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University of Agricultural Sciences, Sweden

1  Introduction

Forest certification was developed because of a growing global concern 
for issues related to the sustainable management of forest resources and 
deforestation. It can be seen as a form of governance without government, a 
way to regulate global markets in the absence of a single authoritative body. 
Today it is one of the most common tools for sustainable forest management 
and is essential for considering the multiple values of forests (Malek & Abdul 
Rahim, 2022). Starting as a global environmental concern, forest certification 
has developed to become an organisational governance tool to differentiate. It 
is based on the assumption that consumers are willing to pay a premium price 
for certified products (products with an eco-label) much the same way as for 
food products.

Standards for forest certification include three main types of standards 
that cover different parts of the value system: forest management certification 
(FM), chain of custody certification (CoC), and trademark licenses. This chapter 
focuses on forest management certification because it serves as a condition for 
other value system certifications.
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Forest certification and sustainable forest 
management

As with most standards (Brunsson & Jacobsson, 2000), forest management 
certification is voluntary. It is a market-driven tool that considers environmental, 
social and economic dimensions of value creation, and as such, it has effectively 
raised awareness of sustainable forest management (Rametsteiner & Simula, 
2003). It enables responsible forest owners to consider the nature of corporate 
social responsibility (CSR) in their resource management choices (Uggla, 2017). 
Sustainable forest management is described as a practice to ensure that forests 
are able to provide current and future generations with forest goods and 
services (FAO, 2023). However, many forest stakeholders view the definition 
of sustainability and sustainable forest management as too broad and prefer 
the term responsible forest management (FSC, 2023). In this context, the main 
forest stakeholders refer to actors in the forest sector such as different types of 
forest owners, entrepreneurs that provide services, forest owner organisations 
processing industries and customers (industrial and end consumers), as well 
as environmental organisations, local and indigenous communities, forest 
workers, and outdoors and tourism organisations (Baumgartner, 2019).

Forest certification as a concept and forest certification programmes 
have, over the years, been criticised for both how the system is built around 
continuous improvement and specific issues regarding credibility (Röstlund, 
2022). The biggest challenge for forest certification schemes has been attaining 
legitimacy. It refers to establishing in practice, how forest certification influences 
sustainability concerning, in particular, environmental, social, and financial 
dimensions of value production. Despite developed systems for value-based 
indicators for each of these dimensions, measurements in practice prove to 
be challenging.

In Sweden and other countries, many small private forest owners combine 
their forest ownership with agricultural land and the associated practices. This 
group of forest owners is often described as a traditional type of forest owners, 
that value their autonomy, with larger holdings and dependency on forestry 
income. Therefore, motivating small private forest owners to adopt forest 
certification requires awareness of what certification implies for them.

This chapter focuses on two well-established (Malek & Abdul Rahim, 
2022) forest certification schemes, the Forest Stewardship Council (FSC) and 
the Programme for the Endorsement of Forest Certification (PEFC). A short 
presentation of each of these systems is provided, followed by a case study 
and a synthesis of the context of the forestry certification.

2  How forest certification works and different forest 
standards

Forest certification can be described as a social contract established by a range 
of forest stakeholders (Lehtonen et  al., 2021). It aims to deliver sustainable 
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(or  responsible) forest management by validating, through third-party 
audits, that the forest management in place fulfils standard requirements, in 
a production process that may take between 50 and 100 years. The forest 
certification systems involve several complex governance processes, including 
setting standards, auditing, certification and accrediting.

Governance of forest certification schemes occurs on a global, national 
and sometimes regional level. Internationally governance is carried out 
through a board, nomination committee and general assembly for international 
members. Many forest certification schemes are member organisations where 
members are part of the governance system and can influence objectives, 
strategies and motion proposals at the general assembly (Meidinger et  al., 
2003). The international governance level can also create the framework for 
national standards, for example, in the case of FSC’s criteria and indicators.

The standard-setting process is mainly carried out nationally and aims to 
define specific requirements for sustainable forest management. The standard-
setting process for forest certification is often described as a negotiation 
process between members. Members can be part of different working 
groups for specific standard requirements, where the members negotiate 
standard rules, requirements and policies applied to national or regional 
forest conditions. Proposed standards are also open for more comprehensive 
consultations, during which stakeholders can comment on the standard draft. 
The standard-setting process can be more or less complicated depending on 
the number and heterogeneity of members and stakeholders participating 
(Tröster & Hiete, 2018).

