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The chocolate industry is facing growing 
challenges in connection with the environ-
mental and social impact of the global cocoa 
trade. The increasing demand for sustainab-
ly produced chocolate has led companies to 
increasingly rely on cocoa beans that have 
been produced according to defined sus-
tainability standards.

Certificates such as sustainability labels 
reduce information asymmetries and help 
to communicate ethically differentiated 
product characteristics. Trust in sustaina-
bility labels, which can be strengthened by 
additional labeling methods such as Quick 
Response (QR) codes, plays a key role here. 
Trust is also meaningful for policy-making: 
mandatory communication of sustainability 
criteria is highly accepted by consumers. 
In this context, trust in and the perceived 
integrity of political actors are important 
factors.

Effective communication strategies are 
needed to promote sustainable consump-
tion. Consumers should be addressed ho-
listically, including their emotional and 
social side as well as personal beliefs. 
Media presentation, e.g. via virtual reality 
experiences, that convey the lives of cocoa 
farmers can increase the willingness to pay 
for sustainable products. Focusing on the 
negative consequences of non-sustainable 
actions can increase consumers‘ problem 
awareness – information about positive con-
sequences in turn strengthens a sustainable 
attitude. 

Sustainability standards should minimize 
negative ecological and social consequen-
ces and improve the living conditions of 
cocoa farmers. The selection of sustain-
ability labels should be based on transpa-

rent criteria such as fair premium 
payments and holistic sustaina-
bility concepts to ensure credibility. Clear 
communication by chocolate manufactu-
rers about the reasons for selecting certain 
sustainability labels is key.

Companies should take responsibility in the 
producing countries by integrating docu-
mented sustainability projects. Companies 
can make a difference and improve environ-
mental and social conditions by actively 
participating in sustainable local resource 
projects. Companies should focus more on 
the targeted marketing of sustainability pro-
jects to meet the growing interest of infor-
med consumers. Examples include literacy 
courses, training on cocoa by-products, 
organic cocoa farming and the promotion 
of local community projects. Collaboration 
with cooperatives in the growing countries 
is crucial to successful design and imple-
mentation, with clear communication and 
an intercultural confidant.

By bundling their purchases of sustainab-
ly produced cocoa, companies can jointly 
promote positive change. In particular, the 
purchase of cocoa from company projects 
in countries of origin could be an effective 
means of ensuring compliance with various 
sustainability criteria. In addition to the tra-
ceability of the cocoa purchased, these pro-
jects‚ seek to ensure a living income, defo-
restation-free production and the exclusion 
of child and forced labor, provided they in-
clude appropriate instruments. This enables 
manufacturers of products containing cocoa 
to take various sustainability criteria into ac-
count as well as to obtain and pass on the 
very information that has become necessary 
as a result of reforms at German and Euro-
pean level. 

Executive Summary  
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Introduction and problem definition
As a result of globalization, government re-
gulations and the demands of consumers, 
the management of supply relationships and 
distribution channels has become increa-
singly complex for companies. At the same 
time, the environmental and social impacts 
of consumers‘ consumption decisions and 
companies‘ purchasing decisions have be-
come increasingly complex and therefore 

almost impossible for the respective stake-
holders to understand. This is happening in a 
situation in which consumer behavior is be-
coming more differentiated, with social and 
ecological aspects becoming increasingly 
important for parts of the population when 
making purchasing decisions.

Figure 1: Global Cocoa-Chocolate-Production Network
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With this guideline, we want to support 
companies in overcoming the challenges 
regarding the complex ecological and soci-
al impacts of their business decisions and 
show ways of communicating sustainabili-
ty information to consumers. The guideline 
is a result of the project »Value Chains and 
Consumer Decisions – Remote Effects of 
Governance and Product Biographies Using 
Cocoa as an Example« (CoVaCoa) funded by 
the German Federal Environmental Founda-
tion (DBU). In CoVaCoa, a transdisciplinary 
team of employees from Osnabrück Univer-
sity and the company Weinrich Schokolade 
worked together intensively.

     The CoVaCoa project not only examined 
the social and environmental impact of diffe-
rent certifications, but also the governance 
structures and consumer awareness. These 
effects were compared with the effects of 
companies‘ own standards. The sustainabili-
ty assessment is based on a comprehensive 
approach, considering not only direct but 
also indirect effects on the economy, soci-
ety, and the environment. Against this back-
drop, our research aimed to identify starting 

points for communicating these initiatives 
and their effects to consumers in order to 
promote sustainable consumption.

