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Abstract 
1 Purpose: Social Life Cycle Assessment (SLCA) is a methodology under continuous development, which may 
2 
3 be applied at different scales: from products to economic sectors up to systems at region (meso) and country 
4 (macro) scales. Traditionally, SLCA has been focusing on the assessment of negative social externalities, 
5 
6 whereas also positive social impacts could be associated to human interventions. The purpose of the present 
7 study is to understand how positive impacts are defined in published literature and how they could be assessed 
8 
9 through indicators. The aim is to clarify the concept among scholars and to support decision making in business 

10 and policy context. 
11 
12 Methods: The study uses a systematic review approach in order to analyse the types of indicators adopted. In the 
13 field of SLCA and according to Paragahawewa et al. (2009): “[I]ndicators are ‘pointers’ to the state of the 
14 
15 impact categories (and/or subcategories) being evaluated by the SLCA”. Indicators can be quantitative, semi- 
16 quantitative or qualitative (UNEP/SETAC 2009). This review was carried out in order to identify and analyse 
17 

18 positive impacts and indicators. After careful scrutiny, 47 papers containing theoretical frameworks were 
19 considered, as well as 46 papers presenting case studies. 

21 Results and discussion: Compared to Environmental Life Cycle Assessment (E-LCA), where the presence of 
22 positive impacts is lower, evaluating benefits or positive impacts can still play a major role in SLCA (Benoît et 
24 al. 2010). 
25 

A quarter of the analysed papers on theoretical frameworks take into account the topic of positive impacts and 
27 indicators. 
28 
29 Results from case studies analysis highlight as “workers” being the most considered stakeholder (in 100 % of 
30 the analysed papers), the majority of positive indicators used in the case studies analysed, are recorded in 
31 
32 relation to “other value chain actors”. 
33 Within the concept of “positive impacts”, no reference should be made merely to the utility of a product or 
34 
35 service. In a broader sense, we could refer to solutions improving the conditions of one or various stakeholders 
36 involved. In other words these are solutions that carry a positive contribution to one or more stakeholders 
37 
38 without harming others. 
39 Conclusions: So far positive impacts are barely covered in literature. There is a clear need of streamlining 
40 
41 definition and indicators, especially if they should be applied in a policy context complementing traditional –and 
42 often monetary-based, Cost Benefit Analysis (CBA). 
43 
44 
45 Keywords Positive impacts • Positive indicators • Policy support • SLCA • Social Life Cycle Assessment 
46 
47 
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1 Introduction 
1 In the literature, positive social indicators and positive social impacts assessment have been developed over 
2 
3 time. 
4 The debate on Social Life Cycle Assessment (SLCA) is still open in particular in the field of Impact Assessment 
5 
6 (IA) (UNEP/SETAC 2009). The theoretical roots of positive social impacts and how positive impacts are dealt 
7 with in Life Cycle Thinking (LCT) are introduced to understand the aim to this study. 
8 
9 

10 1.1 Theoretical roots of positive social impacts 
11 
12 “An indicator provides evidence that a certain condition exists or certain results have or have not been achieved 
13 (Brizius and Campbell 1991). Indicators enable decision-makers to assess progress towards the achievement of 
14 
15 intended outputs, outcomes, goals, and objectives.” as reported by Horsch (1997) and ENRD (2016). Indicators 
16 are generally defined at the level of the organization and not at the level of the individuals (Nazarkina and Le 
17 
18 Bocq 2006). In the specific field of SLCA the indicators can be meant as “‘pointers’ to the state of the impact 
19 categories (and/or subcategories) being evaluated by the SLCA” (Paragahawewa et al. 2009). According to 
21 UNEP/SETAC (2009:99), “Inventory indicators provide the most direct evidence of the condition or result they 
22 are measuring”. Impact category indicators are “quantifiable representation of an impact category”, this latter 
24 standing for an “environmental issues of concern to which life cycle inventory analysis results may be assigned” 
25 

(ISO 14040 2006). 
27 As reported in the Guidelines and Principles for Social Impact Assessment (1994:107), social impacts are: “the 
28 
29 consequences on human populations of any public or private actions that alter the ways in which people live, 
30 work, play, relate to one another, organize themselves so as to meet their needs and generally cope as members 
31 
32 of society.” 
33 The questionnaires administered by Petti et al. (2014) revealed that the unanimity of the authors believe that 
34 
35 research in the context of positive impacts is useful for the general advancement in social impacts. 
36 In the early 2000s Vanclay describes Social Impact Assessment (SIA) as “the processes of analysing, 
37 
38 monitoring and managing the intended and unintended social consequences, both positive and negative, of 
39 planned interventions (policies, programs, plans, projects) and any social change processes invoked by those 
40 
41 interventions” (Vanclay 2003a, p.6; Vanclay 2003b, p.2). Vanclay (2002) introduced concepts that stimulate 
42 social Life Cycle Impact Assessment (LCIA) (Petti and Campanella 2009) categorising social impacts in: the 
43 
44 indicative health and social well-being impacts; the indicative quality of the living environment impacts; the 
45 indicative economic impacts and material well-being impacts; the indicative cultural impacts; the indicative 
46 
47 family and community impacts; the indicative institutional, legal, political and equity impacts and the indicative 
48 gender relations impacts. 
49 
50 This is not only seen as a mere method aiming at calculating negative impacts, but it also assumes a positive 
51 connotation for a proactive and better development of outcomes. So far, positive social impacts have been 
53 evaluated in a multiplicity of contexts, both related to business and to public policies. Just to name few 
54 examples: i) Srinivasan et al. (2003) assessed the benefits of integrated policies for health and building 
56 environment focusing on health related impacts; ii) Schulenkorf and Edwards (2012) from the positive social 
57 implication of sport events when designed for involving local communities in developing countries; iii) Belfiore 
59 and Bennett (2007), which focused on art and their related positive social impacts on health and well-being, to 
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their progressive social and  political force; iv)  Archer  et al. (2005)  focused  on local community  and  cultural 
1 aspects impacted  both negatively and  positively impacted  by tourism;  v)  Brouwer  and  Van Ek (2004) which 
2 
3 assess the role of public infrastructures, considering e.g. the positive social impact in terms of public safety 
4 related to the protection from flood risk. In the context of public policies evaluation, positive social impacts are 
5 
6 usually accounted for among the “benefit” of appraisal methods such as Cost Benefit Analysis (CBA) 
7 (Woolcock and Narayan 2000). In fact, CBA is used in several decision making context as support for assessing 
8 
9 different policy options. 

