislative 

instances as  “ … the certification and the RSPO and organizations such as Fedepalma are more 

advanced than a lot of government legislation or government initiatives…” (Industry expert 3). RSPO 

is the main provider of legislation in shape of soft law. This create a leadership role that is further 

enhanced by the lack of a regulative element. 

 
The Colombian government is absent in the sustainable palm oil sector. Regulators are usually a key 

element in an institutional infrastructure, but in the case of the Colombian palm oil sector this element 

is lacking. It is noticed that the government is mentioned by 5  of the interviewees as an important 

stakeholder. Within institutional infrastructure the government is highlighted as an important 

element, but in this context there is minimal government involvement and limited legislation in the 

area of sustainable palm oil.  

This creates the logic that the RSPO is a substitute for the regulative element which increases the 

power of this element in the infrastructure. Part of this structure is due to the advanced criteria in the 

certification compared to national legislation, which is emphasised by NGO4 “The problem is that 

the legislation is always far behind and the standard goes forward  ” (NGO4 – own translation from 

Spanish). 

The RSPO certification is therefore key in order to promote sustainability in Colombia. Nonetheless, 

the implementation of the standard is complex and faces many obstacles in the industry. One of the 
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biggest challenges is the implementation of smallholders. The regulative element thus contradicts the 

underlying logic,  and must be changed in order to include more smallholders in the certification.  

 

The RSPO certification is underlined as a promoter of sustainability and a way of motivating 

companies to become certified. Motivation is mentioned by Company 1 as a benefit. The promotion 

of sustainability is seen as a great benefit, mainly due to lack of other drivers such as legislation as 

pointed out by NGO 4. However, it is underlined by NGO4 that this is due to the lack of formal 

governance. “It [RSPO certification]could be the solution. We believe it is the best solution … The 

ideal that it does not exists, but that it is in the law. That the standard is within the law ” (NGO4 – 

own translation from Spanish). They see a formal legislator as the ideal regulative element, but with 

the absence of the government the RSPO certification is the best substitute.  

 

Some respondents are critical of the RSPO as the main provider of policies within sustainable 

production, as highlighted by NGO2 “Because international standards is like, they’re not 

democratic. We believe in democratic structures like we have in Europe.” (NGO2). As seen in the 

quote, NGO2 holds a general critique of the international standards and the power these possess. They 

see the national governments as the legitimate providers and the most important element in the 

infrastructure. However, without the RSPO there would be nobody to fill this role in Colombia. 

Despite the powerful position within the field the RSPO therefore rely on other stakeholders to 

promote the certification.   

 

The interviews revealed a list of other key stakeholders in the Colombian palm oil industry (see 

appendix 1). It showed a broad variety of actors which underlines the complexity and reach of the 

industry.  Among the respondents the most central stakeholders mentioned were; NGO’s with 13 

mentions, Companies with 12 mentions and buyers with 7. Other stakeholders were also mentioned, 

but we limited it to the most stakeholders in order to stay within the scope of our topic. The inclusion 

of stakeholders is also important for the RSPO as they see members as the main promoters of the 

certification as well as key drivers for smallholder inclusion. “… I think RSPO is an engagement, a 

platform of engaging stakeholders.  So, this is the main contribution that RSPO makes to be passed 

among the stakeholders. […] they have a shared responsibility to create, promote—to have a more 

sustainable industry” (MSI2). 
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6.2 Organisational models 

Companies and buyers represent the same element as organisational models. Companies adopt 

sustainable practices when they see it as an opportunity for their business to grow. “In the end of 

nineties, with the first very heavy campaigns that NGOs launched against palm oil production and 

also against palm oil users, our directors realized that sustainability would be a key issue in the next 

few years.” (Company 2).  

This shows that there are consequences for companies not adopting to sustainable practices, and at 

the same time present an opportunity to use sustainability as branding and market the product to the 

end- customer. This can be considered one of the primary incentives for companies to transition due 

to the exposure at the consumer-end.   

Along with mills, companies are central to the inclusion of smallholders in the certification. As MSI 

1 points out “… the mills and the companies are behind them helping them and supporting them with 

all doing an organization system—with all the trainings and all the requirements that the smallholder 

standard is asking them to comply in order to get their certifications.” (MSI1). 

Buyers were also highlighted as important, and refer to buyers of palm oil or products with palm oil, 

hence not the consumer or end-consumer. Some of the main buyers are big retail chains. They were 

underlined as the another incentive to transition to sustainable production. This would enable access 

to markets. Especially the access to the European market is important for companies and can be a 

direct cause to becoming certified as highlighted by Company 1“… because at that time we had a 

client in Switzerland […]They were testing sustainable palm oil in their supply chain, so [they] 

brought us into the conversation.” (Company 1). The access to the European market can also allow 

the company to charge the buyers a premium for the sustainable product, and an economic gain is 

also linked as motivation to switch to sustainable production practices. Hence, branding, economic 

gains and markets access are key drivers for the companies when adopting sustainable production 

practices.  

The interviewed companies stated that smallholder inclusion is one of their main challenges paired 

with poor infrastructure in Colombia. Despite these difficulties companies highlight the importance 

of “… includ[ing] our integrated family farmers and the out growers into the supply chain…” 

(Company 2) though it held challenges for both groups.  
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The companies were all compelled to include smallholders“… we're also including these type of 

farms [smallholders] into our supply chain, but it is very difficult for us to do that, because we don't 

want to be exposed in terms of land …”(Company 1). But as Company 1 mentions, the inclusion of 

smallholders includes insecurities and the companies do not want to be exposed in ways that might 

hurt their brand or their profit. As long as smallholders are seen as an obstacle it can be assumed that 

they will limit the inclusion of smallholders in their supply base to avoid any negative impacts.  

However, the companies do have the resources to include the smallholders, so it may be a question 

of control, and protection of their brand. Thus, this could be the reason for the companies wanting to 

control them.   

This focus on branding and market access has created criticism from different respondents who claim 

that companies uses the RSPO certification as greenwashing2 in order to benefit the most from the 

certification with limited costs. As mentioned it improves the company brand but “… greenwashing 

is not just image, it’s also about it gives the operators, the companies access to finance … and access 

to clients…” (NGO1). 

 

6.3 Collective interest organisations 

Another element present are the collective interest organisations such as NGOs, smallholders and 

the national federation of palm growers “Fedepalma”.  

Fedepalma is an industry organisation for oil palm producers in Colombia. They are a long-standing 

member of the RSPO and hold a great influence in the field. They have many projects directed at 

promoting sustainable palm oil and are also involved with smallholder support. Several respondents 

like industry expert 3 and 4 underline Fedepalma as one of the most essential actors along with the 

RSPO. 

“Fedepalma is a very important actor, and I don't think that, in most other countries, I don't 
think that that national-level association  is nearly as strong.  So, as a result, the industry is, is much better 
organized […] but I think that's a key actor in, in all the, in this entire discussion as well.  ” (Industry Expert 

3) 

 
2 Greenwashing is defined as the structuring of corporate disclosures regarding environmental matters so as to 
maximize perceptions of legitimacy (Laufer, 2003, p. 255 in (Roberts & Koeplin, 2007). 
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”Most of the palm oil mills in Colombia are members of Fedepalma.  There are a few, small 
cases that are outside of Fedepalma […]  So, Fedepalma is a member of the RSPO, and you should probably 
know this.  So, they are – one of the biggest drivers […]in Columbia” (Industry expert 4) 

The importance of Fedepalma in the Colombian sector can be seen as a result of the missing formal 

governance. The companies and growers have joined in a federation which have become very 

influential. Fedepalma is a member of the RSPO and all of their members are working towards 

sustainable and “ …[Fedepalma] have a goal that in 2025 75 percent of [their] oil is going to be 

certified…” (Industry organisation 1). This recognition of the RSPO from another powerful actor 

further legitimises RSPO dominant role in the industry.  

NGOs are important actors to support the smallholders due to their  essential knowledge about the 

smallholders needs and challenges and close collaboration with them. This is idea is supported by 

industry organisation  

“… that's a … NGO, we're, we're working with … they visit every grower, and check how that 
small grower is doing in social  and environment aspect and agricultural aspect and economic aspect so we 
can know how we can help the small grower.” (Industry organisation 1) 

However, NGOs also act as protectors of vulnerable groups such as communities, workers and 

smallholders against exploitation.  

“…People do not know, are not aware of their rights.  So what are the land rights?  What are 
their rights to natural resources?” … And so the, the companies make use of that. And then we organise, we 
help communities self-organise … so that the community has representative bodies which—in which they can 
make decisions on their land and natural resources.” (NGO1). 

The NGOs are divided between supporting the RSPO and their approach to sustainability. Some 

NGOs see the RSPO certification as a way of promoting sustainable production where others see the 

RSPO as an instigator of exploitation. This exploitation is mostly directed towards smallholders and 

communities where  The latter view is mainly taken on by industry experts and NGO’s who are not 

members of the RSPO. They take more critical stand on the RSPO in relation to smallholders than 

RSPO member organisations.  

“[Company name] now claims “Well, we will soon become all RSPO certified”. But when 
you look at the local situations the same is happening as on other plantations. So, communities get under 
pressure, they lose the land, they use violence towards women from […] So, all these problems are still there 
and deforestation is still happening.”(NGO2). 

This critique highlights the point that they see RSPO as company-driven and therefore mainly serves 

the interests of big corporations. In the quote below they also exemplifies that companies do not 
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always comply despite having the certification which can be related to the earlier point of 

greenwashing. These points of critique are based on the point of view that the RSPO has unequal 

power distribution between different members and stakeholders, which is not beneficial for the 

smallholders. The critical NGOs claim that the RSPO“… is a corporate-dominated system, so it’s the 

corporations that have all the power.” (NGO1). This notion is also supported by Industry Expert 2.  