Accordingly, this guideline includes recom-
mendations on two identified focal points: 

(1) increasing sustainability within the 
value chain and 

(2) increasing sustainable consumption

These main topics are each subdivided into 
corresponding objectives and measures.

The aim of the topic of increasing sustaina-
bility within the value chain is to strengthen 
the decision-making and action skills of cho-
colate-producing small and medium-sized 
enterprises (SMEs), from which various 
measures can be derived. On the subject of 
increasing sustainable consumption, vari-
ous measures are used to show how sus-
tainability information can be successfully 
communicated to consumers. Finally, a con-
clusion is drawn.

We hope you enjoy reading this guideline 
and that it provides you with some new per-
spectives and ideas.
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Increasing sustainability within the value chain

Certification and sustainability projects in the production countries
The media and campaigns are increasingly 
turning consumers into critical consumers 
who are increasingly questioning the nega-
tive environmental and social impact of the 
global cocoa trade and chocolate produc-
tion. Awareness of sustainable production 
and trade practices is therefore becoming 
increasingly important.

To meet the demand for sustainably pro-
duced chocolate, companies have the op-
tion of using cocoa beans that have been 
produced in compliance with sustainability 
standards. If the requirements of the susta-
inability standards are applied and monito-
red, they should slow down the loss of bio-
diversity and improve the living conditions 
of cocoa farmers. These sustainability stan-
dards and labels exist in the form of inde-
pendent and voluntary certification systems, 
company-owned programs, governmental 
and supranational initiatives, or regulations. 
The corresponding seals or labels on the 
packaging serve as sales arguments and a 
basis of trust for customers and end consu-
mers. This trust in turn depends on compli-
ance with the certification standards. 

In addition to organic and Fairtrade seals, 
the Rainforest Alliance seal is also widely 
used for cocoa. In addition, there are now 
numerous chocolate producers‘ own labels, 
which should be viewed critically due to a 
lack of neutral verification, a lack of transpa-
rency and consumers being overwhelmed by 
an excessive number of different seals.

Organic, Fairtrade and Rainforest Alliance 
labels each have a different approach, with 
different entry barriers. Rainforest Alliance 
certification, for example, includes both eco-
logical and social criteria, falls short of the 
standards set by the organic and Fairtrade 
labels in both areas.

For a long time, the focus of Fairtrade trading 
was one-sidedly on improving the living and 
working conditions of producers in the Glo-
bal South; however, more recently many en-
vironmental criteria have been included in 
the Fairtrade standard. For example, around 
a third of the criteria in the standard for 
smallholder producer organizations relate 
to environmental issues. Nevertheless, the 
Fairtrade label is still primarily a social label 
whose environmental standards are lower 
than those of the European organic label.
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As the standards of the Fairtrade label are 
lower than those of the organic label, the 
entry hurdles for producers are also lower. 
As the premiums paid in organic production 
are also higher than in the Fairtrade sector, 
gradual certification is a good idea, in which 
producers are initially Fairtrade-certified but 
aim for organic certification in the long term. 
This takes time, as producers lack both the 
resources and the knowledge to convert to 
organic and at the same time the actual con-
version process from conventional to orga-
nic farming can take six to 36 months.

When selecting labels, attention can be paid 
to the cost of premium payments made to 
the cooperatives and how these premiums 
are distributed. For example, one selection 
criterion for a sustainability label could be 
that the highest possible proportion is paid 
directly to the cocoa farmers. In addition, 
sustainability as a holistic concept should 
be a premise and the integration of social, 
ecological, and economic aspects into the 
standards should be important. Independent 
verification is also a decisive quality crite-
rion when it comes to the transparency of 
a label. The dilemma with these labels, ho-
wever, lies in the declining trust of consu-
mers. However, there are certainly positive 
effects in local communities, which can use 
the financial resources from certified trade 
to improve their infrastructure. The differen-
ces include the frequency of farm visits by 

extension officers, who are responsible for 
transferring knowledge to the farmers, the 
amount of pesticides, herbicides, and fun-
gicides that these cocoa farmers receive, 
participation in infrastructure improvements 
and participation in further education and 
training courses. 