10 
11 
12 1.2 Positive impacts and life cycle thinking 
13 Increasingly, social impacts are evaluated with a supply chain approach implementing Life Cycle Thinking 
14 
15 (LCT) more holistically (UNEP/SETAC 2009), e.g. in Social Life Cycle Assessment (SLCA). SLCA considers 
16 positive impacts (in addition to the negative ones) because beneficial impacts the basis of any social-related 
17 
18 policy and  intervention. Moreover, positive impacts are  meant to encourage  performance  beyond  compliance 
19 (with  laws,   international   agreements,   certification  standards,   etc.)   as,  for   example,   in  the   sustainable 
21 development goals (UN 2015a,b). 
22 The main purpose of SLCA is to provide decision support. This decision support may create an effect  if 
24 decision makers follow the ‘advice’ of the assessment and choose the alternative with the most favourable social 
25 consequences (Traverso et al. 2012b). 
27 In order to increase the relevance of SLCA for policy support, the development of indicators addressing both 
28 
29 negative and positive impacts is fundamental. This may help assessing social aspects of global supply chains in 
30 a more comprehensive way and ensuring that life cycle based methodologies are used to complement more 
31 
32 traditionally monetary-based CBA. 
33 Social impacts are consequences of positive or negative pressures on social Areas of Protection (AoP) (i.e. well- 
34 
35 being of stakeholders). In the UNEP/SETAC Guidelines (2009) such impacts are understood as the 
36 consequences of social interactions in the context of an activity (i.e. production, consumption or disposal) and/or 
37 
38 stimulated by it and/or by preventive or reinforcing stakeholders’ actions (e.g. enforcing safety measures in a 
39 facility). In the UNEP/SETAC Guidelines (2009) social impacts are interpreted in three ways: (i) as 
40 
41 consequences due to a specific behaviour held by one or more stakeholders; (ii) as the downstream effect of 
42 socio-economic decisions; (iii) as related to the original context (attributes possessed by an individual, a group, 
43 
44 a society e.g., education level). They can either be positive or negative. 
45 Social impacts indicators are evidences, subjective or objective, qualitative, quantitative or semi-quantitative 
46 
47 being collected in order to facilitate concise, comprehensive and balanced judgements about the condition of 
48 specific social aspects with respect to a set of values and goals (UNEP/SETAC 2009, 101). Semi-quantitative 
49 
50 indicators are defined as “a numerical description of qualitative information by using different scoring systems” 
51 (Aparcana and Salhofer 2013a). They show the presence/absence of something or the occurrence of specific 
53 situations (UNEP/SETAC 2009). Qualitative data (and, therefore, qualitative indicators) may best track changes 
54 in organizational or institutional behaviours (World Bank 2012) and stakeholder perceptions. 

56 
57 
58 
59 
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In the LCT instruments, social indicators are indicators of a social Life Cycle Inventory (LCI)1  result2  or of a 
1 social impact category (UNEP/SETAC 2009:101). As reported in Figure 9 (UNEP/SETAC 2009) inventory 
2 
3 indicators are aggregate in subcategories, which can be aggregate again in impact categories. 
4 
5 
6 1.3 Policies implications in assessing social impacts 
7 Assessing social impact is, therefore, increasingly important in business and public policy contexts. Indeed, as 
8 
9 key challenges for sustainable development, the United Nation (UN) Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) 
10 (UN 2015a) cover global social issues ranging from halving extreme poverty rates to halting the spread of 
11 
12 HIV/AIDS and providing universal primary education. Moreover, composite indicators (such as the Human 
13 Development Index –HDI, UNDP 2014) or other sets of indicators (such as those of the “Beyond GPD” 
14 
15 initiative, EC 2015a) are of upmost importance to measure progress towards sustainability, including social 
16 aspects in order to understand how socio-political and economic systems are developing. 
17 
18 However, the challenges in the social impacts evaluation are related to the intrinsic difficulties in unanimously 
19 defining  what  is  socially  desirable  and  acceptable.  Within  the  scientific  community,  the  definition  of 
21 sustainability and ‘what should be sustained’ (e.g. social capital) is by no means agreed on and rely on value 
22 judgements (Bond et al. 2011), up to be interpreted as a shared ethical belief (Seager et al. 2004). Developing 
24 sustainability assessment methodologies requires indeed: holistic and system wide approaches, shift from multi- 
25 towards trans-disciplinarity; multi-scale (temporal and geographical) perspectives; and better involvement and 
27 participation of stakeholders (Sala et al. 2013). 
28 
29 Focusing on social aspects, it is clear that not only negative impacts are of interest but also positive impacts 
30 which may stem from a specific human intervention. In the literature on social indicators, published since the 
31 
32 60’s, much consideration has been given to their relation with concepts of social welfare, e.g. the overview on 
33 social indicators proposed by Drewnowski (1972) and by Sheldon and Freeman (1970). In researching 
34 
35 indicators suitable for sustainability assessment, must to be taken into consideration their capability to guide 
36 policies and decision at all levels of society (village, town, city, country, state, region, nation, continent and 
37 
38 world) (Bossel 1999). In fact, in public policy context, social indicators are an important tool to evaluate 
39 countries’ social development level and to assess the impact of policies. 
40 
41 As reported by Atkinson et al. (2002), “[O]n a wider geographical scale, international agencies such as OECD, 
42 WHO, UNICEF, and UNDP have contributed to the development of social indicators”. 
43 
44 In the European context, this has been underpinned by the work carried out by the European Commission on the 
45 construction of indicators (Atkinson et al. 2002). Publications such as “Social Portrait of Europe” (EC 1991) and 
46 
47 “The Social Situation in Europe” (EC 2015b, since 2000) show the intention and the work made by the EU to 
48 promote the introduction of social issues at the forefront of drafting intervention plans. 
49 
50 Considering the current European strategy for 2020, several social targets are defined (e.g. related to 
51 employment rates, poverty reduction etc.) (EC 2015c) and policy options should be evaluated in order to 
53 
54    
55 1 The inventory is the phase of a S-LCA where data are collected, the systems are modelled, and the LCI results 
56 are obtained (UNEP/SETAC 2009:58). Inventory analysis involves data collection and calculation procedures to 
57 quantify relevant inputs and outputs of a product system. (ISO 14040 2006: 13). 
58 2 “outcome of a life cycle inventory analysis that catalogues the flows crossing the system boundary and 
59 provides the starting point for life cycle impact assessment” (ISO 14040 2006:4). 
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positively contribute to the target. Indeed, recently released guidance on Better Regulation in Europe (EC 
1 2015d) requires that Impact Assessment of policy (e.g. directive, regulation etc.) compare the policy options on 
2 
3 the basis of their economic, social and environmental impacts (quantified as far as possible). The guidelines (EC 
4 2015d) explicitly read that “both positive impacts (i.e. the benefits) as well as negative impacts (i.e. the costs or 
5 
6 adverse environmental and social impacts) should be identified. A positive impact for one party can be negative 
7 for another. It is therefore important to identify who would be specifically affected by each impact”. In this 
8 
9 context benefits are meant as additional citizens’ utility, welfare or satisfaction (CEPS 2013). 