“Neither is questioned the market consumption of the asymmetries of power of the, of the 
obscured cost of negative externalities because the economic models, in some way […] It does not also 
question the uneven disposition of resources [within the RSPO]” (Industry expert 2). 

It is important to notice that those who holds this type of critique do not operate in Colombia. Their 

knowledge is based mainly on South East Asia and Africa. It could seem as these problems were less 

present in the Colombian context. One Colombian-based NGO recognises the critique but views the 

RSPO as part of the solution rather than the problem. NGO4 highlights the RSPO complaint 

mechanism as a key tool to solve some of the beforementioned issues. 

“There is a lot we don’t agree with, but we do believe that it is important to start applying and 
exercise the RSPO and this complaint mechanism in order for it to be really powerful. We have seen cases 
where it has worked and these complaints have been improved and have actually improved the quality of the 
company’s work.” (NGO4 – own translation from Spanish).  

The NGOs give an important input with a more critical approach to the RSPO. It demonstrates that 

the RSPO certification might not be enough to solve all problems within social or environmental 

challenges. Despite the division of whether or not the RSPO and its members can solve these issues, 

it is clear that the RSPO must implement some changes and a better system to secure full compliance 

of certified members. 

Smallholders 
Smallholders constitute the final grouping in the collective interest organisations. Though they are 

not a unified organisation they are the key subject of investigation, and is therefore analysed as a 

collective group, although we recognise the diversity and difference between them. 

Inclusion of smallholders in sustainable production practices are mentioned by 9 respondents as the 

main challenge in the palm oil industry. The answers are divided on a broad group of interviewees 

consisting of the corporations, MSI1, industry expert 1 and 3,  and industry organisation 2.  
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Smallholders are mentioned as important to include as they constitute a significant part of the palm 

oil production. At the same time“… smallholder certification is also a huge challenge in Colombia 

because there are at least 6,000  to 7,000 smallholders” (MSI2).  

Smallholder inclusion is generally seen as an important factor. Based on the data collection, we have 

created four sub codes that were highlighted by some or all of the respondents as related to 

smallholders. In general, many respondents saw the RSPO certification as positive for the 

smallholders and recognised that certification will bring benefits to the smallholders. 

 

There is a general agreement that price premium is one of the main benefits for smallholders in the 

transitioning to sustainable palm oil. Out of 17 respondents, 6 highlighted price premium as the main 

benefit for smallholders becoming certified. In this context, it is relevant to underline that the 

respondents who have this point of view included both members and non-members of the RSPO. 

 Price premium is also related to market access, which was emphasised by Industry Organisation 

2  “Mainly, better prices, higher prices in the European markets here in the local market, we don’t 

have a differentiation for being, or not being certificated …” (Industry Organisation 2). This quote 

underlines the importance of international market access, because of the little recognition sustainable 

palm oil has in the local market. It also shows that better prices is a main driver and one of the biggest 

benefits for producers of sustainable palm oil. It also underlines the importance of international 

markets as there is no or minimal demand for sustainable palm oil in Colombia.  

 

Despite the majority of respondents being in favour of the RSPO certification as a promoter of 

sustainability only NGO4 highlighted better environmental protection as a benefit for smallholders. 

“Often the certification will create higher profits when sowing in a way that produces the most oil… 

And they protect the environment better.” (NGO 4 - own translation from Spanish). Here the price 

premium is mentioned as the main motivator for the smallholder, but this motivation could lead to 

compliance and thereby better the environmental protection  

 

The analysis shows a limited number of benefits from certification in regards to smallholders. As we 

have not included any smallholder growers in our data collection, it is possible that the respondents 

are not aware of all of the positive impacts the certification creates for the smallholders. This also 

accounts for any negative impact. 
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It could also be argued that the interviewees mentioned price premiums as they see this as the main 

benefit, and therefore left out other gains. However, a limited amount of benefits could also explain 

the low inclusion of smallholders in certifications. 

Not all  respondents share this opinion of the RSPO certification as positive for smallholders. The 

non-member NGOs of the RSPO and industry expert 1 perceive smallholder inclusion as undesirable. 

This is founded in a general scepticism towards the RSPO and a belief that RSPO is not the solution 

to sustainable production. One of the main concerns was the distribution of power which favours the 

dominant actors and not the smallholders nor the communities which is supported by NGO1.  

“…our approach and our analysis is that these certification system, systems are blocking a 
global transition […] Also it’s a corporate-dominated system, so it’s the corporations that have all the power. 
The NGOs have very limited power …in the RSPO, and the communities and the workers have extremely 
limited power in the, in the RSPO. […] I we think that outside of the RSPO we can be much more effective in 
protecting the rights of communities …” (NGO1) 

The loss of control is one of the main critiques. “In the RSPO system, and you have these criteria, at 

the end, the smallholder does he really control something?” (Industry Expert 1). One of the specific 

points related to control was the control over land. The power asymmetry can lead to different kinds 

of loss or takeovers. One of the main issues is the loss of land “what they [certifications] do is actually 

they strengthen the current industry and the position, the political power of the current industry … 

…these industrial plantations, they take up all the land.  They have the political power.” (NGO1) 

 

All of these respondents were not present in the Colombian context and mainly drew upon examples 

from South East Asia and Africa. Still, land tenure is seen as one of the biggest problems in Colombia 

as well. Therefore it can be assumed that these problems are present in Colombia too which is 

confirmed. “…it was challenging for all the sectors, but now companies are really, really careful 

when they are going to get some new land.  So, I can say that land grabbing is not a challenge now 

because companies are really, really careful about that.” (NGO3). This quote underlines that 

conflicts related to land has diminished after the  peace treaty was signed. It also highlights that 

Colombian companies are  more careful after few cases hurt their reputation. Thus, the companies 

does not want to be associated with land grabbing and are therefore careful to consider land 

ownership. It can be assumed that this issue is diminishing. However, many farmers are still lacking 

proof of access to their land. This is a current issue which can be traced back to Colombia’s civil 



76 
 

conflict and is another revenant of these troubled times. These issues are currently being handled, but 

some regions still experience problems with land tenure and violent groups 

 

6.4 Status differentiators and norms 

Many of the challenges the smallholders are facing is due to the institutional infrastructure elements 

of status differentiators and norms. The status differentiators are present in the access to resources 

and the historical position that smallholders hold in society. Compared to other actors in the field, 

smallholders have less access to resources such as capital, education and technical knowledge.  

 

Smallholders’ norms differ from those of e.g. the big companies with access to international markets, 

and their culture differentiates them from other field actors. Smallholders are often unorganised and 

are operating informally, and they are not used to adapting their production practices to labels or 

certifications.  

 

“Like the culture of legality, as I told you.  For example, here in Colombia, it's very common in 
the rural areas that you have verbal confirmation, not written confirmation.  So, trying to change this culture, 
it's very difficult, but we're trying to do it.  But, it's so, so difficult.” (Industry organisation 1) 

 

The norms are based on the traditional informal practices that the smallholders have adopted from 

earlier generations. These norms and ways of production are different from other actors in the field.  

”… this is not because of they [smallholders] just want to do it wrong, no.  This is some, so, a cultural 

thing.  He learned it from his grandfather, who learned it from the father…” (Industry expert 4).  

 

Today, more farmers, though not all, are able to give their children an education. This increases the 

educational level which can close the gap in status differentiators. At the same time, many of those 

who go away to university do not come back to take over the farm. In these cases, the old norms may 

die out with the farmer.  

 

“In other areas, a lot of their sons and the next generation is coming again […]to take charge 
of the operations, itself.  So, you have at least two situations in which the supply base is changing from 
generations, and half of them are knowing—or, they know what the business is about.”  (MSI 4) 

 

These differences in norms is based on conflicting logics between smallholders and other actors in 

the sector. The logics in the field have created a relational power structure where the smallholders 

have less access to resources which are necessary to improve production and create incentive and 
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capabilities to become sustainable. These logics affect the behaviour of the actors and how the 

executive power is divided between these. The result of this is a field where the inclusion of 

smallholders is problematic and difficult. This shows the necessity of changes in logics and elements 

to create an institutional infrastructure that is more suitable for smallholders.  

  

There is a general agreement among all respondents that the lack of economic resources is the main 

challenge smallholders are facing in order to become certified.  They“…acknowledge that perhaps 

one of the main hurdles that the smallholders have to overcome is the lack of economical resources” 

(MSI2). 12 out of 17 stressed that this was one of the main problems, and this view was shared by 

both members and non-members of the RSPO. The reason is the”… costs associated to those 

certifications and mainly to RSPO are very high. […]and a very long process” (Industry organisation 

2)  

  

Additionally, 9 of 17 respondents agreed that another challenge for smallholders is the lack of 

technical knowledge. This was shared by both members and non-RSPO members and was dominated 

by respondents with from Latin American or Colombia. “I would say that the challenge for the small 

producers includes transfer of [technical] knowledge, limited capacity in financial manager support” 

(MSI 3).  

 

Most of them reasoned that this is caused by the low level of education among smallholders which 

was mostly “just primary school” (Industry Organisation 1). Consequently, this led to difficulties in 

understanding the technical aspect of sustainable production. Thus, this posed as a challenge for 

smallholders. Despite this point of reasoning, only 2 out of 17 respondents addressed the lack of 

education as a challenge for smallholders. This was mentioned by the industry organisation but no 

NGOs, companies nor the MSIs mentioned the level of education as a barrier.  