The certification implementation process consists of sub-processes 
such as certification implementation, auditing, labelling and administration 
(Meidinger et  al., 2003). The forest owner that wants to become certified 
often starts with choosing and contacting an accredited certification body 
for approval for certification and audits. Certification bodies are accredited 
by an accreditation body appointed by the certification scheme. It is also 
not uncommon for actors desiring certification to use the service of a 
certification consultant to assist in modifying resource governance and 
account for the forestry management. The implementation process of 
forest certification described by Higman et al. (2005) often starts with a pre-
assessment before closing out gaps and stakeholder consultation. When 
these tasks are completed, the main assessment can take place. During the 
main assessment, documentation is examined, and field visits and interviews 
with employees and stakeholders are conducted. Certified forest owners 
must pass the main assessment and annual audits by the independent (often 
third-party) certification body. Non-compliance is listed as either a minor or 
major corrective action request (CAR). Minor CARs arise as a result of the 
forest owner demonstrating only partial compliance or a failure that can be 
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considered as minor and not systemic. Major CARs arise during an audit 
as a result of the identification of complete non-compliance and systemic 
failures to meet criteria with an element(s) of the standards. Major CARs 
hinder the implementation of forest certification and need to be closed out 
before proceeding with the certification process. After a successful main 
assessment, independent specialists often peer-review the certification 
report based on their regional and forest ecosystem expertise. If no new 
issues are raised, the final certification decision can be made by a panel 
appointed by the certification body. Routine annual audits occur to assess 
continuous compliance by following up and closing any outstanding CARs or 
stakeholder complaints, visiting new sites and ensuring that any changes to 
the standard that have been made are addressed by the forest owner and any 
non-compliance that could result is categorised as minor or major CARs, with 
the resultant corrective action being required.

The products from certified forests can then be assured and labelled 
through Chain of Custody, CoC and trademark standards for eco-labelling, 
ensuring the certified products’ traceability and credibility. Actors not required 
to be certified often at the end of the value chain can apply for a trademark 
license to use the eco-label in marketing certified products. The next section 
provides a closer analysis of each of the certification schemes, FSC and PEFC.

2.1  Forest Stewardship Council and Programme for 
Endorsement of Forest Certification

FSC is an international membership organisation founded in 1993 in Toronto by 
representatives from various forest industry and environmental organisations, 
aiming for globally responsible forest management (Overdevest, 2009). FSC 
responsible forestry is based on economic, social, and environmental value 
dimensions. This is reflected in the organisation of FSC. It is founded on 
three-member chambers: the social, the economic and the environmental 
chamber. Each chamber has equal decision-making rights, as decisions are 
primarily made based on consensus between the chambers. The system also 
considers that each chamber consists of actors from the global economic north 
respectively south to avoid unjustness due to resource allocation. Members 
negotiate the standard for forest certification through participation in different 
working groups and committees. Agreed-upon national standards then need 
to be approved by FSC International. FSC can be considered the most studied 
scheme in forest certification research (Wolff & Schweinle, 2022). FSC relies on 
Assurance Services International (ASI) as accreditors for certification bodies.

The FSC standard-setting process for forest management standards is 
based on ten principles and criteria that function as a framework for national 
standards (FSC, 2023) (see Table 1).



Forest certification and sustainable forest management 289

Published by Burleigh Dodds Science Publishing Limited, 2024.

The Pan European Forest Certification Council (PEFC) was founded in 1999 
as an alternative certification scheme for European smallholders or here referred 
to as small private forest owners. PEFCs member system is based on chambers 
for forest management, forest industry and forest stakeholders. PEFC later 
came to approve national forest certification standards globally and, therefore, 
in 2004, changed its full name to Programme for the Endorsement of Forest 
Certification. PEFC has often referred to the slogan ‘act locally, think globally’ 
and functions as an umbrella organisation that endorses national and regional 
forest certification standards (PEFC, 2023). Sustainable Forestry Initiative (SFI) 
and Malaysian Timber Certification Council (MTCC) are members today, and 
their standards are endorsed by PEFC (Gutierrez Garzon et  al., 2020). PEFC 
national requirements for sustainable forest management are guided by a 
common framework (PEFC, 2023). PEFC uses national accreditation bodies that 
are members of the International Accreditation Forum (IAF). A PEFC Sustainable 
Forest Management certification encompasses the following aspects of forestry 
management (Forest Eco Certification, 2023) (see Table 1).