10 
11 
12 1.4 Purpose of the study 
13 The aim of the present study is to understand to which extent positive impacts are addressed in SLCA, 
14 
15 specifically which definitions of positive impacts are given and which indicators have been implemented. 
16 The paper is structured to illustrate the state of the art of theoretical foundations for assessing positive impacts 
17 
18 within SLCA studies; to provide an overview of case studies on positive impacts, highlighting methodologies 
19 and indicators used to present positive impacts; and to discuss implications of the methodology for assessing 
21 policy impacts (including areas of overlapping and contribution with existing social development and policy 
22 goals). 
24 The present paper represents an update and extension of two previous works by Petti et al. (2014) and by Di 
25 Cesare et al. (2014). 
27 
28 
29 2 Methods 
30 Petti et al. (2014) conducted a literature review in order to identify and analyse positive impacts only in SLCA 
31 
32 case studies. 
33 Differently, this work refers to papers containing both theoretical frameworks and case studies. 
34 
35 The case studies analysed in this paper are: 
36 • Those which emerged from the systematic review carried out by Petti et al. (2014), and 
37 
38 • Those published after that study and until June 2015, collected with the same method. 
39 For the analysis of the papers containing theoretical frameworks, a new systematic review was carried out. 
40 
41 This review was based on peer reviewed journal articles. The research was conducted using the following 
42 keywords : “social life cycle assessment”, “social LCA”, “SLCA”, “social impacts AND life cycle”, and “social 

44 effects AND life cycle” . The search engines were: Scopus, Science Direct, Google Scholar and Google Books. 
45 The reviewed papers which do not focus on SLCA and Life Cycle Sustainability Assessment (LCSA) and which 

47 do not deal with the issue of social indicators, were excluded. 
48 After this scrutiny, 47 papers presenting theoretical frameworks, and 46 papers containing case studies, were 
50 selected as relevant. We considered amongst “theoretical frameworks” those papers not having a case study but 
51 
52 presenting methodological insights. The papers with an application of the SLCA method are considered as case 
53 studies. The papers which present a theoretical framework verified by means of a case study are considered case 
54 
55 studies as well. 
56 Afterwards, a summary table was created with the selected results (Table 1): the first column classifies SLCA 
57 
58 and LCSA case studies, the other one analyses theoretical frameworks on SLCA and LCSA. 
59 