This could suggest that education does not pose a challenge, or indicate that the lack of education is 

implicit in the aspect of technical knowledge.  

5 out of 17 respondents did not address or identify the lack of technical knowledge nor education as 

a challenge for the smallholders. These respondents were found in the group that did not view the 

certification as beneficial for the smallholders. Thus, it can be assumed that they  are not concerned 

with the issues related to certification, but instead focus on other challenges. 
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Another issue raised is lack of information. This relates to the information and knowledge of RSPO 

certifications among smallholders. Only a few of the interviewees addressed the lack of information, 

they explained that”… the farmers didn't have a real clear idea of what that [certifications] entailed 

or what that involved.” (Industry expert 3) 

This reason indicates the smallholders are not aware of what the certification entails. They are often 

not aware that such a certification exists and even if they do, they seldom understand the full 

dimensions of the certification. 

Another challenge for smallholders highlighted by the respondents was formalisation. This point of 

view was widely shared by the RSPO members as well as non-members. However, none of the NGOs 

nor the MSI mentioned the formalisation requirement as a challenge. 

“Here, to get formalised in Colombia, it's so difficult, very difficult, and it's more difficult if you 
live in rural areas…So, you have to go to the, to the capital cities to find the office to, to do that 
registration.  It's very difficult to do it by, by internet, and most of our small growers, they don't use internet 
or very, very few of them…this process of your, of your registering, it's so difficult and so expensive” (Industry 

organisation 1) 

“..the labour contracts were very informal, as an example. So, so, the smallholders in, in Colombia would 
often contact people to come and cut their fruit twice a week […].  And before, those sort of labour contracts 
were very informal, just kind of pay, pay somebody a little bit of cash to come do that.  And now, with the 
RSPO, you have to have that formalized labour contract, and I know that it's been one of the biggest 
challenges.” (Industry expert 3) 

 

It is important to note that this challenge is not only seen as specific to smallholders, but it is referred 

to as general issue across the whole industry. 7 respondents noted that this was an industry-level 

problem, and all of these, except for industry expert 1, mentioned it in relation to smallholders. This 

amounts to almost half of all respondents. 

 

The lack of formalisation is further problematic as it limits the smallholders’ access to resources such 

as capital through loans and it create difficulties in regard to the issues with land tenure. Many farmers 

do not hold official proof of ownership and with their lack of formal registration it can be difficult to 

defend their land rights. 

  

It appears that the infrastructure aspect also poses as a challenge to smallholders because they usually 

are located in rural areas. A significant portion of the people asked highlighted the location, and the 

difficulty getting to and from this location, as a challenge for the smallholders as … most of [the 
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smallholders] are in the rural area …” (RSPO3) as well as larger corporations.  “ I mean, doing 

logistics in Colombia is not cheap.  And roads are not–are not good.  And distances are quite long” 

(Company 1). The problem is therefore industry wide, and can be expected to be more difficult for 

smallholders who do not have the resources to transport their fruit over long distances to their buyers   

or competing buyers.  

  

6.5 Relational channels 

Based on the quotes above, the concentration of smallholders in rural areas combined with the poor 

infrastructure could imply that this affects the smallholders and limits their access to the local market. 

This results in smallholders becoming dependent on the nearest mill in order to sell their fruit.  

  

“… most of the time, they will sell this to the nearest mill.  And if there is no nearest mill there, 
they will be dependent to other people who have the facility, the transport the fruits if they don’t have 
themselves.  And in the case that when they don’t have their own transportation, then the goods will be rotten 
along the road, because no transportation to bring their foods to the mill.” (MSI3) 
  

The smallholder businesses are therefore highly influenced by the mills. Under reasons to gain 

certification for smallholders, the mills were highlighted by 6 of the respondents as one of the main 

instigators for smallholder certifications. There are regional differences, but in areas where the 

relationships between mills and smallholders are very strong, the mills often approach the 

smallholders directly in order to persuade them to become certified. 

 

“When I was working in the north zone  there are a good amount of independent smallholders, 
but most of those have some sort of an affiliation with one of the mills.  And, in fact, that sort of schemed 
arrangement is very important because the upfront cost for establishing a plantation are quite high.… the 
direct entry or inclusion of those smallholders only because of that presence of the mill. …” (Industry expert 

3) 

  

The mills therefore constitute an important element within the relational channels. This shows the 

importance of inter-organisational collaboration and the influence and support of other actors to get 

the smallholders certified. One of the dominant logics in the field is the sense that smallholders cannot 

certify themselves. This is demonstrated by most actors as they highlight support activities and other 

stakeholders as central to the certification of smallholders.  

“But only big companies our size or bigger that want to put that amount of money into managing 
these type of structures are the ones that are putting smallholders in, because it is unreal absolutely unreal to 
have smallholders certify themselves and sell fruit in the market” (Company 1) 
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“… the model of their certification allows it, so I think that it's one of the challenges.  … we are 
really trying to really include them [the companies] to develop new methodologies and to support the 
smallholders to be included …” (NGO3) 
 

“ I think having a network of different stakeholders working around sustainability and 
working with the smallholders is crucial. [… ] I think it's completely important to help the smallholders, 
especially the smallholders, to carry the burden of becoming more sustainable.” (MSI2) 
 

It is important to notice that the scheme-structure has been criticised as the smallholders can risk their 

independence in exchange for help from the mill“…because it's not easy to work with the 

smallholders in order to keep them their independence but at the same time it's a […] risk with it but 

we normally trust on this strategy.” (MSI1) 

Other respondents also highlight the issue of dependency, because smallholders are often powerless 

in comparison to other actors such as the mills. This hereby creates an unequal power structure which 

is not in favour of the smallholder. 

“… the simple thing is just to see the mill because where you’ll get your money is through the 
mill.  […] The one who controls get the money” … “I think one of the issue is that we need to put back power 
to the smallholders…” (Industry expert 1) 

 

6.6 Critique of the RSPO 

The RSPO certification is highlighted as a possible solution to many problems, but it is also subject 

to critique. This can be observed in as the code on critique of the RSPO contains more sub codes 

compared to code on benefits. It is important to note that challenges in the palm oil sector is a big 

focus of this study, and this can have led to a bigger focus on critique rather than benefits. 

The points of critique are very fragmented, and different stakeholders mention different kinds of 

critique. One of the companies points to the costs of certifying which is supported by MSI and 

Industry Organisation 1 & 2 

Both companies stress the issue that the RSPO certification is originally designed for countries in 

South East Asia, and as a result “… the RSPO focuses much on the history of Southeast Asia.  And 

some of the issues that the RSPO wants to be very specific about, we don't have in Colombia.” 

(Company 1). The certification must therefore be accommodated for the Colombian context. This is 

supported by one industry expert and one respondent from the industry organisations who states that 

“… [the]RSPO is designed for Asia, for Indonesia and Malaysia, and it doesn't take account of what 

Colombian reality or Latin American reality.” (Industry organisation 1) 
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The regional differences can create difficulties when implementing the standard, and the RSPO do 

not have the same understanding of the Colombian context as the Asian. 

Another point of critique is the difficulties of implementation. This is due to the complexity of the 

standard and the long process to comply with the RSPO Principles and Criteria“… I feel that [The 

RSPO] have a comprehensive standard.  So, and sometimes it’s challenging for growers to comply 

with all the requirements.” (MSI2) 

6.7 General issues in the palm oil industry 

The section above analysed the issues which are smallholder specific. It is, however, important to 

notice that general problems in the industry also influence the smallholders. 

Two of the main challenges mentioned by the interviewees are the inclusion of smallholders and 

infrastructure which have already been touched upon.  

 

Another important challenge, which is mentioned by 6 respondents is the regional differences. 

“Colombia is quite different because the regions of palm oil production are quite focused and 

centralized” (MSI1) “ … and Colombia is very fascinating because, it's a large country and it's very 

diverse  in between those different regions.  […] the production in the north zone is completely 

different from the central and east zone” (Industry expert 3). It is therefore necessary to address the 

issue of smallholder inclusion differently depending on the location of the smallholder. 

 

Different regions have different problems and some regions face more challenges. This is especially 

true for the regions that have been the most affected by the armed conflict. “We have the illegal arm 

groups there.  We have illicit crops there.  We have a very big lack of infrastructure and very weak 

institutional entities in those municipalities” (Industry organisation 1) The paramilitary groups are a 

regional problem, but in the areas where they are present, they pose a challenge. Other problems are 

connected to the groups or rooted in the times of armed conflict.  The illicit crops refer to the large 

industry of drugs, especially coca which takes place in Colombia.  

 

The drug industry is very well-paid and is therefore attractive. “The coca is a crop which is very easy 

to grow […] The drug trafficker goes to the farm and picks up the product […] the transport of palm 

is very difficult. It is very costly …” (NGO3 – own translation). However, the palm oil industry is one 
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of the only industries which can compete with coca in terms of income; and it is legal. Many 

smallholders therefore switch to palm oil, but not all. 

 

“ What I mean is those small growers doesn't change palm to go to coca.  They stay with palm 
because palm is legal.  They earn less money, but they are legal.  And, and, it's like a long-term crop […]and 
the [coca salary] pay a day, like 100,000 pesos.  And […] in palm it’s around 40,000 pesos.  So, it's very 
difficult to compete with the coca.” (Industry organisation 1). 