These principles are part of the PEFC Sustainability Benchmark, further 
developed with over 300 criteria that serve as a basis for national certification 
systems assessed in a PEFC endorsement audit.

3  Delivering environmental, social and financial value

Forest certification is an independent assessment process of the environmental 
and social impact of forestry (Gullison, 2003). The idea of forest certifications 
as a market-driven tool is based on their capacity to effectively deliver value 
for different stakeholders. Numerous stakeholders’ needs are negotiated 

Table 1 Overview of principles for Forest Steward Certification and Programme for Endorsement 
of Forest Certification

FSC certification PEFC certification

Compliance with laws Legal framework

Workers right and employment conditions Workers’ rights, local employment 

Indigenous peoples’ rights Indigenous peoples’ rights

Community relations  

Benefits from the forest Ecosystem services

Environmental values and impacts  

Management and planning  

Monitoring and assessment  

High conservation values Biodiversity

Implementation of management activities  

 Natural alternatives
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in a certification scheme. Forest certification should, for example, reduce 
deforestation and improve the lives of local communities and the conditions 
for forest workers while also increasing the financial viability for forest owners. 
Ensuring the forest certification sustainability impact is essential for the 
credibility of the certification system. Research on forest certification is often 
done to evaluate issues related to the impact of certification (Malek & Abdul 
Rahim, 2022). Several studies have aimed to assess the outcomes of forest 
management certification and how well it delivers on environmental, social, 
financial and policy aspects. However, studying and assessing the impact of 
forest certification can often be a complex and costly process (Romero et al., 
2017). The level of impact of forest certification also depends on governance 
and policy on a national and regional level and not only the applied certification 
system. Governmental support for forest certification is essential for a well-
functioning system (Niedziałkowski & Shkaruba, 2018). The three dimensions 
of sustainable value related to forest certification are now considered 
more in detail.

3.1  Environmental impact

The history of forest certification emphasises the conflict between environmental 
and financial values in forests. Therefore, the ability of forest certification to 
provide documented environmental benefits in terms of reduced deforestation 
and biodiversity conservation as well as informing environmental legislation 
and models of forest ownership is an essential topic for research (Table 2).

Table 2 points to several positive environmental effects from forest 
certifications. However, environmental aspects and the associated value have 
also been found to be an understudied area (Wolff & Schweinle, 2022). Forest 
certification has been found to support several positive environmental outcomes 
regarding biodiversity at comparable levels as forests with a minimum of 
activities (Campos‐Cerqueira et al., 2019; Polisar et al., 2017). Forest certification 
tends to benefit the environment (reduce deforestation rate), but more studies 
are needed to understand the impact evaluation (Burivalova et al., 2017). Other 
studies support the notion of an inconclusive impact from forest certification’s 
with regard to deforestation (Rana & Sills, 2018; Romero & Putz, 2018).

Villalobos et  al. (2018) and Johansson and Lidestav (2011) question the 
environmental benefits of forest certification provided by small private forest 
owners. Although, this is done without considering that certification also affects 
the whole forest industry and impacts uncertified forests (Lehtonen et  al., 
2021). However, the certification system based on price premiums might attract 
already active forest owners. Market tools that promote premiums depending 
on the forest products sold are related to challenges in the level of extraction 
in certified areas. For example, certification in intact forest landscapes could 
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lead to that other areas close to certified forest land that are uncertified being 
logged more intensively (Kleinschroth et al., 2019). Other studies also question 
the environmental benefits of forest certification altogether and propose 
changes in forest operations practices such as clear-cuts (Blumröder et  al., 
2020). Forest standards contribute to reducing deforestation, as a complement 
to national legislation (Haywood & Henriot, 2019). The practice of certification 
can impact state forestry policy (Sundstrom & Henry, 2017). Non-conformities 
are most frequently found, by certification bodies during audits concerning 
the environmental impact of FSC (Trishkin et  al., 2019) and tend to increase 
in frequency with the size of forest management units (Dagnaisser et  al., 
2022). However, this also relates to the country’s economic development, as 

Table 2  Research pointing to environmental impacts of forestry certification, presented in 
alphabetical order

Environmental factor
Reported impact in 
certified forests Author, year

Biodiversity conservation Higher biodiversity. Forest 
certification can provide 
protection for threatened species. 
Set-asides in forest certification 
can have positive impact on 
biodiversity but need to be 
complemented with other policy 
tools.