60 
61 
62 
63 
64 
65 

8 
 

2
 

2
 

2
 

5
 

5
 

5
 

Despite the rigorous application of the search criteria, two other studies (Norris 2013; Norris 2015) were 
1 considered for their relevance concerning the topic of social positive impacts and indicators. 
2 
3 
4 3 Results and discussion 
5 
6 3.1 Theoretical frameworks 
7 Compared to Environmental Life Cycle Assessment (E-LCA), where the modelling of positive impacts is still 
8 
9 uncovered, evaluating benefits or positive impacts can still play a major role in SLCA (Benoît et al. 2010). 
10 26 % of the analysed papers take into account the topic of positive impacts and indicators. 
11 
12 Initially, the theme of positive social impacts has been dealt with by Norris (2006) and Grießhammer et al. 
13 (2006), the “early movers” on emphasising positive impacts. 
14 
15 Norris (2006) questions the issue of how to measure, aggregate, compare and stimulate society wide 
16 improvement of context-dependent attributes within and across product life cycles in LCA. With a case study, 
17 
18 Norris shows that the health benefits of economic development impacts in product life cycles have the potential 
19 to be very significant, possibly even orders of magnitude greater than the health damages from the increased 
21 pollution. 
22 Grießhammer et al. (2006) state that the quantification of negative impacts is more difficulty than positive ones. 
24 For the authors the social impacts may be assessed using indicators which allow aggregation across the entire 
25 life cycle according to the ISO 14040. Some of the positive impacts may be directly quantified but for the 
27 negative impacts, and in particular in the obligatory categories, a direct quantification is often not meaningful. 
28 
29 For example, violations of labour rights can be hard to prove, and the lack of reported infringements or 
30 complaints could tell more about inefficient accounting than of the work environment quality. On the contrary, 
31 
32 the risk that negative impacts occur may be gauged from the way that the company manages the relevant 
33 activities as proposed by. 
34 
35 Works published by Norris and Grießhammer et al. are characterised by a first approach to the problem as 
36 quantifying the positive impacts. 
37 
38 In more recent years, after the publication of UNEP/SETAC (2009), Jørgensen et al. (2010a,b), Ekvall (2011) 
39 and Neugebauer et al. (2014) examined in depth the positive impacts issue (Table 2). 
40 
41 Jørgensen et al. (2010a) consider the child labour indicator as generating a context-related positive impact. Child 
42 labour can be produce positive impact in some situations. These could include: helping children to develop 
43 
44 discipline, responsibility, self-confidence and independence, teaching them how to manage money, and 
45 providing them with working skills. 
46 
47 Furthermore, Jørgensen et al. (2010b) makes the distinction between positive "direct" effects and positive 
48 "indirect" effects. Assuming that the main functionality of SLCA is to provide decision support, this support can 
49 
50 create an effect that depends on the choices of decision makers. By choosing alternatives, which have more 
51 favourable consequences than the alternatives that would have been chosen without a SLCA study, the decision 
53 that may derive from SLCA can be seen to have created a positive effect. This type of consequence is a ‘direct 
54 effect’. Consequently, the results of a SLCA study can, in themselves, lead to positive impacts. 
56 Ekvall (2011) suggests accounting for the social performance of governments and countries in an SLCA, by 
57 using a positive indicator related to the degree of civil liberties and political rights guaranteed in each country. 
59 Ekvall affirms that it is necessary “to focus on the issue of democracy and distinguish between countries that are 
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free, partly free, or not free. […] if a positive indicator is used, it can be measured in terms of value added in 
1 free countries” (Ekvall 2011:2). This approach will describe to what extent the product contributes to economies 
2 
3 in countries that are politically free (or not free). 
4 Neugebauer et al. (2014), built two pathways to describe the cause-effect relation between the midpoints fair 
5 
6 wage and level of education which may affect the area of protection of social well-being both positively and/or 
7 negatively. The authors included three endpoints to address social well-being: economic welfare, damage to 
8 
9 human health and environmental stability. 
10 In particular, the midpoint “level of education” affected the economic welfare by the direct impacts of job and 
11 
12 working situation via inventory categories like finished apprenticeships or literacy rate. All of this positively 
13 influenced social well-being. 
14 
15 In addition, participation on sport or cultural events may have a direct impact on job security and working 
16 conditions and positively influence the level of education and finally well-being3. 
17 
18 The review carried out highlights that one quarter of the analysed papers takes into account the topic of positive 
19 impacts and indicators. This can mean that, contrary to what was stated by Grießhammer et al. (2006) and 
21 according to Jørgensen et al. (2010a), the negligible incidence of papers dealing with the positive impacts may 
22 be explained by the difficulty to evaluate them. 
24 Another explanation can be the lack of a clear definition. In this regard, Norris (2013) coined the term 
25 
26 “Handprint”, in opposition to the term “Footprint” 4, to address “the beneficial environmental and social impacts 
27 that we can achieve”. The Handprint is based on the principle that social impact could be reduced by 
28 
29 consumption of product and service. It is possible to have a “net positive impact” such as compensation between 
30 Handprint and environmental footprint. This phenomenon occurs when positive changes in the conduct of 
31 
32 people or companies (in relation to an impact category) are more than the estimated footprints for the same 
33 category (in a given year). The reduction of environmental footprints and the increase of handprint entail a 
34 
35 “beneficient” behaviour: a combination between efficient (minimize our footprint) and beneficial (generate 
36 positive impacts in the world) (Norris 2015). 
37 
38 Finally, since the aim of a SLCA is to improve current living conditions, it will probably, in most cases, be 
39 reasonable to include negative impacts rather than positive ones. As consequence, the motivation for improving 

41 positive impacts can be expected to be lower (Jørgensen et al. 2012) and the focus on positive impacts may be 
42 weaker. 
44 Conversely, focusing on positive indicators is interesting as it improves the completeness and the relevance of 
45 SLCA. Indeed, most indicators mask the complexity of the individual topics. An illustrative example can be the 
47 topic of child labour. In contrast to what one might think, it is not easy to define child labour with one threshold- 
48 
49 age globally. In fact looking at the ILO Minimum Age Convention (No. 138), one finds a whole set of possible 
50 threshold-ages for different kinds of work and for different economic situations (Grießhammer et al. 2006). 
51 
52 According to that, an example was given by Jørgensen et al. (2010a): in the study, the authors replace the 
53 assessment of child labour incidence with other indicators that evaluate positive impacts generated by child 
54 
55 labour. These indicators are more precise than those more commonly used, for example to evaluate the presence 
56 
57 3 Further information can be found in Figure 4 of Neugebauer et al. (2014). 
58 4 “[t]he footprint of a product is the total sum of all the negative impacts of pollution released and resources 
59 consumed over the entire supply chain and life cycle of the product” (Norris 2015). 
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of child labour within the organisation under study, traceable in most case studies analysed (e.g. presence of 
1 child labour, percentage of children working, risk of child labour, and percentage of children out of school). 
2 
3 
4 3.2 Case studies 
5 
6 The analysis performed in this paper, reveals that impact indicators are not specified in 37 % of the total case 
7 studies analysed (Table 3). 
8 
9 In the remaining 63 %, 569 indicators were detected. Regarding the typology of indicators considered by the 

10 authors, 18 % of the total is quantitative, 57 % is semi-quantitative and 25 % is qualitative (descriptive). 
11 
12 The large percentage of semi-quantitative indicators emphasises the growing effort of the authors to express the 
13 indicators as quantitative variables. 
14 
15 By a fuller analysis on the papers, the most considered stakeholder category is “Workers”. This could mean that 
16 workers are considered by the authors, as the most impacted stakeholder category from a social point of view. 
17 
18 The papers’ analysis has shown that the authors use indicators that help to better characterise the context in 
19 which a company operates (activity sector and/or geographical area), even if not mentioned in the 
21 UNEP/SETAC Methodological Sheets (2013). As reported by Grießhammer et al. (2006), almost all indicators 
22 are tailored for specific purposes by researchers. Indicators are chosen from a list based on their author’s 
24 experience, resulting in heterogeneous lists that differ from one approach to another. These elements are the 
25 characteristic indicators of a given sector, or that have significance in a specific geographical area and, which 