 

Another important problem in the Colombian industry is land tenure. This has already been touched 

upon as it is one of the big issues for smallholders. Colombia has previously had many issues with 

land grabbing and displacement of people. “  In Colombia due to the prolonged the civil war, one of 

the challenges is […] the legality of land tenure.” (MSI2). After the peace agreement, the situation 

has become better, but it is still raised by 7 respondents as a challenge, and it creates elements of 

uncertainty. “… I can say that it is more for the small holders that they don't have the certification of 

the legal document to demonstrate that they are the owner of the land.  And it is mainly because of 

the war that we suffered in the past years. “ (NGO3- own translation from Spanish ).  

 

The land tenure is a big challenge for those who loose land, but for those companies who faces claims 

of land displacement the company can be harmed as explained by Company 1 

 

“… We had an issue.  But we had an issue back in 2012 with, with a claim of land displacement, 
which at the end wasn't a land displacement … and it was very hard–it was very painful for us, but we had to 
learn how to approach land and be not only legal, but also very integral in however we approach a land, 
because it is sometimes like walking on egg shells. […]So we took so many dispositions after that, but the 
reality is that anyone is exposed.” (Company 1). 
 

It appears that the challenges the smallholders are facing in connection to certification are very 

fragmented. Most of the respondents agree that the lack of access to economic resources, followed 

by technical knowledge and formalisation, are the main challenges that they face in becoming RSPO 

certified. Thus, it can be assumed that these three components play an essential role in the structure 

of the field. 

From the section above, it is clear that the smallholders face many challenges in the Colombian sector. 

Many of these challenges must be overcome in order to secure their inclusion in the RSPO 

certification.  
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6.8 RSPO Independent Smallholder Standard 

The findings regarding the RSPO ISH standard are fragmented. In this section, we will present the 

results of the RSPO ISH standard and how it can affect the inclusion of the smallholders. Most of the 

respondents see the inclusion of smallholders as a positive component. The ISH standard is generally 

received positively, but also adversely by some. It is important to note that the standard has recently 

begun to be implemented and has yet to show results. Many respondents were hesitant to draw early 

conclusions about the effect of the standard. The implementation of such a new element could be a 

way of altering the institutional infrastructure. Or at least it could provide changes in the element of 

informal governance body as a differentiated approach to certification. 

Despite the hesitation, several respondents point to the new simplified approach as positive for 

smallholders. This could make it easier for smallholders to understand the certification and thereby 

comply. Another argument states that “… the main change that I found positive, is the continuous 

improvement approach […] but you can go in different steps and you can still have a recognition…” 

(NGO4). This new step-by-step approach gives the smallholders early access to credits and capital 

which can help them to fully comply. At the same time, it acts as a motivator and a tool of 

measurement for the process. 

This new standard seems to be relatively adaptable to the Colombian context. The group-certification 

with a group manager is easily transferable to the system which is currently in place, where the mills 

are the key drivers and support for smallholders.  

“there are a good amount of independent smallholders, but most of those have some sort of an 
affiliation with, with one of the mills […] And so, it, it sounds like that the new standard for the independent 
smallholders is, kind of, taking the same approach to the group certifications to smallholders in the, in the 
scheme setting.” (Industry expert 3).  

The standard appear easily adjustable to the other elements within the infrastructure. It can thereby 

easily become part of the infrastructure as the structure of the standard is similar to the current 

organisational model between smallholders and mills. The RSPO ISH standard can easily be 

transferred to these relationships. If the standard is in accordance with existing logics it more easily 

become accepted by the different actors. 

The certification of smallholders will give the smallholders better market access to downs-stream 

companies or buyers. The RSPO credit system furthermore provides them the opportunity to expand 

their reach to new buyers. It is also a way for them to secure capital. Furthermore, the access to funds 
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is fundamental, and in the ISH standard the smallholders will have access to funding already at the 

eligibility stage.  

"And now the mill and the small holder say, well, actually this is pretty healthy because it 
allowed us to have first, an independent certification, which means that tomorrow I can sell fruit to the mill—
to another mill or perhaps to sell credits independently […] So that was a really, really good opportunity for 
them to internationally be accredited for their sustainability for an option.”  (MSI1) 

“And with this new strategy, with this new smallholder strategy, has been reviewed or visited 
the focus of fund.  The fund focus also have been adjusted to suit the new smallholder strategy.  So currently, 
the focus is to support the all the costs and also on livelihood improvement program” (MSI3) 

If the abovementioned reasoning holds, it could be that  the new RSPO ISH certification will increase 

inclusion of smallholders. Several of the respondents believe that the new certification will indeed 

succeed and result in positive outcomes for the smallholders.  

“I think that this new standard will really help smallholders because I think they [RSPO] now 
understood their reality of this context.  And I say that because they are provided different stages of compliance 
which is really positive in terms of their investments and their rewards […] and actually their practices—even 
if they are strict—they are more flexible for a small holder to comply” (NGO4) 

“Personally, I love the standard.  And I’m telling you this from both points of view.  From the 
auditing company point of view and from the someone responsible to implement on the smallholders.  I actually 
really admire the work that they’ve done,” (Industry Expert 4) 

Still, others have a less enthusiastic first impression of the standard. 4 respondents doubt that the new 

standard will have an impact, but none of these are based in Colombia. It is recognised that the 

implementation of the ISH standard will come with challenges. In regard to the new group-

certification structure it is unclear how this will affect the independence of the smallholders.   

 

“This new certification by RSPO for small growers, it is for small growers who don't have a 
partnership or a permanent contract with a mill.  So, this is a new aspect for Colombia because mostly of the 
associations have a permanent contract, contract with a mill.” (Industry organisation 1). 

According to the RSPO, this standard is only applicable for smallholders who are in full control of 

their lands. It is therefore important to note that the contracts between smallholders and e.g. mills 

secure the decision-making rights for the smallholders. As seen in the answers by the companies, both 

follow a schemed structure in order to secure their supply chain, but at the same time they make sure 

to  secure that the smallholders maintain control over their assets and keep their independence. 

“We are going to buy the product at a preferential price.  We’re going to give you the seeds.  
We’re going to put our company assets into leverage.  We don’t manage the credits.  We don’t give money 
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away.  That’s with the banks.  So it’s very important with this move, we don’t have control over that, anything.  
It’s a solitary credit that you manage, you smallholders manage, but we oversee …” (Company 1) 

This relationship between the smallholders and the company seems favourable. They are given access 

to resources, but not capital. This is to secure the independency of the smallholders, however, as the 

capital is the resource smallholders lack the most. Access to seeds and company assets might 

accommodate for the lack of capital. It is, however, a co-dependent relationship and though the 

smallholder maintains the independency and the decision making control over the land, they might 

still be depending on the company for the proper resources to become certified.  

6.9 Support activities 

It appears that many initiatives are taking place in order to support smallholders becoming certified. 

9 out of 17 respondents stressed that they support the smallholders. These actors are all members of 

the RSPO, and this includes companies, industry organisations and RSPO itself. The only respondents 

who did not support the smallholders were the industry experts.  

 

When asked how they supported the smallholders, the respondents answered “We also provide […] 

solutions, educational solutions […] and actually trainings…” (NGO3), while others stressed the 

importance of support in regard to certification. 

  

“All the aspects are, are important, and if you're going to get a certification by RSPO, you have 
to know about human rights, about your neighbourhood, so about your land titling… you have to give, like, a 
training, a very comprehensive training.” (Industry organisation 1) 
  

In the section above, it was highlighted that the lack of economic resources posed as the main 

challenge for smallholders. The results show that 4 out of 17 respondents mention that they support 

smallholders with economic resources. One was an RSPO certified company, but it was not 

Colombian based. The other was MSI3, who emphasised the access to the RSPO smallholder fund. 

“I would say that the fund is actually one of the enabling factor[s] …” (MSI3) However, the 

economic assistance is often limited.“… we made ourselves sure that the money injected was just 

very few, because it was their regularisation, okay, so it was their duty …” (Company 2) 

  

It is noteworthy that only 4 of the asked interviewees provide funds for certification. It can therefore 

be assumed that this is not a priority in the support of smallholders. However, it can also imply that 

the actors who provide support to the smallholders do not have the resources to support them 

financially.  
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The other support initiative includes training which is mentioned by 6 of the respondents. 2 provide 

legal support and 7 are involved with helping smallholders comply with the certification standards. 

Capability building is highlighted by 5 respondents. 

 

Support with formalisation is only mentioned by 1 interviewee, industry organisation 2. Formalisation 

has been highlighted as an important challenge, which is why it is interesting that few are involved 

in this. 

 

“… and to help them to increase their formality levels, because we have almost 83% of our 
employees in legal […] But that the other gap is mainly for smallholders.  So, we have one challenge, which 
is working with them in order to help them to comply without increasing significantly their costs so they can 
compete” (Institutional organisation 2) 

 

6.9.1 Sub-conclusion 

The results show that the Colombian oil palm sector holds many challenges for the smallholders. It 

also demonstrates that many institutional infrastructure elements are influencing the inclusion of 

smallholders. There are many conflicting opinions about the benefits and challenges regarding 

smallholder inclusion in certification, and many actors take on different approaches in order to solve 

this. However, these approaches are not always aligned. The primary elements regarding smallholder 

inclusion cover the informal governance bodies, organisational models, collective interest 

organisations as well as relational channels. The lack of a regulative element is a unique aspect of 

this specific infrastructure. The informal governance body thereby become a substitute in order to 

create and promote soft legislation; in this case, in the form of the RSPO certification. In regard to 

the smallholders, the status differentiators and norms are key components in the composition of 

elements which ensure the overall functioning of the system. These differences are grounded in the 

contested nature of the logics present in the field.  