Campos‐Cerqueira et al., 
2019; Polisar et al., 2017; 
Alveira et al., 2023; Elbakidze 
et al., 2011

Deforestation Reduced rate of de-forestation. 
Geographic location had 
greater impact on hindering 
de-forestation in tropical forests 
than certification. First certification 
reduced de-forestation. Later 
forest certification was found 
to increase de-forestation. 
Certified plantation had a higher 
degree of native forest cover 
regeneration. The practice of 
clear-cuts undermines ecological 
effectiveness of forest certification 
in boreal forests.

Burivalova et al., 2017; 
Panlasigui et al., 2018; Rana 
& Sills, 2018; da Silva et al., 
2019; Blümröder et al., 2020

Environmental 
consideration among 
small private forest 
owners

Minor positive impact. However, 
differences between active and 
non-active forest ownership. 
Forest certification did not have 
any positive environmental 
impact.

Johansson & Lidestav, 2011; 
Villalobos et al., 2018

Environmental legislation Certification schemes may 
influence the development of and 
enforcement of legislation.

Haywood & Henriot, 2019; 
Sundstrom & Henry, 2017
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non-conformities were found to be more likely in countries with less developed 
forestry practices (Halalisan et al., 2016).

3.2  Financial and socioeconomic impact

Financial and socioeconomic impacts from forest certification are often 
reduced to monetary dimensions, in terms of benefits or costs. Critical aspects 
in these assessments relate to which system boundaries, stakeholders and time 
dimensions are considered. Research findings may appear contradictory partly 
because different system boundaries, stakeholder focus and time perspectives 
have been selected (Table 3).

Table 3 illustrates a number of financial factors that are influenced by 
forestry certification. Assuming a consumer’s willingness to pay a price 
premium and market access were the main driver for certification (Perera et al., 
2022). Certification can enable price margins and negatively affect quantitative 
margins, essential aspects of a country’s export growth (Zhang et  al., 2022). 
Forest certification can increase sales prices of hardwood in auctions but is often 
related to the increased cost of certification (Deniz, 2023). However, premiums 
are often limited and might only occur on higher-quality logs (Durusoy & 
Özdemir, 2021). Furthermore, certification cost is one of the most significant 
barriers to becoming certified (Sugiura & Oki, 2018).

Managers of certified forests perceive improved forest management 
and changes in stakeholder communication due to certification (Halalisan 
et al., 2018). Certified forest owners recognise that certification contributes to 
demonstrating environmental consideration and improving public relations 
(Paluš et al., 2018). However, certification standards often include restrictions 
on the use of chemicals, which can lead to lower forest productivity and 
yield (Mendell et  al., 2015). A critical motive for companies to adopt forest 
certification has been as a signal to the market and end-consumers that they 
are responsible actors (Galati et  al., 2017). Forest certification is an essential 
communication tool for sustainable forest management utilised by forest actors 
(Lombardo et al., 2021). A forest certification may provide market opportunities 
and an improved corporate image which may lead to positive competitiveness 
and improved stakeholder relations (Perera et al., 2022; So & Lafortezza, 2022). 
Also, the future of digitalisation tools and remote sensing in forest certification 
offers lowered costs, and higher transparency (Lopatin et al., 2016) associated 
with higher credibility.

The cost of certification is one of the biggest barriers to becoming 
certified and having a small forest ownership (Sugiura & Oki, 2018). Therefore, 
it is also important that global standards are adapted to local contexts (Lemes 
et  al., 2017). Forest certification is found to impact increased stakeholder 
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Table 3 Research pointing to financial and socioeconomic impacts of forestry certification

Financial or 
socioeconomic factor Reported impact in certified forests Author, year

Consumer behaviour Environmental attitudes play an 
important role in willingness to pay 
for certified products.

Panico et al., 2022

Contextual 
interpretations

Global standards need to be 
adapted to local conditions.

Lemes et al., 2017

Costs Cost and sales price increase with 
forest certification.

Deniz, 2023

Legitimacy and image Digital tools, remote sensing – 
offers transparency. The main 
reason to adopt forest certification 
is as signalling mechanism. 
Grounds to communicate.