27 would have little meaning if considered within a different context. Other indicators present in the 
28 
29 Methodological Sheets are considered less apt to the case study developed and are therefore not taken into 
30 account. This tendency was observed for non-site-specific impact indicators. Conversely, positive impact 
31 
32 indicators used appear as more compliant with what is contained in the Methodological Sheets. 
33 The UNEP/SETAC inventory indicators, provided in the Methodological Sheets (UNEP/SETAC 2013), assess 
34 
35 the social context surrounding the unit processes. Some “generic” indicators focus on the average social 
36 conditions of sector, country, and region as proposed in the Guidelines. Without specifying the social agents 
37 
38 responsible for the social conditions observable at the regional and sector-based level, it is clear that the sources 
39 of the stressors are of organisational nature and belong to the socio-sphere. Other indicators clearly assess the 
40 
41 enterprises, as some are explicitly related to the management practices (Parent et al. 2010). 
42 One of the problems in dealing with positive impacts is found in the definition of the concept. Indeed, the 
43 
44 authors interviewed by Petti el al. (2014) demonstrated low consensus in providing a definition of positive social 
45 impact. The interviewees were almost perfectly divided between the following options given: “The net positive 
46 
47 effect of an activity on a community and the well-being of individuals and families” and “An improvement 
48 related to the previous situation”. In any case, saying that a positive impact is not the absence of a negative one, 
49 
50 was largely agreed upon. 
51 Defining a positive impact as an improvement appears to be vague, because the beneficiary and the duration 
53 time are not specified. Conversely, it is important to underline who the subject of improvement is and who 
54 acknowledges it. If it is a top-down improvement, it can concern several Stakeholder Categories but may fail to 
56 record important changes that occur at a local level (Lähtinen et al. 2014). 
57 According to the definitions listed above, and given the difficulty of finding a definition for positive indicators, 
59 in this paper these are understood as those indicators which are aimed at evaluating performances that go 
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beyond  the  mere  compliance  with  regulations  (examples  can  be  found  in  Table  4).  The  term  “social 
1 performance” designates characteristics of a social life in a company (such as respect of gender equity, child 
2 
3 labour, etc.) (Macombe and Loeillet 2013:44). 
4 Regarding the identification of positive social impacts it is useful to make a comparison with what is reported by 
5 
6 Di Cesare et al. (2014). An increase of the papers that explicitly identify some positive impact was detected 
7 (from 63 % to 72 %) and divided per sector/topic, as shown in Fig. 1. 
8 
9 In spite of “Workers” being the most considered stakeholder (in 100 % of the analysed papers), the majority of 

10 positive indicators used in the case studies analysed, are recorded in relation to “Other value chain actors” (see 
11 

12 Table 45). This evidence can be explained with the nature of the subcategories associated to the various 
13 stakeholders. In fact, the subcategories associated to the stakeholder “Workers” have, as a main objective, to 
14 
15 highlight eventual transgressions of national and international rules regarding working conditions6 and workers’ 
16 rights7 operated by the company. Conversely, the subcategories associated to “Other value chain actors” have 
17 
18 the aim of assessing company behaviour. The subcategories associated made reference both to aspects regulated 
19 also by laws8, both to voluntary initiatives9 (that could be linked to the obtaining of social/environmental labels). 
21 These latter are assessed throughout an evaluation of the relationships with the other actors involved in the life 
22 cycle of the product analysed. Company performances related to these subcategories are not regulated by a 
24 specific legislation, but they are encouraged by a framework aiming to promote the improvement of social 
25 conditions. The positive indicators identified for the stakeholder “Other value chain other actors "are ascribed to 
27 the evaluation of this type of subcategories. 
28 
29 The analysis shows that four papers (Valdivia et al. 2012; Baumann et al. 2013; Ekener-Petersen and Moberg 
30 2013; Wilhelm et al. 2015) considered the utility of goods as a positive impact. It appears, limiting to consider 
31 
32 the utility performed by goods during their use phase as a positive impact. The utility, in the economic language, 
33 is defined as the well-being that a given good or service is able to provide to a person as it is suitable to satisfy a 
34 
35 desire  or  fulfil  a  need  (Treccani  2012). The  satisfaction of consumer  desires or  needs was the  goal  of each 
36 economic activity and consumption is the sole end and purpose of product/service production (Goodwin et al. 
37 
38 2008). 
39 We consider that the concept of positive impacts does not refer merely to the utility of the product (meant as 
40 
41 benefit from its use), but in a broader sense, to the so called "win-win" situations. A “win-win” situation is 
42 defined as a situation in which all parties involved in the initiative have a benefit (or are not damaged) in terms 
43 
44 of value created in their favour (Molteni 2007). These solutions improve the condition of one or various 
45 stakeholders involved. The same definition can also be applied in the context of life cycle assessment (LCA). 
46 
47 The authors propose to refer to positive social impacts as those that neither cause a negative impact, nor transfer 
48 it to one or more other phases of the life cycle, in the perspective of the “win-win” approach. 
49 
50 
51 
52    
53 5 In Table 4 were included all the indicators built to assess a positive impact in the meaning of the authors, and 
54 not only to assess a performance that go beyond compliance. 
55 6 Working hours, child labor, forced labor, health and safety. 
56 7 Freedom of association and collective bargaining, fair salary, equal opportunities/discrimination, social 
57 benefits/social security. 
58 8 Fair competition and respect of intellectual property rights. 
59 9 Promoting social responsibility and supplier relationships. 
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A noteworthy feature of social impacts is that they produce their result as soon as there are changes in social 
1 conditions. Moreover, it is not only the stakeholders who are subject to these impacts, but they also provoke an 
2 
3 active response, implying a certain degree of dynamism. For this reason, they are difficult to identify and are 
4 situation/site-specific (Slootweg et al. 2001), triggering a virtuous chain. They refer, in addition, to both 
5 
6 quantitative variables (demographic and economic) and to changes in values, belief system and in the perception 
7 of the context in which they are produced (Lähtinen et al. 2014). The SLCA may also create a positive 
8 
9 “indirect” effect. For instance, through creating incentives in the market for companies to perform well on the 

10 issues included in the SLCA (Jørgensen et al. 2010b). 
11 
12 
13 4 Conclusions and outlook 
14 
15 The aim of this paper was to conduct a literature review about positive social impacts and indicators. 
16 The resulting picture has allowed for a better understanding of the present situation and where research should 
17 
18 focus on. 
19 The analysis was performed through the separate analysis of theoretical frameworks and case studies. 
21 The review of theoretical frameworks shows that 26 % of the papers analysed debates about positive impacts, 
22 according to different sides, e.g. impact assessment, conceptualisation and general ambiguity in the indicators 
24 meaning (the same indicator can be interpreted as positive as negative). 
25 The analysis of case studies emphasises the growing effort of the authors to express the indicators as 
27 quantitative variables. Moreover, although “Workers” being the most considered stakeholder, the majority of 
28 
29 positive indicators used in the case studies analysed, are recorded in relation to “Other value chain actors”. 
30 Toward a shared concept definition. What emerges from the analysis of the papers is that no single definition of 
31 
32 positive social impacts as part of the SLCA methodology could be deducted. 
33 Moreover the assessment of positive impacts in the SLCA domain is still in an infant stage considering that they 
34 
35 may play a crucial role and also help in addressing negative ones. 
36 Assessing social positive impacts (meant by the authors as “win-win” situations), help communities (and other 
37 
38 stakeholders) to identify development objectives and ensure that positive results are maximised. This might be 
39 more important than minimising the damage originating from negative impacts. Positive social impacts should 
40 
41 be regarded as context-related issues. Both impacts and benefits may be accounted for, including adopting the 