The results show that the institutional infrastructure of the Colombian palm oil industry is a field with 

many actors, who each play a defining role in relation to smallholders and their inclusion in the RSPO 

certification. It also showed a contested field where the actors and elements did not always align 

themselves and often held conflicting logics.  
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The analysis showed that the RSPO ISH Standard can have an influence of the institutional 

infrastructure. It can mainly influence the elements of status differentiators and norms. A change of 

this could enable smallholders to become certified. It holds a limited effect on the remaining elements 

and does not seem to influence any of dominant elements in the field.  

The RSPO ISH standard can give smallholders access to better information, better training and 

required resources, which will limit some of the status differentiators and thereby better enable them 

to become certified. However, the standard does not appear to shift the power structure of the field as 

this position is still hold by companies and buyers due to the dominant organisational model of the 

field. the smallholders are will therefore remain in an unfavourable position in the field, and are not 

given access to power or capital. This prevents them from becoming certified themselves, why they 

are dependent on others to support them. The certification of smallholders is therefore reliant on other 

actors.  
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7. Discussion  
 
Based on the analysis above, it is clear that the institutional infrastructure is not organised in the 

optimal manner in order to include smallholders. Therefore, a change in the field is necessary. Based 

on the elements, it is clear that the control of the field is mainly held by the informal governance body 

of the RSPO and the corporations. In order to successfully change the field the positioning of the 

actors must change. The RSPO certification is main legislation but cannot include smallholders. 

Therefore the certification must change in order to include smallholders. The RSPO ISH standard is 

designed to accommodate the context of the smallholder. But it is unclear if the standard can create 

the necessary change in the infrastructure to allow for smallholders to become certified.  

In the section below we will discuss how the RSPO Independent Smallholder Certification might 

impact the institutional infrastructure of the sustainable palm oil industry in Colombia, and if it can 

create a change in the position of smallholders.  

 

7.1 Control of the field 

The analysis show the close linkages between the elements in the field. In order to change one element 

it is necessary to change the others to create an effect throughout the infrastructure. Therefore, 

changes in the institutional infrastructure require a simultaneous change across different elements.  

These institutional elements have underlying logics which affect the positioning and relations 

between the elements. In order to understand the elements, we look into the dominant logics of the 

field and how they support the structure of the elements.  

 

A defining characteristic of the institutional infrastructure is the dominance of the informal 

governance body element and how this has become a substitute for legislative governance. This is a 

debated aspect. In regard to sustainability, the presence of the RSPO certification is seen as positive 

and as a big improvement, because it fills in for the lack of national legislation. This gives a form of 

measurement for improved production as well as a label which can benefit those who are adopting 

sustainable production practices. Many also point to the factor that the certification is beyond national 

legislation, and it can therefore promote and regulate the production to better practices in the field 

where the local government is absent. 
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But some see the powerful position of the RSPO as problematic, as they do not agree with a 

transnational entity to assume the role of legislator. They believe this power should be held by the 

national government. The position of the RSPO as the main regulative power within the institutional 

field also make them the best provider of solution for smallholder inclusion. This point of view is 

supported by NGOs and industry experts who also claim that the very nature of the RSPO is structured 

in a way that creates power asymmetries between actors. They argue that the structures enforce the 

power held by companies while eliminating smaller NGOs and smallholders from obtaining control.   

 

The lack of a regulative element is unique in this field and is one the main shortcomings of the theory. 

Formal legislation in one of the most important elements in institutional field theory and the lack of 

it makes informal governance the main provider of legislation in the field. Sustainable production 

thereby become a voluntary process which is governed by a transnational entity which spans outside 

of the scope of Colombia. The RSPO ISH standard does not promote the strengthening of the 

regulatory element. On the contrary, it consolidates the logic of the RSPO as the main provider of 

legislation in the field as the promotion of a new standard further legitimises their presence in the 

field and increase presence in the field with more certified smallholders. Critics of the new standard 

will claim that the RSPO ISH standard will further enforce current power asymmetries rather than 

change the positioning of the actors.  

 

Buyers, such as manufacturing companies and retailers, are continuously mentioned as drivers of 

sustainable palm oil, due to the large demands they can provide. Critics as well as members of the 

RSPO recognise that the implementation of sustainable production should be implemented in national 

legislation, rather than become enforced through international multi-stakeholder initiatives. However, 

in the case of Colombia, the lack of a government role in the sector leaves few alternatives.  

 

The smallholders are dependent on buyers who are willing to buy their product in order to make it 

profitable to become certified. In order for the RSPO ISH standard to become successful buyers need 

to buy the product or credits from the smallholders. The early access to credits here poses a positive 

impact for smallholders. It does however not guarantee the buyer’s willingness to support the 

smallholders. From responses by the companies the smallholders poses an insecurity rather than an 

opportunity for them. Most activities for smallholder inclusion is driven by companies but as a mean 

to improve their own supply base rather than increase general smallholder certification. It is expensive 
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and difficult for companies to certify smallholders and there is no guarantee that the smallholders will 

remain loyal to the company. 

It therefore requires a willingness from the buyers to invest in smallholders. The RSPO ISH standard 

does not include any increased benefit for the buyers, why their willingness to support smallholders 

might not increase. A change in the mentality of buyers and RSPO to take on the responsibility of 

helping other actors in the sector to become sustainable also outside of their supply chain is necessary. 

The preliminary results of the RSPO ISH standard does not appear to create such a shift. The 

collective interest groups of the field might be better at creating such a change as they pressure the 

RSPO and its members to continuously invest in smallholder certification as well as pushing for a 

formal legislation in the area.  

 

The underlying logic of this element is that the RSPO certification is sustainable. This logic supports 

the position of the RSPO as dominant within the field, as they provide a measurable system for 

sustainability. This is a contested logic as some do not see it as sustainable. The implementation of 

the RSPO certification has brought improvement in sustainability practices with it. However, the 

implementation of the certification is mainly promoted by big corporations, and it could thereby seem 

as if the standard is mainly applicable for these corporations. In order to include smallholders, the 

logic regarding sustainability and certification must change so it can also be applicable for the context 

of smallholders. The RSPO certification has mainly been directed towards big corporations and the 

entry levels have been too high and complex for smallholders.   

 

Early efforts of the RSPO to push for more inclusion of smallholders have failed. The RSPO Next 

had a top-down approach to push companies to better include smallholders. But as they increased 

smallholder inclusion they adopted increased control and become responsible for most of the process 

and monitoring of the smallholders. They did not take control of the land, but the structure is schemed 

rather than independent. They make long-term contract to secure that the investment is profitable as 

smallholders with shorter contracts might easier shift between companies. This approach therefore 

limits the inclusion as well as limit the independence of the smallholders. The RSPO ISH Standard is 

better at maintaining this independence and keep the certification at the smallholder level rather than 

embedded in the larger company. But this might limit the companies’ willingness to support 

smallholders becoming certified. 
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The focus on inclusion of smallholders is related to the logic that certification is beneficial for the 

smallholders. The RSPO certification is seen as sustainable, but it is also perceived as having a 

positive impact on the smallholders. Several respondents raised the point of improved production 

practices and the protection of the local environment. The price premium was mentioned as an 

instigator for a better livelihood. The price premium is also one of the main reasons that smallholders 

become certified. 

 

This logic is contested. Some argue that the RSPO certification lacks a social perspective and 

therefore does not sufficiently create solutions for the smallholders. Additionally, RSPO has also been 

criticised for the environmental aspects of the ordinary RSPO certification being insufficient. Non-

members argue that the benefits do not outweigh the costs, and that the smallholders therefore do not 

profit from the certification. They also claim that the RSPO are not addressing some of the main 

issues for smallholders which are not directly linked to the production and is insufficient to improve 

the livelihood of the smallholders. Some also point to the fact that informal governance far from 

desirable and prefer to strengthen the national governance in the field instead.  

 

The RSPO is also heavily critiqued for developing standards that are mainly directed towards the 

context of South East Asian countries such as Indonesia and Malaysia. Thus, some of the main foci 

of the standard, such as deforestation or protection of biodiversity are of less importance in Colombia 

and are therefore not reflecting the Colombian reality. The adaptation of the standard to the national 

and local context is therefore important, and it poses an additional challenge for the companies that 

are operating in Colombia.  

 

7.3 Positioning of smallholders 

In order for smallholders to be included in the RSPO in a manner that also secures the interests of the 

smallholders, it is important that the elements of the field are underlined by institutional logics which 

are acknowledged by the different stakeholders instead of only a minority of these. In many cases the 

RSPO certification can be beneficial for the smallholders, but it is also evident that the smallholders 

are not always aware of these benefits. The results of the analysis also revealed that many of the 

respondents who work with the smallholders had limited awareness of the benefits from smallholder 

certification.  
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The RSPO ISH standard does address the need for an accommodated certification. It contains a 

structure which has been modified to the smallholders’ capabilities by following a simpler 

certification structure. Thus, it accommodates the reality of the smallholders, contrary to the ordinary 

RSPO certification which addresses the capabilities of larger corporations. 

 

The new standard is still following the logic that the RSPO certification is sustainable. However, in 

regard to the positioning of the smallholders in the field it is unclear whether or not the new standard 

will have an effect on this. The smallholders are generally conceived as having little knowledge and 

power in the field, though they do have some. Many of the companies prefer to have schemed 

smallholders rather than independent to avoid the smallholders switching buyers. The smallholders 

therefore hold a power over the supplier as they can switch if they are not satisfied with the conditions 

or are offered a better price. It is unclear whether the smallholders are aware of this power. 