There are two main reasons for the problems 
identified in the CoVaCoa study regions: 

(1) an insufficient number of extension of-
ficers in relation to the number of cocoa far-
mers for whom they are responsible,

(2) the geographical proximity or distance 
between the place of residence of the co-
coa farmers and the places where most of 
the actors in the Ghanaian cocoa system are 
usually located (local branches or units of 
the cooperatives themselves, but also of the 
various state institutions).

In addition to using sustainably certified co-
coa, chocolate-producing companies should 
take responsibility for the sustainable deve-
lopment of the sector through their own ef-
forts in the producing countries. To strengt-
hen the impact of certification activities and 
the corresponding transfer of knowledge, 
additional extension officers can be finan-
ced or helped to improve their training, for 
example. In addition, there are a number of 
useful sustainability projects, which we ad-
dress in more detail below.
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Sustainability projects

More and more consumers of chocola-
te have a growing interest in information 
about the background to production. SMEs 
can meet this interest through the targeted 
marketing of sustainability projects. This is 
not about developing a company‘s own seal, 
but about sustainability projects, coopera-
ting with cocoa farmer cooperatives, and 
purchasing sustainably produced cocoa.

Chocolate-producing SMEs in Germany can 
play an active role in sustainable raw mate-
rial projects that are carried out directly in 
the relevant production regions. A key com-
ponent of this is strengthening direct con-
tact between cocoa farmers and chocolate 
companies. The analysis of voluntary com-
mitments by companies revealed that com-
panies are increasingly buying cocoa from 
company projects in producing countries for 
some of their products. This not only enables 

a more direct influence on production con-
ditions, but also better access to informati-
on about the social and environmental risks 
on the ground. In addition to complying with 
various sustainability criteria, these projects 
also offer companies the opportunity to im-
plement new measures and measure their 
effects directly. In this way, sustainability 
projects in the production countries also 
contribute to increasing and verifying the 
effectiveness of measures.

The ecological and social production con-
ditions can be specifically recorded and im-
proved to ensure and document the effecti-
veness of local commitment. The information 
obtained can be used both to raise aware-
ness among end consumers and to verify the 
implementation of sustainability measures 
by multi-stakeholder initiatives such as the 
German Initiative on Sustainable Cocoa (Fo-
rum Nachhaltiger Kakao e.V.).
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A participatory approach strives for a sus-
tainable effect of the projects:

The agency of cocoa farmers in the coun-
tries of origin of the raw materials is strengt-
hened. This can enable independent imple-
mentation and continuation of the projects, 
which is achieved by:

 ■ …the project region is selected 
carefully

 ■  Regions are often selected that 
already have a relatively solid inf-
rastructure and are well positioned 
in terms of the expected harvest 
volume. However, this contributes 
to locations that are remote and/
or have poor infrastructure being 
left even further behind. It therefore 
makes sense to choose locations 
where relatively few projects have 
been carried out to date. This is 
where the greatest relative impact 
of measures can usually be achie-
ved.

 ■ …project content and objectives 
are developed together with project 
partners in the country of production

 ■  This is done in close cooperation 
between the individual parties by 
introducing and democratically 
selecting ideas from all partici-
pants.

 ■  Jointly selected ideas are applied 
and evaluated. If necessary, adjust-
ments are made and integrated into 
the projects.

 ■  The interests of disadvantaged 
groups should also be considered 
during project development.

 ■ …a community-oriented approach is 
taken to create lasting effects

 ■  Cooperation should aim to achieve 
not only economic, but also social 
and ecological goals. An important 
step in this direction is the joint 
development of a roadmap that 
incorporates the interests and 
needs of all stakeholders, taking 
into account local contexts. This 
collaborative process aims to 
achieve sustainable and inclusive 
development that has a long-term 
positive impact on the community 
and the environment.

 ■  Special attention and sensitivity 
should be paid to the consideration 
of local complexities and realities 
of life. It is vital that a person who 
is familiar with these issues should 
be responsible for classifying them.
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A selection of potential sustainability 
projects

Literacy and numeracy courses in the field of 
adult education are an important component 
in strengthening local empowerment. Howe-
ver, there is a wide range of additional trai-
ning opportunities in various areas, such as:

 ■  Income diversification in cocoa farming 
is crucial to reduce farmers‘ dependen-
ce on fluctuating cocoa prices. By in-
tegrating additional sources of income, 
such as the cultivation of other fruits or 
the introduction of honeybees, cocoa 
farmers can improve their financial si-
tuation. These diversification strategies 
not only help to balance income fluctu-
ations, but also increase farmers‘ resili-
ence to climatic risks and diseases that 
can affect cocoa farming. Sustainable 
income diversification therefore not 
only promotes the economic security of 
cocoa farmers, but also contributes to 
the long-term stability and development 
of the cocoa industry.