42 same category of indicator which may ultimately display a positive or a negative impact. This type of indicator 

44 can be defined as “subjective” inasmuch as they are related to values that can vary according to context and 
45 cultural heritage. 
47 Policy implications. Positive impacts in a LCT approach has two major implications: i) an improved accounting 
48 
49 of benefits beyond the more traditional monetized approaches such as CBA (especially adopted in macro-scale 
50 policies at country/EU level); ii) supporting the accounting of positive impacts along supply chains, especially 
51 
52 needed  for  those  policies  that  imply  potential  impacts  on  third  countries  (e.g.  for  the  EU,  trade policies 
53 potentially  impacting  or   producing  benefits  on  social   aspects  as   well   as  development   policies, directly 
54 
55 supporting intervention in third countries). Another perspective could be related to global development policies 
56 and target (such as the sustainable development goals) (UN 2015b). Understanding to which extent a policy 
57 
58 option may positively contribute to global societal goal, including alleviation of major threats to human well- 
59 being may support a transition towards more fair and equitable policies. 
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Since in EC (2015d), LCA is listed among “methods, models and costs and benefits approaches” for assessing 
1 policy options  for  new  policies,  there  is  an  important  opportunity  for  life  cycle  based  methodology to be 
2 
3 integrated in the policy development and evaluation. Some attempts were made to apply SLCA at macroscale 
4 (e.g. Pelletier et al. 2016), so far covering just negative impacts. Hence, recommendations towards integrating 
5 
6 SLCA in policy impact assessment are needed, especially in light of the availability and possible systematisation 
7 of indicators pointing towards positive impacts. 
8 
9 Future perspectives. Making a parallelism between results from theoretical frameworks and case studies 
10 analysis, it would be necessary to dwell more on conceptualization of theoretical roots and, subsequently, to test 
11 
12 these through the development of case studies. 
13 There is wide agreement that indicator-sets for the purposes of SLCA are needed: the Taskforce did not develop 
14 
15 a universal indicator-set as a basis for all further SLCA applications. A universal set of indicators that covers the 
16 social aspects in all social, economic and political contexts is still considered to be a challenge (UNEP/SETAC 
17 
18 2009). Besides, current discussion on indicators for measuring sustainable development goals (UN, 2015b) may 
19 benefit from a more structured, rigorous and agreed approach to the assessment of positive impacts along supply 
21 chains. It is important that future development of positive indicators will be able to capture to which extent a 
22 product is contributing to, e.g., sustainable development goal 3 (on good health and well-being), 5 (gender 
24 equality), 8 (decent work and economic growth) just to name a few. 
25 Future research developments may concern identifying social evaluation criteria to establish what is to be 
27 considered as “positive” and to deeply understand the context, for instance: in what way might the context 
28 
29 evolve after an improvement has occurred? These interrogatives are of fundamental importance especially in 
30 light of possible application of SLCA in contexts such as policy impact assessment. 
31 
32 Furthermore, a development of the current IA methodologies in assessing positive impacts as suggested also by 
33 Sanchez Ramirez et al. (2016) has to be considered an essential step toward a more holistic approach in both 
34 
35 policies and business decision making. 
36 
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Fig. 1 Sectors of activity of analysed papers considering positive social impacts 
 
 
 

Positive social 
impacts not 
identified 

28% 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Others 
26% 

 
Energy sources 

11% Information and 
Communication 
Technologies 

15% 
 
 

Waste management 
7% 

 
 

Agri-Food 
13% 



 

Tables 
 
 
 
 
 

Table 1 Summary table of the case studies and theoretical frameworks analysed 
 

Case studies Theoretical frameworks 
Author Year Author Year 

Albrecht et al. 2013 Benoît and Vickery- 
Niederman 2010 

Aparcana and Salhofer 2013a Benoît et al. 2011 
Aparcana and Salhofer 2013b Benoît et al. 2010 

Arcese et al. 2013 Benoît Norris 2012 
Baumann et al. 2013 Benoît Norris 2014 
Bienge et al. 2009 Benoît Norris and Revéret 2015 

Blom and Solmar 2009 Benoît Norris et al. 2012 
Bouzid and Padilla 2014 Benoît Norris et al. 2011 

Chang et al. 2015 Bocoum et al. 2015 
Ciroth and Franze 2011 Chhipi-Shrestha et al. 2014 

Couture et al. 2012 Cinelli et al. 2013 
De Luca et al. 2015 Dreyer et al. 2010 
Dreyer et al. 2010 Dreyer et al. 2006 

Ekener-Petersen and Finnveden 2013 Ekvall 2011 
Ekener-Petersen and Moberg 2013 Finkbeiner et al. 2010 

Ekener-Petersen et al. 2013 Fontes 2014 
Feschet et al. 2013 Grießhammer et al. 2006 

Foolmaun and Ramjeeawon 2013a Hsu et al. 2013 
Foolmaun and Ramjeeawon 2013b Hutchins and Sutherland 2008 

Franze and Ciroth 2011 Jørgensen 2013 
Hosseinijou et al. 2014 Jørgensen 2010 

Hu et al. 2013 Jørgensen et al. 2008 
Labuschagne and Brent 2006 Jørgensen et al. 2009 

Lehmann et al. 2013 Jørgensen et al. 2010a 
Luthe et al. 2013 Jørgensen et al. 2010b 

Macombe et al. 2013 Jørgensen et al. 2012 
Manhart and Grießhammer 2006 Kloeppfer 2008 

Manik et al. 2013 Lehmann et al. 2011 
Martínez-Blanco et al. 2014 Lehmann et al. 2013 