 

It does however reduce the willingness of companies to invest resources into supporting smallholders 

if they are not guaranteed a long-term profit through the produced fruit. It does however reduce the 

willingness of companies to invest resources into supporting smallholders if they are not guaranteed 

a long-term profit through the produced fruit. It can therefore be discussed whether the shift in power 

actually benefit and empower the smallholders. If the companies are unwilling to source production 

from smallholders based on the uncertainty and the new found decision-making power, the 

certification might only have limited effect for smallholders. This is because the smallholders will 

gain a certification leading to better practices and price premium, but it does not secure a contract 

with international companies or mills.  

 

The simplified model does not appear to increase smallholder power as it instead confirms the point 

of view that the smallholders hold less capabilities than the corporations. The underlying logics of 

the RSPO ISH standard are the same as the original. It can therefore be questioned whether the new 

standard can change these logics or if it instead reinforces the existing institutional structures where 

smallholders are positioned in a less powerful role. However, by creating a certification on the 

smallholder level, it might give them the bargaining power to hold a certification while maintaining 

the independence to swift buyers. If no buyer meets their demand, they can choose to get the price 

premium by selling credits online. This increases their market access and limits their dependency on 

a local company or mill.  
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To improve the positioning of smallholders within the field, changes in the norms and status 

differentiators are the most important elements. Access to resources is key in order to give 

smallholders the necessary assets to improve their own positioning and overcome the barriers to 

certification which are very high.  

 

7.4 Support of smallholders 

Many stakeholders are supporting smallholders in gaining access to resources but not necessarily the 

most important one, which is capital. At the same time, the smallholders receive a minimum of 

resources needed to obtain certification but not necessarily enough to change their situation 

sufficiently. An example is the concerns regarding how much smallholders really benefit from 

certification or if they only receive a minimal improvement in livelihood and production practices. 

The educational level of smallholders is limited to primary school, why they cannot understand the 

technical and managerial requirements of the RSPO P&Cs. As a consequence of the complexity of 

the standard, it is primarily big corporations who are capable of understanding and implementing the 

necessary procedures. Thus, the opinions regarding the standard not being applicable at all for the 

smallholders seem to hold some reasoning.  

 

This is based on the institutional logic that smallholders cannot obtain certification by themselves. It 

is evident that they need support to obtain the necessary resources. The role of the other actors in the 

field is therefore crucial. But as this is a recurring theme it could also be the case that the structure of 

the field is unequal and therefore prevents smallholders from gaining access to these resources. A 

change in the distribution of the resources is necessary. However, the logic that smallholders cannot 

obtain the certification might maintain them in a position where they do not have access and are 

depending on others to provide it for them. An increase in the empowerment of the smallholders could 

give them better access to resources and thereby ease their certification process. 

 

The simplified model of the RSPO ISH is addressing this issue. Though there is still a lack of 

measurable results, it seems as if the simplified approach is better suitable for the smallholders. It is, 

however, argued that it is still too complex for the smallholders to understand. But the addition of a 

group manager, who can act as the coordinator and main responsible for the monitoring and 

compliance, can be a benefit as the independent smallholders are relieved of the responsibility of this.  
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A main point of critique of the RSPO is the loss of independence that smallholders might face when 

they become RSPO certified. The smallholders become dependent on corporations and mills in order 

to obtain the certification, and these can take advantage of their institutional power in favour of 

themselves. In this process, the smallholders are required to cover a large amount of the costs related 

to certification themselves, and it is therefore evident that they can make up for it in income. They 

receive a price premium which is stated as the main benefit of becoming certified. Some, however, 

claim that this price premium is not sufficient to cover all costs, and as sustainable palm oil produces 

less fresh fruit bundles, it might cause the smallholders to earn less in the end. At the same time, 

smallholders are not allowed to combine the production of palm oil with other agricultural activities, 

such as crops or cattle, according to the RSPO criteria, which is why they are more dependent on the 

income from the palm oil. If the price premium is not sufficient to improve the income of the 

smallholders, it might not be beneficial for them to shift to sustainable production. 

 

As mentioned, the smallholders are not capable of obtaining certification by themselves. In Colombia, 

the mills are often instigators the smallholder certification. They can help the smallholders with 

managerial and technical aspects and sometimes they  provide loans to the smallholder who often do 

not have access to capital from other sources. Even though the smallholders maintain their 

independence as defined by the RSPO, this schemed structure might create a dependency on the mill. 

In rural areas with few mills available the smallholder can become dependent on the nearest one. 

Whether this mill is certified or not then becomes the defining factor for whether the smallholders 

will  certification. 

 

This dependency can be mutual for certified mills as they are reliant on the smallholders providing 

them with certified fresh fruit bundles. At the same time, they are not interested in the smallholders 

losing their certification after investing in them. The smallholders are simultaneously depending on 

the mills to buy their fruit, as they have limited access to international markets.  

 

The surveyed companies all stress the co-responsibility of the relationship between smallholder 

suppliers and the company. This implies that they take action in order to support the certification of 

smallholders while also leaving the smallholders with the responsibility of compliance on their farm. 

Hereby the smallholders maintain an independency. However, the answers from the companies 
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revealed that they took charge of the certification process of the smallholders. They were free to 

choose to participate, but this decision was often made on an un-informed foundation. Once they 

agreed to collaborate, a contractual relationship was made, and it remains unclear if this contract is 

created in favour of the company or if it is equally beneficial for both parties. 

 

This relationship between smallholders and mills is unique in the Colombian context. It is therefore 

interesting that the mills are not mentioned in the RSPO ISH standard. Most respondents highlighted 

that the standard is easily adaptable to this context with the smallholders in a group structure around 

the mill. The standard could therefore increase smallholder inclusion with limited changes in the 

logics and elements. It is however important to notice that the beforementioned critique in relation to 

loss of independence can still be present. It is therefore positive that the RSPO ISH standard requires 

the smallholders to stay independent. But it does not alter the power relation between the mill and the 

smallholder. The smallholder might remain independent but still in a unfavourable position of power.  

 

7.5 Challenges for smallholders 

The norms of the smallholders are also an important element. The norms are defining in the power 

relations within the infrastructure. The norms of the smallholder differs from other actors which 

complicates the collaboration and inclusion of smallholders for the RSPO. These differences create 

the distances between the actors in the hierarchical positioning of the field. 

Many smallholders operate informally. Some of this is due to the fact that they were previously 

involved in illicit production. Others are not registered due to the complexity and high costs involved 

with this. They can remain informal due to their location in rural areas. This lack of formalisation is 

related to decades of war in Colombia. The country is still highly influenced by the recent civil war 

and the continuous presence of paramilitary groups in the country. These are mostly located in rural 

areas where palm oil production often takes place. The issue with illicit crops, such as coca and 

marihuana, also poses a challenge which is unique to Colombia. The cartels are powerful, and many 

smallholders are competing with the coca growers. Palm oil is one of the few agricultural 

commodities which can compete with coca in terms of income for the smallholders. Many therefore 

switch, but it is not easy to escape. Many prefer to do so in order to become legal, but the income 

from coca is still significantly higher than the income from palm oil, which is why some smallholders 

remain in the illicit crop industry. The challenges with illicit is limited to certain regions.  
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This issue is important in regard to smallholders who operate in these areas. It is however, outside of 

the scope of the RSPO. A strong government presence is necessary to address this issue, but the 

government currently incapable of solving it. The RSPO is forced to work around this issue which 

does not create a solution. 

 

The formalisation of  smallholders will be beneficial in various ways. It gives smallholders access to 

capital in the form of loans from banks or other financial institutions. Many of these require some 

sort of sustainable certification to grant a loan. The RSPO ISH standard can make the smallholder 

eligible for a loan early in the process.  

 

The smallholder culture is also an obstacle for their certification. Many smallholder farmers are used 

to maintaining their land based on production methods handed down through generations. They do 

not have a high level of education and do not necessarily understand or agree with the certification. 

They prefer to follow their own practices rather than those imposed by the RSPO or its members. 

To overcome these barriers it is necessary to provide the smallholder with better information, higher 

levels of education and improved technical knowledge in order to improve their production practices.  

 

The access to capital is the main obstacle for smallholders, but it is also the main driver. One of the 

institutional logics in the field is the perception of sustainability as a business case. The primary 

hurdle for both big and small producers is the cost related to obtaining certification. At the same time, 

the economic gain, which in the case of the smallholders is exemplified in the price premium, is the 

most important argument for them to shift to sustainable production. Sustainability is hereby only 

attractive as long as it provides gain for all stakeholders. This logic also relates to the collective 

interest groups that are bound together due to the different interests of promoting sustainability. This 

joint cause is based on the mutual understanding of the importance of sustainability from the different 

groups of stakeholders. Despite this common goal, the NGOs, companies, smallholders and interest 

organisations hold different and sometimes conflicting interests. These differences must be 

overcome, and the new standard should adopt an approach where everybody gets access to the 

resources they need. The access to capital will, for example, create a bigger incentive for smallholders 

to become certified but it is not included in the standard. 
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Companies, NGOs and the RSPO all have  mechanisms implemented with the objectives of 

supporting smallholder to become certified but these mechanisms have their limits. The most 

important resource for the smallholders is the access to capital. This resource is the most difficult for 

smallholders to obtain, yet it is the most important one. The fact that few of the supporting actors are 

providing capital, limits the smallholders’ opportunities to gain the needed funds. Those who do 

provide capital only provide a limited amount and leave the smallholders to acquire the rest. The 

access to capital must be improved in order to get more smallholders certified. Overall, it is not clear 

how effective the support activities are in order to include smallholders. 

 

The RSPO ISH standard include additional support mechanisms. Besides the most important one 

which is early access to capital in the eligibility phase they also provide smallholders the opportunity 

of taking a loan through the RSPO smallholder support fund. They further provide the smallholders 

with technical training.  