 ■  By-products in cocoa cultivation are ad-
ditional products that are produced du-
ring the cultivation or processing of co-
coa and can be used for other purposes. 
One of the most important by-products 
is compost made from cocoa shells. 
This compost can be a sustainable 
solution to improve the soil and at the 
same time reduce the use of chemical 
fertilizers. In addition, cocoa shells can 
be used as biomass for energy produc-
tion. The sensible use of by-products 
not only helps to reduce waste, but also 
offers economic and environmental be-
nefits by promoting alternative sources 
of income and sustainable practices in 
cocoa cultivation.
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 ■  The production of soap from cocoa po-
tashe, another by-product of cocoa cul-
tivation, is an interesting and sustain-
able option. Potashe, which is obtained 
from the ash of cocoa shells, contains 
alkaline compounds such as potassium 
carbonate. This substance can react 
with fats in an alkaline environment and 
form soap. Cocoa farmers can benefit 
from this practice by using potash as a 
raw material for soap production. The-
se soaps can be used for the farmers´ 
families own use and have potential as 
a local commercial product. Recycling 
potash into soap is therefore not only 
an environmentally friendly method of 
avoiding waste, but also creates ad-
ditional income opportunities for the 
cocoa-growing communities.

 ■ In Ghana, the need to establish impro-
ved health services also became ap-
parent, including projects to improve 
eye health and the provision of glasses. 
They would support people both in their 
everyday lives and at work. Improving 
healthcare for cocoa farmers can also 
help to increase productivity. The indi-
rect effects of this measure are obvious: 
healthier cocoa farmers tend to have 
a higher capacity to work and are less 
susceptible to illness, which can lead 

to increased productivity. With access 
to better healthcare, diseases can be 
detected and treated early, which re-
duces downtime and stabilizes yields. In 
addition, good health enables farmers to 
work more efficiently and sustainably, 
as they are physically and mentally bet-
ter able to meet the challenges of cocoa 
farming. Improved health care can have 
a decisive impact on the well-being of 
the cocoa farmers and on their ability to 
work, and thus on the security of their 
livelihoods.

 ■  Setting an ecological focus initially 
strengthens the resilience of the eco-
systems and ultimately the cocoa far-
mers themselves. For example, projects 
can support the conversion from con-
ventional to organic cocoa cultivation. 
It also makes sense to establish dyna-
mic agroforestry systems. These sys-
tems combine the cultivation of crops 
and companion plants and are also 
more climate resilient.

 ■  Our surveys in Ghana revealed that 
there is a greater demand for English 
courses, as farmers who only speak 
local languages feel increasingly left 
behind.
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Specific mention of the growing countries, 
the region(s) or even the community(ies), 
and information on the sustainability pro-
jects, can be provided on product packa-
ging, thus helping to make the companies‘ 
commitment visible to consumers. This in-
formation and the content of contributions 
can be developed together with the cocoa 
farmers in the project regions. This creates 
transparency and promotes understanding 
of the efforts and the assumption of respon-
sibility by companies in the countries of ori-
gin of the cocoa. 

Packaging with an informational character 
that targets children could contribute to ear-
ly awareness and perception of the topic. 
Companies that purchase certified cocoa 
can use the logos of these sustainability se-
als on their packaging. In addition, informa-
tion about these seals and the reasons why 
the company attaches importance to them 
can be communicated on its own website 
and social media. In this sense, a social me-
dia manager could be hired in the country of 
production and report on production, pro-
jects, and the community in regular posts. 
Joint campaigns with sustainability seals are 
also conceivable. 
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Cooperation with local cooperatives and intercultural confidant
Cooperatives play a crucial role as promo-
ters and implementers in the implementation, 
compliance and verification of certification 
standards and audits, as well as in the imple-
mentation of sustainability projects. The size 
of the cooperative has an influence on the co-
operation between the cocoa farmers and the 
cooperating companies.