Moberg et al. 2009 Macombe et al. 2011 
Moriizumi et al. 2010 Mathé 2014 

Nemarumane et al. 2015 Moberg et al. 2009 
Paragahawewa et al. 2009 Neugebauer et al. 2014 

Ren et al. 2015 Norris 2006 
Revéret at al. 2015 Parent et al. 2010 

Sanchez Ramirez et al. 2013 Parent et al. 2013 
Traverso et al. 2012 Pelletier et al. 2013 
Ugaya et al. 2011 Petti and Campanella 2009 
Umair et al. 2013 Pizzirani et al. 2014 
Umair et al. 2015 Reitinger et al. 2011 

Valdivia et al. 2012 Sala et al. 2013 



 

Vinyes et al. 2013 Sanchez Ramirez and Petti 2011 
Wan 2012 Sanchez Ramirez et al. 2014 

Weldegiorgis and Franks 2014 Swarr 2009 
Wilhelm et al. 2015 Wu et al. 2014 
Yu and Halog 2015 Zamagni et al. 2011 

 Zamagni et al. 2013 



 

Table 2 Studies discussing positive social impacts in theoretical frameworks, and their main contributions 
 
 

Year Authors Major contributions 

2006 Norris The health benefits of economic development have the potential to be very significant 

2006 Grießhammer et al. Difficult of quantification of negative impacts compared to positive impacts 
2010 Jørgensen et al. Positive "direct" effects and positive "indirect" effects 
2011 Ekvall Assessment of the social performance of governments with positive indicators 
2013 Norris “Handprint” and Beneficient Behaviour 
2014 Neugebauer et al. Fair wage and education as positive and negative indicators 



 

 
 

Table 3 Analyses of the case studies using a typology for positive and negative social impacts. 

Author Ye 
ar Workers Local 

community Society Consumers Value chain 
actors Company 

  Nega 
tive 

indic 
ators 

Positi 
ve 

indic 
ators 

Nega 
tive 

indic 
ators 

Positi 
ve 

indic 
ators 

Nega 
tive 

indic 
ators 

Positi 
ve 

indic 
ators 

Nega 
tive 

indic 
ators 

Positi 
ve 

indic 
ators 

Nega 
tive 

indic 
ators 

Positi 
ve 

indic 
ators 

Nega 
tive 

indic 
ators 

Positi 
ve 

indic 
ators 

Albrecht et 
al. 

20 
13 4,q            

Aparcana&S 
alhofer 

20 
13 
a 

21,s; 
1,d 

 
4,s 

          

Aparcana&S 
alhofer 

20 
13 
b 

 
19,s 6,s; 

1,d 

          

 
Arcese et al. 20 

13 

2,q; 
3,s;6, 

d 

           

Baumann et 
al. 

20 
13 1,q            

Bienge et al. 20 
09 n.i. n.i. n.i. n.i. n.i. n.i. n.i. n.i. n.i. n.i. n.i. n.i. 

Blom&Solma 
r 

20 
09 

9,q; 
6,s; 
1,d 

 5,q; 
6,s; 
1,d 

 3,q; 
3,s; 
4,d 

     2,q: 
2,s 

 

Bouzid&Padi 
lla 

20 
14 

4,q; 
3,d 

           

Chang et al. 20 
15 

1,q; 
1,d 

           

Ciroth&Fran 
ze 

20 
11 

12,q; 
6,s; 
7,d 

 10,q; 
5, s; 
9,d 

 1,q; 
5,s; 
3,d 

2,s; 
4,d 

1,q; 
5,s; 
5;d 

1,q; 
3,s 

1,s; 
4,d 

 
3,s 

  

Couture et al. 20 
12 13,s  5,s  7,s 1,s    2,s   

De Luca et al. 20 
15 

8,q; 
2,s 

  1,q  2,q       

Dreyer et al. 20 
10 n.i. n.i. n.i. n.i. n.i. n.i. n.i. n.i. n.i. n.i. n.i. n.i. 

Ekener- 
Petersen et al. 

20 
13 n.i. n.i. n.i. n.i. n.i. n.i. n.i. n.i. n.i. n.i. n.i. n.i. 

Ekener- 
Petersen&Fin 

nveden 

20 
13 

 
20,s 

  
23,s 

 
1,s 

   
1,s 

  
1,s 

   

Ekener- 
Petersen&Mo 

berg 

20 
13 

 
n.i. 

 
n.i. 

 
n.i. 

 
n.i. 

 
n.i. 

 
n.i. 

 
n.i. 

 
n.i. 

 
n.i. 

 
n.i. 

 
n.i. 

 
n.i. 

Feschet et al. 20 
13 n.i. n.i. n.i. n.i. n.i. n.i. n.i. n.i. n.i. n.i. n.i. n.i. 

Foolmaun&R 
amjeeawon 

20 
13 
a 

2,q; 
5,s; 
2,d 

    
1,q 

     
1,q 

  

Foolmaun&R 
amjeeawon 

20 
13 
b 

2,q; 
5,s; 
2,d 

    
1,q 

     
1,q 

  

Franze&Ciro 
th 

20 
11 

         2,s   

Hosseinijou 
et al. 

20 
14 

1,q; 
4,s 

 1,q; 
4,s; 

 
4,s 

       



 

    3,d          

Hu et al. 20 
13 n.i. n.i. n.i. n.i. n.i. n.i. n.i. n.i. n.i. n.i. n.i. n.i. 

Labuschagne 
&Brent 

20 
06 

1,s; 
3,d 

 5,s; 
7,d 1,d     2,d 1,d   

Lemhann et 
al. 

20 
13 

1,q; 
1,s; 
2,d 

 2,s; 
1,d 

 
1,s 

 
1,d 

 
1,s 

 
2,s 

     

Luthe et al. 20 
13 n.i. n.i. n.i. n.i. n.i. n.i. n.i. n.i. n.i. n.i. n.i. n.i. 

Macombe et 
al. 

20 
13 1,q            

Manhart and 
Grießhamme 

r 

20 
06 

 
n.i. 

 
n.i. 

 
n.i. 

 
n.i. 

 
n.i. 

 
n.i. 

 
n.i. 

 
n.i. 

 
n.i. 

 
n.i. 

 
n.i. 

 
n.i. 

Manik et al. 20 
13 n.i. n.i. n.i. n.i. n.i. n.i. n.i. n.i. n.i. n.i. n.i. n.i. 