Lopatin et al., 2016; Galati 
et al., 2017;  Lombardo et al., 
2021

Management skills Managers grounds for 
communication is enhanced.

Halalisan et al., 2018; Paluš 
et al., 2018

Market access Forest certification aids in 
accessing new markets, keep 
market share, and sell products in 
existing markets. 

Perera et al., 2022

Price premium Limited price premiums for forest 
certification. Cost of certification 
must be balanced with a price 
premium. 

Durusoy & Özdemir, 2021; 
Sugiura & Oki, 2018

Profit Influence price margins and 
imports. Companies that perform 
well financially have predisposition 
for forest certification.

Zhang et al., 2022; Zubizarreta 
et al., 2023

Smallholders Subsidies for forest certification are 
important for small private forest 
owners adopting certification. 
Long-term forest certification 
can lead to economic resilience. 
Administration can hinder 
smallholders from selling certified 
wood as labelled.

Wibowo et al., 2018; 
Ehrenberg-Azcárate & Peña-
Claros, 2020; Hermudananto 
& Supriatno, 2020

Stakeholder 
engagement

Increased stakeholder 
participation

Lescuyer et al., 2021

Trade Forest certification has become 
a trade barrier for developing 
countries trading with developed 
countries.

Chen et al., 2020

Yield and productivity Restricted use of chemicals may 
lower productivity.

Lemes et al., 2021; Mendell 
et al., 2015
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participation. However, this does not affect national governance or levels of 
corruption or increased transparency (Lescuyer et al., 2021).

3.3  Social impact

Forestry is, for the most part, carried out in rural areas. The rural localisation 
influences social aspects, such as the need for transport, limitations in labour 
recruitment, a potential for labour abuses, and a need for stakeholders to keep 
a very long financial time perspective. Social, generational perspectives on 
forestry also mean locking up much financial capital for a long time (50–100+ 
years) between harvests means that the social impacts are key and intimately 
connected to the financial aspects of forestry certification.

As in most CSR research fields, the social dimension is less researched. Key 
findings are synthesised in Table 4.

Forest certification has positively influenced workers’ rights, health and 
safety, and forest companies’ relations to the community (Pezdevšek Malovrh 
et  al., 2019). Although living and working conditions improved for forest 

Table 4 Research pointing to the social impacts of forestry certification

Social factor Reported impact in certified forests Author, year

Democracy Transparency promotes democratic 
traditions, fair distribution and gender 
equality. A challenge to include social 
sustainability in forest certification 
systems.

Loveridge et al., 2021; 
Boström, M, 2011

Free, Prior and 
Informed Consent 
(FPIC) 

Risk of transferring responsibility 
and duties to actors with fewer 
resources. Possibility to achieve mutual 
understanding and mitigate conflicts. 
Social norms and stakeholders affect 
the implementation and effectiveness of 
certification tools.

Dobrynin et al., 2020; 
Tysiachniouk et al., 2021

Human rights Positive effects in areas of workers’ 
rights, health and safety, living 
conditions and community relations. 

Cerutti et al., 2017; 
Pezdevšek Malovrh et al., 
2019

Indigenous 
communities 

Forest certification can involve 
indigenous communities and strengthen 
their rights. Forest certification as a 
learning tool for forest companies to 
consider indigenous communities. 
Forest certification activities can impact 
indigenous communities negatively.

Tikina et al., 2010; 
Teitelbaum & Wyatt, 
2013; Doremus, 2019

Local community 
development

Forest certification tends to favour larger 
actors. Benefits local communities but 
cannot resolve deeply rooted social 
conflicts.

McDermott et al., 2015; 
Tricallotis et al., 2018
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workers, forest certification also meant considering a forest management 
plan  that sets the rules for how the certified forest area can be utilised, 
thereby limiting local access to forest resources and customary rights (Cerutti 
et al., 2017).

Forest certification and associated principles of democracy and 
transparency promote democratic decision-making, fair distribution and 
gender equality (Loveridge et al., 2021). Although, this requirement comes with 
an increased administrative burden for community forests and smallholders. 
Therefore, it is necessary to support capacity building among local communities 
to ensure these principles are met. Forest certification activities have also 
created disadvantages for local and indigenous communities as they tend to 
favour larger actors with the infrastructure and economic ability to engage 
with certification (Doremus, 2019; McDermott et al., 2015). Forest certification 
systems could greatly benefit from focusing on social sustainability that enables 
inclusion and acceptance among social stakeholders (Boström, 2011; Tikina 
et al., 2010).