Large cooperatives have better opportuni-
ties to establish comprehensive professional 
structures to support farmers and are bet-
ter able to represent the interests of cocoa 
farmers both politically and vis-à-vis cocoa 
buyers. On the other hand, the CoVaCoa re-
search showed that larger cooperatives so-
metimes also have disadvantages.

These disadvantages are reflected, for ex-
ample, in a lack of transparency and effective 
communication, which is a challenge in this 
context. Too many members can impair effec-
tiveness and possibly lead to a greater lack of 
transparency and inefficient communication, 
as the distance between the leadership and 
the grassroots becomes too great. Among 
other things, there is insufficient communica-
tion about how much money the cooperatives 
receive for certified cocoa, and what routes 
this money takes. Cases of corruption and 
abuse of power have become known. These 
difficulties can be exacerbated by the hetero-
geneous availability of services and support 
due to the different geographical proximity 
between cocoa farmers and cooperatives. As 
a result, cocoa farmers face increased costs 
and risks, especially when it comes to acces-
sing necessary resources and services.

To prevent problems in collaboration with co-
operatives and ensure the effectiveness of 
sustainability measures, the appointment of 
a intercultural confidant with clearly defined 
tasks and responsibilities can play a media-
ting role for both sides. This requires the role 
of this person of trust to be clarified on site 
to ensure effective cooperation between the 
partners. The use of a cultural mediator who 
has in-depth knowledge of the cocoa sector 
and at the same time an understanding of 
cultural differences between the regions or 
countries involved can provide support. 

Initiating a reflective team process can also 
be helpful for successful collaboration. Not 
only, but especially in the case of diverse 
teams with members from different cultural 
contexts in both locations, it seems advan-
tageous to plan sufficient time for getting to 
know each other, and team building. If it is 
not possible to meet in person, this process 
can also be organized virtually. Explicitly dea-
ling with roles, principles of cooperation and 
communication is also of great value. This re-
flection can take place as part of intercultural 
training measures, for example.

Finally, bundling the purchase of sustainably 
produced cocoa by SMEs could be another 
way to bring about positive change in the 
industry. This requires close collaboration, 
achieved through clear communication, de-
fined tasks and regular contact with local far-
mers‘ cooperatives.
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Purchase of sustainably produced cocoa
The consideration of various social and en-
vironmental sustainability criteria when 
purchasing cocoa and intermediate products 
poses several challenges for German market 
participants and SMEs in particular. The de-
pendence on the willingness of end consu-
mers and business customers to pay, the 
demand dependence of the supply of certified 
cocoa and the heterogeneity of sustainability 
standards, make it difficult for companies to 
pursue sustainable sourcing strategies. 

The increasing share of certified cocoa in the 
production of end products containing cocoa 
for the German market, not only highlights 
the need for sustainably produced cocoa and 
intermediate products, but also the value of 
product information, traceability, and uniform 
sustainability criteria. 

To classify and consider different criteria in 
the sourcing strategies of German market par-
ticipants, the measures and offers of suppliers 
can be assigned to four sustainability criteria:

1. Traceability

Increasing traceability is the key measure for 
complying with social and environmental sus-
tainability criteria, as this is the only way to 
identify and reduce the risks of human rights 
violations and environmental damage at the 
production site.

Both the producers of end products containing 
chocolate for the German market and the food 
retail trade, have committed themselves to ta-
king measures to improve the traceability of 
the cocoa they use in their voluntary commit-
ments to the German Initiative on Sustainable 
Cocoa. The measures taken to this end range 
from the increased use of cocoa that is traded 
»segregated« to the targeted improvement of 
transparency within the supply chain. The 

latter is achieved primarily by ensuring the 
traceability of processed cocoa back to the 
farm and by mapping the respective cultiva-
tion areas using polygon-mapping. 

The first step in improving transparency and 
traceability along the supply chain is to deter-
mine the current traceability of the raw mate-
rials used. Suitable strategies and measures 
for purchasing can then be identified and im-
plemented for the company. Determining the 
transparency and traceability along their own 
supply chains not only creates an information 
basis for developing internal sustainability 
strategies for purchasing, but also enables 
these companies to check the compatibility 
of their supply chains with the sustainability 
strategies of other market participants.