Martínez- 
Blanco et al. 

20 
14 

10,q; 
11,d 

     1,s      

Moberg et al. 20 
09 n.i. n.i. n.i. n.i. n.i. n.i. n.i. n.i. n.i. n.i. n.i. n.i. 

Moriizumi et 
al. 

20 
10 1,q            

Nemarumane 
et al. 

20 
15 

3,q;1 
9,s; 
1,d 

 
3,s 

          

Paragahawew 
a et al. 

20 
09 14,s 1,s 1,q; 

11,s 
   10,s    4,s 1,s 

Ren et al. 20 
15 n.i. n.i. n.i. n.i. n.i. n.i. n.i. n.i. n.i. n.i. n.i. n.i. 

Revéret at al. 20 
14 8,s  2,s      2,s    

Sanchez 
Ramirez et al. 

20 
13 n.i. n.i. n.i. n.i. n.i. n.i. n.i. n.i. n.i. n.i. n.i. n.i. 

Traverso et 
al. 

20 
12 6,q            

Ugaya et al. 20 
11 n.i. n.i. n.i. n.i. n.i. n.i. n.i. n.i. n.i. n.i. n.i. n.i. 

Umair et al. 20 
13 n.i. n.i. n.i. n.i. n.i. n.i. n.i. n.i. n.i. n.i. n.i. n.i. 

Umair et al. 20 
15 n.i. n.i. n.i. n.i. n.i. n.i. n.i. n.i. n.i. n.i. n.i. n.i. 

Valdivia et al. 20 
12 

5,q; 
1,s 

           

Vinyes et al. 20 
13 

1,q; 
4,s 

1,q; 
1,s 

          

Wan 20 
12 

2,q; 
15,d 

 9,d  6,d  1,q; 
7,d 

     

Weldegiorgis 
& Franks 

20 
14 2,d  1,d          

Wilhelm et al. 20 
15 n.i. n.i. n.i. n.i. n.i. n.i. n.i. n.i. n.i. n.i. n.i. n.i. 

Yu & Halog 20 
15 n.i. n.i. n.i. n.i. n.i. n.i. n.i. n.i. n.i. n.i. n.i. n.i. 

q=quantitative indicator; s=semi-quantitative indicator; d=qualitative (descriptive) indicators. 



 

 

Table 4 Positive indicators identified in the case studies analysed 
 

Author Year Workers Local community Society Consumers Value chain actors Company 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Aparcana and 
Salhofer 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

2013a§,bƟ 

§,Ɵ Access to further social 
support programmes for 

workers. Training programmes 
for workers regarding 

occupational health and safety. 
Access to preventive health care 

programme for workers. 
Willingness to continue working 
in the same company or sector. 
Work satisfaction. Willingness 

to be trained regarding the work 
activities. 

Ɵ Educational level of children 
from recyclers´ families. No 

school absence of children from 
recyclers´ families. Existence of 
educational programmes for self- 

development. 

     

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Ciroth and 
Franze 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

2011 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Description of how overtime is 
handled. 

 
 
 
 

Existence of projects to 
improve community 

infrastructure. Presence of 
certified environmental 
management systems. 

Presence of community 
education initiatives and 

community service 
programmes. Strength of 

policies to protect cultural 
heritage. Strength of policies 

to protect indigenous 
community members. 
Management effort to 

improve the environmental 
performance. 

 
 
 

Presence of publicly available 
promises or agreements on 

sustainable issues and 
complaints to the non-fulfilment 

of these commitments. 
Implementation/signing of 

principles or codes of conducts. 
Sector efforts in technology 
development regarding eco 

friendliness. Involvement of the 
company in technology transfer 

projects. Presence of 
partnerships regarding research 

and development. Investments in 
technology development. 

Presence of co-operations with 
internal and external controls to 

prevent corruption. 

Presence of management 
measures to assess consumer 
health and safety. Presence 

and quality of labels 
concerning health and safety. 

Presence of feedback 
mechanisms. Practices 

related to customer 
satisfaction. Percentage of 
organisations within the 
sector which published a 

sustainability report. 
Publication of a 

sustainability report, 
availability of sustainability 
information on the website, 
and other communication 

tools. Quality of the provided 
information regarding 

sustainability. Presence of 
certifications or labels for the 

product/sites. Company 
rating in sustainability 

indices Attention to and 
management of end-of-life 

 
 
 
 

Presence of policies to prevent 
anti-competitive behaviour. 

Presence of codes of conduct 
that protect human rights of 
workers among suppliers. 

Percentage of suppliers the 
enterprise has audited with 

regard to social responsibility 
in the last year. Membership in 

an initiative that promotes 
social responsibility along the 
supply chain. Interaction of the 

company with suppliers. 
Fluctuation regarding 

suppliers. 

 



 

     issues. Structuring of the 
take back system including 

consumer involvement. 

  

 
Couture et al. 

 
2012 

   
Environmental certification. 

 Social responsibility 
promotion. Responsibility 

supplier practices. 

 

 
 

De Luca et al. 

 
 

2015 

  % of farms—or % of ha of 
farms—that use information 

technologies. % of farms 
producing “Clementine of 

Calabria” Protected 
Geographical Indication. 

   

Ekener- 
Petersen and 
Finnveden 

 
2013 

 Peaceful assembly and 
association 

    

Foolmaun and 
Ramjeeawon 

 
2013a,b 

    Percentage of Corporate Social 
Responsibility fund spent on 

local community projects. 

 

Labuschagne 
and Brent 2006 

 
Perceived aesthetics. 

  Improvement of socio- 
environmental services. 

 

 
Lemhann et al. 

 
2013 

 Presence/strength of 
community education 

initiatives. 

Presence of publicly available 
documents (promises, 

agreements) on sustainable 
issues. 

   

Nemarumane 
et al. 2015 Promotion opportunities. Family 

policies. Flexible working hours. 
     



 

Paragahawewa 
et al. 

 
2009 

 
Career development. 

   
Plesure&Satisfaction. 

 Engagement in 
R&D. 

 
Revéret at al. 

 
2014 

   
Environmental certification. 

 Effort to promote social 
responsibility. 

 

 
Vinyes et al. 

 
2013 

Total employees with higher 
education. Children's 

environmental education. 
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