Forest certification programmes have adopted tools for comprehensively 
including and considering indigenous communities. This is accomplished 
through a consultation and participation process called Free, Prior, and 
Informed Consent (FPIC). However, these are often complex issues to resolve 
where forest companies need to develop capacities (Teitelbaum & Wyatt, 
2013). FPIC can be considered as a tool for mutual consent that mitigates 
potential conflicts. There is also the risk of transferring responsibility from state 
governance to private actors and narrowing the scope of included stakeholders 
(Dobrynin et al., 2020; Tysiachniouk et al., 2021). The next case study explores 
some of these themes described in the previous sections.

4  Case study: small private forest owners’ motives for 
forest certification

The perceived and proven impact of forest certification affects the adoption 
of forest certification, which is especially true for small private forest owners. A 
study of a diverse group of private forest owners points to the forest certification 
process as being complex. As suggested by Weiss et al. (2019), their motives 
for making a forest certification decision depends on their specific objectives, 
attitudes and behaviour. A qualitative approach was conducted to understand 
further small private forest owners’ motives and objectives for adopting forest 
certification in Sweden (Thorning & Mark-Herbert, 2022). Their lived experience 
of forest certification (n = 14) was explored through interviews with forest 
owners. Through a process called laddering, important forest certification 
attributes that give rise to perceived benefits and disadvantages that, in turn, 
trigger emotions and are essential for understanding the motives, objectives 
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and values behind the reason for adopting forest certification were developed. 
The results showed a range of experiences and motives for forest certification. 
These groups were mainly women and men, and owners with forestry as their 
primary occupation compared to those with another main income.

For both men and women, forest certification was important for the 
credibility and legitimacy of the forest industry and, for some, showing solidarity 
with their forest owner association. Women’s important forest certification 
attributes were set-asides, rules and regulations, eco-labelling and price 
premiums. For women, price premiums were both a financial benefit and an 
acknowledgement of doing the right thing. Forest certification was also seen as 
an instrument for fulfilling environmental objectives. Social and environmental 
considerations through forest certification are essential aspects for female 
forest owners and provide a sense of pride and being a knowledgeable and 
accomplished forest owner. This was also a result of understanding the forest 
certification standard that most female forest owners stated that they had no 
problems complying with.

Attributes for men were the same as for women, with the addition of a 
certified forest management plan that functioned as an important forest 
management tool resulting in feeling pride in being a good forest owner 
and forest steward. For male forest owners, set-asides not only resulted in 
environmental and social considerations (as for women) but also increased 
costs. The male interviewees differed in their opinion of forest certification as 
being either easy to follow the rules or difficult to follow. The group of men who 
found it difficult also questioned forest certification’s environmental impact.

Small private forest owners with forestry as a primary occupation frequently 
combined this with agricultural practices. These forest owners then often chose 
to apply for certification for forest management and agricultural practices, 
resulting in high costs. For these forest owners, attributes such as set-asides, 
standard rules and regulations, labelling and price premiums were important 
attributes. For them, price premiums needed to result in financial benefits, which 
could make up for increased costs and loss in timber production that occurred 
through set-asides. Complying with forest certification was also considered as 
a decrease in autonomy. Environmental considerations in forest certification 
fulfilled environmental interests and objectives, resulting in credibility and 
legitimacy. Forest certification also included having a long-term perspective on 
forestry which was connected to taking pride in forest ownership and having 
it as a lifestyle. Forest certification could also strengthen the feeling of being 
knowledgeable and accomplished forest owners through gaining forestry and 
certification knowledge.

Increased forestry and certification knowledge and the feeling of being an 
accomplished forest owner were even more important for forest owners with a 
main income other than forestry. This group shared the same view on important 
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attributes as those with forestry as the main occupation but also included the 
benefit of a forest management plan that could fulfil environmental interests 
and objectives. The objective of environmental consideration was also 
achieved by environmental considerations through set-asides and having a 
long-term perspective. Set-asides also resulted in social and environmental 
considerations as well as increased costs. However, the group of forest owners 
with other main income than forestry perceived no problems with certification 
compliance, which allowed them to take pride in their forest ownership.