2. Deforestation and loss of biodiversity

The more precise tracing of the cocoa used 
also serves to counteract biodiversity loss 
and deforestation in cocoa-growing areas 
in view of the European regulation »on the 
making available of certain raw materials 
associated with deforestation and forest de-
gradation«. Polygon-mapping of individual 
cultivation areas, in which public and private 
actors in producing countries are now invol-
ved, is an important tool for recording and 
monitoring the local risk of deforestation and 
forest degradation. In paying attention to the 
environmental sustainability of cocoa when 
purchasing, German SMEs can therefore not 
only focus on the geographical origin of their 
raw material, but also whether the producers‘ 
cultivation areas have been recorded using 
polygon-mapping. In this way, companies 
can both ensure the traceability of cocoa 
and reduce the risk of environmental dama-
ge within their own supply chain.
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3. Child and forced labor

To reduce the risk of child and forced labor in 
their own supply chains, German companies 
should check whether their suppliers have 
Child Labor Monitoring and Remediation 
Systems (CLMRS) in place. When purcha-
sing cocoa, companies in Germany can also 
make sure that their cocoa comes from pro-
ducers in company-owned projects in pro-
ducing countries. These projects, in which 
companies specifically support producers 
in complying with social and environmental 
sustainability criteria, often include compa-
ratively high-quality CLMRS, which can more 
effectively prevent child and forced labor.

4. Living income

The payment of a living income to co-
coa-producing households is a necessary 
instrument for reducing the risk of human 
rights violations and environmental dama-
ge in producing countries. For companies 
in Germany to ensure that the producers 
of their cocoa receive comparatively good 
prices for their yields, they should check 
whether the Living Income Differential (LID) 
has been paid for the cocoa when purcha-
sing it. 

In addition to considering the LID, the pay-
ment of possible origin premiums by sup-
pliers and the use of certified products, 
companies can buy cocoa from company 
projects in producer countries where the 
income of producer households is recor-
ded. Some of these projects have indicators 
and measures that aim to enable these 
households to earn a living income. In this 
way, companies can ensure that producers 
receive comparatively good prices for their 
products and understand whether further 
measures are necessary to help producers 
achieve a living income.
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Increasing sustainable consumption
Even if SMEs pursue the above-mentioned 
sustainability activities in growing countries, 
these are not observable for consumers 
due to the great geographical distance – 
and are therefore difficult to understand. 
This represents an obstacle to sustainable 
consumption: 

 ■  There are information gaps (asym-
metries) between cocoa farmers and 
consumers along the value chain. Wi-
thout additional information, consu-
mers usually have no way of gaining 
knowledge about sustainability acti-
vities; neither before, during nor after 
consuming a product. This means that 
these aspects cannot be included in 
the consumption decision. The product 
alone does not provide any information 
about how sustainable the conditions 
were under which it was produced.

 ■  Sustainability activities entail additi-
onal costs for companies (for examp-
le through increased personnel costs 
and risk premiums). Due to information 
asymmetries, these costs cannot be 
passed on to consumers, even though 
they signal a positive willingness to pay 
for fairness and environmentally friendly 
production practices.

How SMEs can successfully communicate 
sustainability information to consumers is 
therefore an important goal in the context 
of sustainable development. Sustainability 
information should not be viewed in isolation 
but should be firmly integrated into general 
marketing strategies. For example, compa-
nies could incorporate sustainability messa-
ges into their advertising campaigns, packa-
ging design and online presence. 

Our research here suggests that addressing 
psychological factors is supportive of the in-
tention to buy sustainable chocolate:

 ■  Strengthen personal conviction: For ef-
fective sustainability messages, it can 
be helpful to focus on a personal norm 
based on sustainable values.

 ■  Address an emotional aspect: For ex-
ample, the premonition of a guilty cons-
cience later can lead to the purchase 
of a sustainable product. It is important 
that the negative emotions are linked to 
the possibility of preventing this situati-
on, for example by choosing a sustain-
able product. 

 ■  Point to a social peer group: As social 
beings in search of belonging, it could 
be of interest to consumers to find 
out which products other customers 
choose.

Against the background of these fundamen-
tal principles, the question arises for SMEs 
as to how messages should be expressed 
and what media should be used to deliver 
them. This is examined in more detail below.
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Choice of medium for providing information
Trust in sustainability labels plays a key 
role in their effectiveness 

The use of sustainability labels on chocolate 
packaging is a common means of communica-
ting information about the social and environ-
mental conditions of cocoa cultivation and 
chocolate production to consumers. Nume-
rous studies unanimously conclude that visib-
le, trust-inspiring labels with comprehensible 
certification criteria can influence purchasing 
behavior.