 

The early access to capital is created through the new step-by-step certification approach of the 

standard. The smallholders can become eligible for credits and access to the smallholder fund in the 

first phase. This is an important improvement from earlier incentives where the RSPO relied more on 

companies to support and include smallholders throughout the certification process. Through access 

to funds early in the process, the RSPO ISH standard can enable smallholders to comply with the 

requirements. It also secures the independency for the smallholders as they are less dependent on 

funds from the mill. Furthermore, through the RSPO credit system, the smallholders gain access to 

the international markets where they can obtain capital and become more competitive. Another point 

raised in regard to this is the motivational aspect.  

 
One of the important elements, which can affect the norms and status differentiators, is the relational 

channel. Intra-organisational collaboration is key in order to empower the smallholders and change 

the institutional infrastructure of the field.  

 
The element of relational channels is the dominant force in spreading the institutional logics. How 

different stakeholders are supporting and collaborating with smallholders will therefore affect the 

institutional elements and ultimately affect the smallholder’s position within the field. 
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The structure of the RSPO is relying on the activities of members, such as companies and NGOs, to 

incorporate sustainable practices within a field. This is related to the structure of a multi-stakeholder 

initiative. The respondents from the MSI underlined the importance of other actors to promote the 

RSPO and secure the compliance.  

The smallholders are often unaware of sustainable certification schemes and, as previously 

mentioned, they do not always understand the benefits of the label. In order to best promote the RSPO 

certification among smallholders it is necessary to create awareness among them about the benefits 

of the standard. However, the relational channel is also promoting current logics and elements in the 

field and is therefore part of maintaining the current structure. The strongest influencer on this is the 

collective interest organisations. 

 
The collective interest organisations are important in securing the inter-organisational collaboration. 

The NGOs are the most important actors in this as the main supporter of smallholders. The NGOs 

work closely with the smallholders and hold knowledge and awareness of the challenges they face 

and the cultural background of the smallholders. They provide the smallholders with training, 

information and technical assistance. Most of the NGOs in the sector are in collaboration with the 

RSPO. They support the promotion of the certification as a way of making the palm oil sector 

sustainable. Hereby they empower the position of the RSPO  and support the structure of the field. 

They do however not support all of the logics. For example does most of the NGOs admit to prefer 

the certification to become part of a formal legislation. Most of the NGOs who collaborate with the 

RSPO see certification of smallholders as a positive influence on their livelihood. 

 

Another important contribution from the NGOs is how they defend the interests of the smallholders 

against companies or other actors who are enforcing their logics upon the smallholders. The latter is 

especially emphasised by non-member NGOs who see it as essential to protect the smallholders from 

being exploited. These NGOs have taken an opponent strategy to the RSPO and do not see them as a 

solution to sustainability. This is in particular in the area of smallholders where the NGOs see consider 

the RSPO and the members as exploitative of smallholders. They refer to cases where smallholders 

are subject to violations by companies who do not comply with the RSPO certification. The NGOs 

provide legal support which the smallholder might not be able to obtain for themselves.  
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The NGOs are divided in whether or not certification can benefit the smallholders. The element of 

collective interest groups therefore hold conflicting logics which divides it. As collective interest 

groups are one of the biggest drivers of smallholder inclusion the contested nature of this element 

might limit the effect of both sides. As the NGOs are often considered the main representatives of 

smallholders within the RSPO one might question if that is the best solution considering the 

differences between the NGOs who all claim to support smallholders.  

 

This is connected to the dominant logic that smallholders cannot support themselves. They are 

therefore reliant on other actors. But as these actors are in conflict among themselves it is unclear 

who holds the best solution. A result could be to give smallholders the resources to represent 

themselves and hold the certification on their own without other actors interfering. But this require a 

fundamental change in the institutional infrastructure which none of the actors or elements support. 

The challenges connected to the inclusion of the smallholders also retain the smallholder farmers 

from obtaining the knowledge, skill and capital to become certified by themselves. The certification 

of smallholders will therefore always be influenced by the actors who support them in certification 

process. 

 

The implementation of the RSPO ISH standard does not address this. But it can give smallholders 

access to some of the resources they need and thereby limit the status differentiators which are 

keeping them from obtaining certification. The standard can therefore be a step on the way to secure 

smallholder inclusion but it is doubtful if it standard alone can affect the infrastructure enough. 

 

7.6 RSPO ISH in the institutional infrastructure 

It is clear that the RSPO Independent Smallholder standard have limited influence on the institutional 

infrastructure. The standard is most efficient in regards to the elements of status differentiates and 

norms. These elements hold similarities with the new structure of the standard and it is therefore 

easily applicable. At the same time, the standard is better accommodated to give the smallholders 

access to resources which is one of the main barriers that these elements hold for the smallholders. 

This strengthen the smallholders and can increase their positioning within the field. It can also give 

the smallholders the opportunity to overcome entry barriers to certification. This is supported by the 

element of collective interest organisation.  
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On the other hand, the standard fail to affect the most dominant elements in the field. This is due to 

the fact that the standard is not powerful enough to change the institutional logics. One of the main 

logics is the idea that smallholders cannot obtain certification by themselves. The standard does not 

change this logic, but do give the smallholders increased access to resources and better bargaining 

power but it seem insufficient and does not occur until they have fulfilled the eligibility criteria. The 

standard enforces the logic that smallholders benefit from certification a view that is widely accepted 

though some are sceptic.  

 

The RSPO function as the main regulative force and are mainly driven by companies this might hinder 

an overall change of the institutional infrastructure. This is enforced by the logic of the RSPO being 

a substitute for missing formal governance. It could be beneficial to change this logic. An increased 

presence of formal governance is highlighted as a solution. Some respondents also mention better 

organisation of smallholders as this can increase their power in the field and thereby give them 

stronger influence on the RSPO.  But as long as the RSPO is the main provider of governance they 

can enforce their own logics uncontested.  

 

As the RSPO is buyer-driven and sustainability is mostly implemented based on a business case, the 

companies and buyers will continuously hold this view and the logic will remain dominant.  

 

As these actors are the most powerful in the organisational field and a inclusion of smallholders 

require the field to change to better accept their cultural and normative differences. The RSPO ISH 

standard does not create changes in this power structure. As a result the field continues to hold barriers 

for the smallholders. This structure is further promoted by the relational channel as the inter-

organisational collaboration is structured in a way that promotes the unequal relationships between 

smallholders and downstream actors. It is expressed in relationships with the mills.  

 

In order to change this, the relational channel must be more inclusive of the smallholders opinions 

and adapted to their context. This is best done through actions by the collective interest organisations. 

They have the relationship with the smallholders and the power within the RSPO to change the 

discourse. However, as most the these are supporting the RSPO they are not sufficiently pushing a 

change across the organisational field.  
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The RSPO Independent Smallholder Standard therefore hold limited influence on the institutional 

field of sustainable palm in Colombia. It does however create changes in certain elements which are 

important to secure better inclusion of smallholder.  

 

7.7 RSPO ISH standard and inclusion of smallholders 
The RSPO Independent Smallholder Standard do appear to influence the inclusion of smallholders in 

Colombia. However, this inclusion is limited and depends on the changes in the institutional field as 

discussed above. It is still unclear which real changes the standard will bring. 

 

The new structure of the standard provides the smallholders with better access to resources such as 

capital and training. But it is limited by relying on other actors such as companies and NGOs to 

support the smallholders in becoming certified. The standard itself does therefore only increase 

smallholder inclusion if these actors are willing to promote it. The support from other actors have 

previously resulted in the inclusion of several smallholder farmers who might not have gained the 

certification on their own. It does no appear that the support activities will diminish or disappear with 

the new standard, why it can be assumed that they will continuously work toward smallholder 

inclusion. The majority of these actors seem in favour of the RSPO ISH standard and believe the new 

structure will make it easier to certify smallholders. The standard will in this case presumably increase 

the inclusion of smallholders. 

 

In regard to the companies they seem hesitant towards the new standard, as they believe it is still too 

complex for smallholders to gain certification by themselves, enforcing the already dominant logic. 

At the same time, the companies seem reluctant to give up power to the smallholders and they 

therefore prefer a schemed collaboration with the smallholders in their supply base. This poses a 

challenge to certify independent smallholders and secure their decision-making power. 

 

But the certification and access to online credits can enhance the smallholder’s bargaining power. 

The certification could even lead to a strengthening in the smallholder positioning if they can increase 

their position. It is doubtful if companies and buyers will support independent smallholders and buy 

their fruit. It is difficult and costly for companies to operate with smallholders they cannot control, 

and they might be hesitant to support these smallholders without guarantees. Companies might 

therefore not increase the certification of independent smallholders as they mostly work with a 
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schemed structure. However, if the independent smallholders are willing to enter contracts where the 

commit to selling the fruit to the mill or company which support on a long-term basis, the companies 

might be willing to continue their efforts to include smallholders. 

 

The NGOs support the standard as long as it provides the smallholders with increased benefits and 

improvement in their livelihood. Most believe in the standard though some remain sceptic. It is 

remarkable that most of the respondents hold a scepticisms or doubt towards the standard. But many 

recognises it as an improvement from earlier efforts. The standard does not accommodate this 

critique. The standard does not improve the benefits of certification of the smallholders compared to 

the original RSPO Certification. The RSPO ISH standard continuously enforce the power structure 

where the RSPO and companies dominate. The increase of certified smallholders will not be reflected 

in smallholder representation within the RSPO. The smallholder will continue to depend on others to 

represent them. The standard does not include empowerment or organisation of the smallholders 

outside of the certification groups. For smallholders to gain more bargaining power they must be 

organised and united.  