5  Forest certification for small private forest owners

Forest certification began as a market-driven policy instrument developed 
under pressure by NGOs and companies that invited stakeholders to the 
standard-setting process. Early on, small private forest owners (often referred to 
as smallholders in forest certification) considered forest certification a threat to 
autonomy and forest income, costly and with uncertain benefits (Bensel, 2001; 
Lindström et al., 1999; Rickenbach, 2002). Problems that arise for smallholders 
often relate to understanding and complying with requirements and the cost 
of certification. When PEFC was founded, it was seen as an alternative to 
forest certification offered to small private forest owners. FSC later developed 
a standard for small- or low-intensity managed forests (SLIMF) to cater to the 
needs of smallholders in the certification process and auditing and lessen 
the cost for certification. Here forest management can be classified as small, 
if 100 hectares or less, but can also be considered for management sizes up 
to 1000 hectares under certain conditions. Low-intensity forest management 
is considered when harvesting is less than 20% of the mean annual increment 
and the annual harvest is less than 5000 cubic metres. The forest can also 
be eligible for SLIMF if it is managed for non-timber forest products, not 
including plantations.

Arguments for offering forest certification are that small private forest 
owners contribute to the UN Sustainable Development Goals and that this is 
not solely a responsibility of the state or companies (Danley, 2018). However, 
forest certification rates among small private forest owners or smallholders are 
at a different rate than among forest companies. First, to increase in uptake of 
certification when the forest owners’ associations started to offer certification, 
including a price premium, to its members (Johansson & Lidestav, 2011). 
Then a need for financial incentives or cost compensation was suggested 
to encourage small private forest owners to consider conservation or more 
sustainable forest practices (Kilgore et al., 2008; Langpap, 2006). An ongoing 
policy and media debate encourages small private forest owners to consider 
environmental objectives (Lindahl et  al., 2017). Forest conservation is also 
expected to increase among small private forest owners (Karppinen et  al., 
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2019). Therefore these forest owners are now experiencing increased pressure 
from society to consider sustainable development (Cashore et al., 2007).

The financial benefits of forest certification are often highlighted and 
described as price premiums and market access. Johansson and Lidestav 
(2011) noted that certified forest owners are more likely to increase forest 
management activities. They proposed that certified forest owners are generally 
more active or become more active when forest management plans following 
certification are in place. A forest management plan refers to a detailed plan 
for each local forest area that gives information about how it will be managed 
over  the next ten or more years. A green forest management plan includes 
forest certification.

Administrative burden acted as a barrier for smallholders to sell certified 
wood as labelled, and often it was sold into uncertified markets (Hermudananto 
& Supriatno, 2020). Challenges in certification for small private forest owners 
can be addressed through group certification managed by forest owners’ 
associations, forest companies or certification organisations. Enrolment 
by association is encouraged by offers of green forest management plans 
that include forest certification. For small private forest owners who are not 
members of an association, the route to becoming certified either includes 
a self-initiative or a process as suggested by timber-procuring companies. 
The motives for becoming certified vary from one forest owner to another. 
Forest owners’ background, values and own forest management experience 
serve as background to understand differences in motives. Therefore, the 
intermediary organisation facilitating and administrating group certificates are 
essential in lowering the barrier threshold to certification and creating value for 
participating forest owners (Boakye-Danquah & Reed, 2019).

Small private forest owners are transforming from a relatively homogenous 
group (males living close to their forestland) to a more heterogeneous group 
as they are increasingly urban, a growing proportion of female owners and less 
financially dependent on their forest land (Follo et al., 2016; Keskitalo, 2017). 
Socio-demographic characteristics, such as gender and residency of the forest 
owner include categories, e.g. female and urban forest owners as a new type 
of forest owner. Previous studies show that female and non-resident forest 
owners have other objectives than solely timber production and are inclined 
to assess forest values linked to environmental and social aspects higher than 
the traditional forest owner (Berlin et  al., 2006; Umaerus et  al., 2019). The 
socioeconomic shift also means forest owners are increasingly highly educated 
and less financially dependent on their forestland (Karppinen et  al., 2019). 
The ongoing change in ownership structure and demographics indicates new 
types of forest owners with goals other than primarily financial, which in turn 
influences forest management and policy and sustainability goals (Weiss et al., 
2019). These changes in forest owner types are predicted to create challenges 
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for the forest industry and policy-makers due to their expected non-traditional 
forest views and objectives (Follo et  al., 2016). These forest owners require 
the forest industry to develop new types of service and view value creation 
from multiple uses of forests (Kurttila et  al., 2019). Sustainable development 
in the form of forest certification can be viewed as a source of value creation 
and a possibility to innovate and develop services specific to forest owners 
(Toppinen et al., 2019).