A high level of trust in compliance with the 
promised criteria is essential in order to positi-
vely influence consumers‘ attitude toward the 
product and the brand, and thus their purcha-
se intention and their purchasing behavior. 
A lack of trust, on the other hand, can be a 
driving force behind consumers not realizing 
their original intention to buy a sustainable 
product. Our research as part of the CoVaCoa 
project confirmed this central role of trust in 
the effectiveness of sustainability labels.

In a large-scale survey of consumers in orga-
nic and conventional supermarkets, we found 
that trust in a particular label has an influen-
ce on the decision to buy chocolate with that 
label. The greater the consumer‘s trust, the 
more likely they are to choose a chocolate 
with a label of trust rather than one without. 
We were able to observe this correlation for 
consumers in both conventional and organic 
supermarkets and for various social and eco-
logical sustainability labels. In a direct com-
parison, trust in the Fairtrade label appeared 
to be higher than trust in the German organic 
label, and consumers in organic supermarkets 
tended to report higher levels of trust.
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Concise list of sustainability criteria and 
QR code increase trust in sustainability 
labels

 ■  One possible way to increase consumer 
confidence in a sustainability label is 
to provide additional information about 
the certified sustainability criteria to en-
sure they are easy to understand. This 
can be done, for example, in the form of 
short, concise key points directly next 
to the label on the chocolate packa-
ging. In support or as an alternative, 
consumers can also be provided with 
a quick response (QR) code next to the 
label, which promises access to more 
in-depth information about the certifi-
cation program and the company‘s sus-
tainability efforts.

 ■  While, according to our research, the 
mere provision of written information 
does not appear to have any influence 
on consumer trust, a label paired with 
brief written information and a QR code 
can increase trust in the organic label 
as well as in a rather unknown, private 
fair label. The fact that no one in our stu-
dy actually called up the QR code sug-
gests that it is not so much the informa-
tion per se that is decisive for increasing 
trust, but rather the signaled willingness 
to be transparent about the production 
conditions on the part of the company.

 ■  Sustainability labels seem to play a de-
cisive role in the choice of chocolate, 
especially for consumers in organic su-
permarkets. However, the presence of a 
label is only one of many product attri-
butes that influence the purchasing de-
cision. Other relevant attributes, such 
as the taste of the chocolate, the brand 
or the price, are of equal or greater im-
portance to the label among consumers 
in conventional supermarkets.

 ■  Furthermore, for most consumers, 
buying chocolate is more of a routine 
than a carefully considered decision. 
Instead of weighing up all the available 
options, consumers often go for a pro-
duct or brand they already know, or al-
ways choose their favorite flavor.

Particularly in view of these limiting remarks, 
SMEs that wish to communicate their sustain-
ability efforts by means of a label should, when 
choosing a suitable existing certification pro-
gram, take into account not only the respecti-
ve certification criteria but also the trust that 
their target group places in the corresponding 
label. The same applies when considering the 
development of a sustainability label. In the 
absence of trust, any label runs the risk of 
being little more than another visual element 
on the packaging. The desired function of ef-
fectively communicating sustainability efforts 
and guiding purchasing decisions is not achie-
ved. 
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Conveying living environments via virtual 
reality experiences can increase  
willingness to pay

By integrating virtual reality (VR) experien-
ces into the marketing strategy of SMEs, 
consumers can be given realistic insights 
into production conditions in remote parts 
of the world. This can create a better un-
derstanding of the local chocolate manu-
facturer‘s sustainability efforts. Compared to 
traditional information channels, consumers 
can get a more concrete picture of the pro-
ducers‘ lives by immersing themselves for a 
moment in the producers‘ world.

Our experiments as part of the CoVaCoa 
project suggest that VR experiences, for ex-
ample in the form of a 360° video about local 
production conditions, can increase consu-
mers‘ willingness to pay for chocolate, re-
gardless of its sustainability characteristics. 
In addition, the immersive virtual experien-

ce results in a more positive description of 
people from a cocoa-producing country like 
Ghana. By offering a novel experience and 
providing general insights into the lives of 
cocoa farmers and their production efforts, 
VR has the potential to increase consumers‘ 
willingness to pay and thus raise funds for 
the payment of living incomes and the imple-
mentation of sustainable production initiati-
ves. From this perspective, the integration of 
VR elements into marketing concepts can be 
a valid option toward the successful commu-
nication of sustainability information.
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Formulating information
Focusing on the negative consequences 
of unsustainable actions can strengthen 
problem awareness – focusing on positive 
consequences strengthens sustainable 
attitudes

In addition to the choice of medium for con-
veying information, the emphasis placed on 
the content of messages (so-called framing) 
can also be relevant for consumer decisions. 
For example, when formulating a message, 
either the positive consequences of action or 
the negative consequences of inaction can 
be emphasized, while the actual message re-
mains unchanged.