 

As the benefits of certification does not increase the motivation for the smallholders might not do so 

either. The standard is still complicated and imposes costs on the smallholder, who might not be 

willing to invest in becoming certified. For the smallholders the certification is considered a business 

case and in order convince smallholders to become certified they need assurance that the investment 

they make will create enough benefits, especially economic gains. Due to the lack of knowledge of 

the impact of sustainable production, the smallholders seem less eager to comply if they do not gain 

sufficiently from certification. The standard does in this case not improve the inclusion of 

smallholders. To do so, it must increase knowledge and information about the standard and the 

benefits. As well as ensure that smallholders receive sufficient economic gain and support them with 

the economic investments they are expected to make.   

 

The standard is praised as a step in the right direction and is especially recommended for the 

adaptation to the needs and context of the smallholders. It seems as if the new standard will include 

more smallholders but it does not appear efficient enough to include all smallholders. 
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The relation channels are imperative in introducing the new practices through the interorganisational 

connections in the field. It is possible that the standard can affect these organisations to improve their 

activities related to smallholders. It appears that the standard could be the first change in the relation 

channel though not powerful enough to change the status quo. But it challenges the dominant logic 

that smallholders cannot certify themselves as they provide them with the structure and resources to 

do so. The smallholders do not gain sufficient capabilities and resources to secure the certification by 

themselves, but it can limit their dependency on other stakeholders. More independence and better 

access to resources are some of the main challenges in certifying smallholders.  A change in the 

coherent elements might therefore also change the dominant elements. The standard does not change 

the dominance of the logic but it can promote a contested view.  

 

Overall, the standard cannot stand alone in securing better certification of smallholders, but it appears 

to be more advanced than previous initiatives. It can be a step in the right direction for the RSPO to 

accommodate the certifications to the context of the smallholders instead of expecting the 

smallholders comply with the high demands for certification. This development seem positive in 

regards to smallholder inclusion. 

 

It is important to notice that the new standard is also insufficient in addressing some of the main 

points of critique of RSPO smallholder certification. The issue regarding unequal power distribution 

within the certification scheme is not addressed. Neither are the points of whether the certification 

secures sustainable production. The discussion of to what extent the smallholders benefit from 

certification is also not present. This will not be revealed until the standard is fully implemented, and 

it is possible to see the exact impact it has.  

 

7.8 Limitations and contributions for further research 

The discussion above shows that the RSPO ISH standard can affect the institutional infrastructure to 

some degree. It will have an effect on some of the important elements, but it will have a limited 

influence on the dominant elements and institutional logics of the field. In terms of smallholder 

inclusion, the standard seems to have a positive impact. The new structure and implementation of a 

new approach, which incorporates access to resources on an earlier level of the certification process, 

can lead to overcoming the main challenges the smallholders are facing. So, in this regard the new 

standard will serve its purpose. 
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The lack of change in the institutional setting can, however, limit the scope of the standard and the 

ultimate effect might therefore be minimal. There are several uncertainties as the discussion is based 

on uncertain results and presumptions.  Further research should be conducted after the preliminary 

certifications based on the new standard have been completed. This can provide a more insightful 

indication of the effect of the standard. It is especially important to conduct these studies with 

smallholders in Colombia, as this study has shown that the RSPO certification is not directly 

transferable from its original form to the Colombian context. 

 

Another relevant study to complement this paper is a field study of the Colombian smallholders in 

order to gain a perspective into their reality and include their point of view to compare with the 

respondents from this paper. It could be interesting to conduct a thorough study in order to gain full 

insight into how they are positioned within the institutional infrastructure. This could create a better 

understanding of how the field is affecting the smallholders and which elements are determining the 

relations among the different actors. This could provide in-depth knowledge on how smallholder 

inclusion is best conducted in Colombia. 
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8. Conclusion 
 

This thesis has investigated the Colombian palm oil sector and the RSPO certification of smallholder 

farmers. The purpose of the paper was to explore how the new RSPO Independent Smallholder 

Standard could influence the institutional infrastructure of the field of sustainable palm oil production 

and whether this new standard will increase the inclusion of smallholders in the RSPO. 

 

The inclusion has remained a problem for the RSPO as they constitute a large part of the overall 

production of palm but they do not include sustainable production methods. With the new standard 

the RSPO is aiming at increasing the inclusion of smallholders. This led to the formulation of the 

research question How can the new RSPO ISH standard affect the institutional infrastructure and 

increase the inclusion of smallholders? 

 

A thorough literature review was conducted. This revealed that the area of sustainable palm oil is 

heavily debated. Many critics highlight unequal power distribution within the RSPO, where the 

corporations are dominant while the smallholder are underrepresented and holds the least amount of 

power. The RSPO has for many years worked toward increased certification of smallholders but the 

early efforts have proven insufficient.  

 

In order to answer the research question the paper was based on the theoretical framework of 

Institutional Infrastructure. Through this theory it was possible to analyse the organisation of 

institutional infrastructure elements in the organisational field and how these affect the positioning of 

the different actors. The analysis further uncovered the underlying institutional logics and how these 

affect the conditions of the field.  

 

A single case study was chosen as the research strategy. By following this approach it was possible 

to investigate the topic in depth and gain a better understanding of the phenomenon as well as the 

context in which it was embedded. The qualitative method was chosen as the data collection tool. 17 

semi-structured interviews were conducted with a variety of experts within the field of sustainable 

palm oil and smallholder inclusion. This large data set made it possible to gain a broad insight into 

the field and draw general conclusions on the topic. All interviews were coded using Nvivo. The 

codes and sub-codes revealed the main challenges the smallholders are facing in the Colombian palm 
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oil industry and also the main activities and reasons for smallholders to become certified. It thus made 

it clear what should be improved and how current activities are supporting smallholders inclusion in 

the RSPO, but also where they hold their shortcomings.  

 

These results were then analysed. The analysis revealed the dominant institutional elements which 

influence smallholder certification. The dominant element informal governance body was represented 

by the RSPO and holds the most power in the field. The organisational model was dominated by 

companies and buyers. The collective interest groups in the field are the NGOs and the national 

federation of oil palm growers. The relational channel were embodied by the inter-organisational 

collaboration between actors in the field. Norms and status differentiators where especially important 

in determining the power position of the smallholders as the smallholders hold less resources than 

other actors and have norms which are incompatible with those of the dominant actors. The lack of a 

regulative element was noticeable as it is usually dominant in an institutional infrastructure but absent 

in the field of sustainable palm oil in Colombia. 

 

These elements were supported by the dominant institutional logics. These logics include the idea 

that the RSPO is the main provider of legislation since there is no regulative element. This enforces 

the logic that the RSPO certification is sustainable and also that it is beneficial for smallholders as 

they then become sustainable. Furthermore, the logics underline the assumption that smallholders 

cannot certify themselves which maintain the smallholder’s dependency on other actors.  The final 

logic is that sustainability is conceived as a business case and the different actors only adopt the 

certification if they can benefit from it. 

 

The findings from the data was discussed in relation to the theory. It showed that the new RSPO ISH 

standard influence two of the dominant logics. The status differentiators and norms. The RSPO ISH 

standard increases the access to resources such as capital which are essential for the smallholders. 

Through promotion of certification the smallholder will need to adopt different production practices 

and become formalised which in turn will improve their normative challenges. Furthermore, the 

RSPO ISH standard enforces the elements of informal governance body and organisational model as 

they strengthen the logic of the RSPO as provider of legislation and thereby support the current model 

of the field.  
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The standard has limited or no influence on the collective interest organisation and relational channel. 

It thereby hold limited influence on the institutional infrastructure. In order to change the structure of 

the field it must alter the power distribution. This requires a change in the relational channel which 

the standard does not provide. This can only be created through the collective interest organisations 

as they hold the power to challenge the status quo of the field. In the current structure these interest 

organisations are enforcing the power of the RSPO rather than challenging it, and RSPO ISH standard 

will therefore have minimal influence on the institutional infrastructure. 

 

In regard to the inclusion of smallholders the new standard will have some effect. The simplification 

of the certification is positive as it accommodates the lack of education and information of 

smallholders. The new structure of the standard will provide the smallholders with easy access to 

capital which is crucial to secure certification. Furthermore, the standard provide the smallholders 

with access to international markets earlier in the process which might increase their bargaining 

power in relation to the mills and companies. The group structure can also increase the inclusion of 

smallholders as they gain support and are released by some of the most challenging parts of becoming 

certified such as managerial tasks, monitoring and keeping records. 

 

However, the smallholders are still dependent on help to become certified. They thus require the 

assistance from NGOs, companies or other actors which limits the certification to scope of these 

efforts. Therefore the standard itself is not enough to secure an increase in smallholder inclusion but 

it does address some of the challenges with smallholder inclusion why it presumably can increase the 

inclusion of smallholders. 

 

It is important to notice the standard does not address the general critique of the role of the 

smallholders within the RSPO. It does not increase the benefits of certification or strengthen the 

positioning of the smallholders in the RSPO. The power in the field is therefore still unequal and the 

smallholders does not gain influence in the field nor a more powerful positioning. 

 

In conclusion, the RSPO independent smallholder standard does not influence the institutional 

infrastructure though it do change some of the institutional elements. The new standard appear to 

increase the inclusion of smallholders but there are still challenges to be overcome. The standard 
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seem to be more competent compared to previous efforts which will include more smallholders but 

it does not secure that this inclusion is always favourable for the smallholder.  
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