6  Conclusion and future trends

A transition to sustainable forest management is guided by standards such 
as FSC and PEFC. Critical perspectives would argue that landowners pay for 
the enforcement of rules, in this case, compliance with these standards. In 
contrast, positive perspectives point to the opportunities to differentiate forest 
management approaches, signaling responsible management for which they 
can receive a price premium for products or services, and a feeling of ‘doing 
the right thing’.

Forestry certification differs from certification of agricultural production in 
that the production process has long-time dimensions, between 50 and 100 
years in Scandinavia (and shorter production spans in a warmer climate where 
the production cycle is shorter). It means that a decision made by one generation 
of forest owners will influence the management of the forest resource for the 
next generation as well as the current generation.

A similar logic can be applied to understand the landowner’s motives for 
certification. Forestry owners are a diverse group. Their lands may differ in size 
and location and thereby be more or less suitable for certification, but what is 
more, the importance of the income from forest management varies. For a small 
private forest owner who makes a prime living from the forest, the financial 
aspects (added value from certification and the use of an eco-label) might 
be crucial to attaining a price that supports a livelihood. On the other hand, 
a forest owner that is not dependent on the income from forest management 
may have another job on the side, which explains other expectations from a 
forest certification, and other needs to contract management support. As the 
profile of forest owners gradually changes over time, from a male-dominated 
domain, where a forest owner lives close to the forest property and manages 
his or her own forest, a transition is taking place where a larger proportion of 
forest owners are women and/or living in urban areas.

From a market development perspective, industrial market incentives 
are crucial. A solution to management challenges for small forest owners 
is seen in the option of group certification, to relieve the administrative 
burdens. Service and value co-creation are becoming essential to the timber 
procuring process to attract and build relationships with new types of forest 
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owners (Andersson & Keskitalo, 2019). Nevertheless, path dependence in the 
forest industry is often a barrier to developing new value creation and service 
offerings. Their primary focus on keeping their market position hinders more 
minor actors from entering the market (Mattila et al., 2013).

Future development of certification schemes is influenced by societal 
development, in particular, awareness of sustainability aspects of forest 
management. The continued development of carbon markets is of particular 
interest as part of eco-system services provided in forest contexts. From a 
consumer perspective, it may continue to fill an essential educational role for 
fibre-based products. Compared to food products, where eco-labels are part of 
everyday consumption decisions for consumers, the eco-labels for fast-moving 
consumer fibre goods (hygiene products, packaging, paper in books etc.) are 
not given the same attention.

Forestry management and standards appear on the sustainability agenda 
as a concern for resource management focusing on biodiversity, carbon 
sequestration, ecosystem services, social services and cultural heritages. Just 
like FSC and PEFC, future standards need to engage a wide set of stakeholders 
in the dialogue of managing resources to avoid conflicts (Dare et  al., 2011). 
The democratic traditions of forest certification may serve as well-grounded 
principles for managing forestry resources for sustainable development.

7  Where to look for further information

 • Cashore, B., Auld, G. and Newsom, D. (2004). Governing through markets: 
Forest certification and the emergence of non-state authority. Yale 
University Press. doi:10.12987/9780300133110

 • Forest Stewardship Council (FSC): https://fsc .org /en.
 • Nussbaum, R. and Simula, M. (2005). The forest certification handbook. 

2nd edition. London. Earthscan.
 • Malek, E. J. and Abdul Rahim, A. R. (2022). A thematic review of forest 

certification publications from 2017 to 2021: analysis of pattern and 
trends for future studies. Trees, Forests and People, 10. doi:10.1016/j.
tfp.2022.100331

 • Program for Endorsement of Forest Certification (PEFC): https://pefc .org.

Journals

 • Forest Policy and Economics: https://www .sciencedirect .com /journal /
forest -policy -and -economics.

 • Forests: https://www .mdpi .com /journal /forests.
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