Example: Framing of sustainability messages: 

 ■  The decision in favor of a fair product 
leads to fair remuneration for producers.

 ■  Deciding against a fair product does not 
lead to fair remuneration for producers.

By highlighting the negative consequences 
of consumption decisions, awareness of the 
topic can be created. Negative information 
therefore appears to be particularly effec-
tive in »waking up« consumers and drawi-
ng attention to grievances. As a result, new 
customers can be attracted to products with 
sustainability attributes. However, there is 
a risk that existing customers will find the 
ongoing confrontation with negative conse-
quences distressing. Especially in the case 
of chocolate products, which are often asso-
ciated with positive feelings, this perceived 
pressure can lead to resistance, or defensive 

reactions. Negative messages can therefore 
be an enrichment of the marketing strategy 
for creating problem awareness, but should 
be used with caution. In contrast, emphasi-
zing the positive consequences of sustain-
able action seems to be able to strengthen a 
positive attitude toward sustainable action 
among consumers. Depending on the focus of 
the information used in marketing, SMEs can 
therefore achieve different effects on consu-
mers. It is important that any negative emo-
tions felt are always linked to an alternative 
behavioral option – in other words, that there 
is a way out, so to speak, to end the negative 
emotional state: for example, by choosing a 
sustainable product. 

No differences due to focus on social or 
environmental impact

What is interesting in this context is that al-
though the negative framing of the message 
seems to be particularly relevant, it is not 
so much the sustainability information that 
is shared at the content level. Our results 
suggest that it makes no difference to the 
promotion of problem awareness, attitudes, 
sustainable purchasing intentions or the 
willingness of consumers to pay, whether 
negative social or negative ecological ef-
fects of cocoa cultivation in Ghana or a 
combination of this information is shared. 
Analogous to the results concerning the 
provision of information by means of labels 
or QR codes, the how once again appears to 
be superior to the what.
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Strategic orientation of political management
Easy-to-understand, state-regulated 
and mandatory communication of 
sustainability criteria has the highest 
acceptance among consumers

At a societal level, the measures presented 
can be embedded in various governance 
approaches. This means that various po-
litical steering instruments can be used to 
promote sustainable consumption. Mea-
sures can, for example, be regulation, offer 
incentives or enable consumers to consume 
sustainably (capacity building).

Support and acceptance among the po-
pulation is particularly important for the 
success of corresponding policy design. In 
this context, our research suggests that ca-
pacity-building measures, such as easy-to- 
understand, state-regulated and mandatory 
communication of sustainability criteria on 
all products, have the greatest acceptance 
among consumers. This form of political 
control is superior to regulation or incenti-
vization, for example by means of a reward 
point system, in terms of acceptance among 
the population. Transparent, comprehensib-
le, and easy-to-understand communicati-
on of sustainability criteria, in conjunction 
with a QR code, therefore not only increa-

ses trust, but also represents a reliable and 
well-accepted form of information provision 
for SMEs.

Trust in political actors is key: Integrity 
is the key to high acceptance and 
perceived effectiveness of measures

In terms of trust, it is not only important 
how trustworthy a label itself is, but also 
how trustworthy (state) actors who use the 
corresponding governance instruments are 
perceived to be. In this respect, our results 
suggest that it is of primary importance how 
much integrity actors are considered to have, 
while a facet of trust based on competence 
appears to be less decisive. Political gover-
nance is thus more accepted by consumers 
and also considered more effective if the 
actors demonstrate a high level of integrity. 
Whether they are classified as competent or 
not plays a subordinate role. This underlines 
the particular importance for SMEs of being 
perceived as a responsible actor. Designing 
corporate activities to be consistently sus-
tainable, communicating this credibly and 
avoiding negative headlines are key ele-
ments in building and continuously strengt-
hening consumer trust.
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