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Introduction

This document provides an overview of the 
Responsible Sourcing from Smallholders (RSS) 
framework. RSS Field Guides 1–5 as shown in 
the box provide detailed information on how to 
implement each step in practice. 

The RSS framework helps supply chain 
companies to engage with smallholders in their 
supply base to achieve two goals:

•    To minimise the risk of production 
which does not meet core sourcing 

policies of buyers (Pillar 1).

•	 To provide support to improve 
smallholders’ livelihoods and 
production practices (Pillar 2). 

Each goal is addressed through one of the two 
‘pillars’ of the framework, shown in Figure 1. 
In implementing RSS, the two pillars should be 
addressed separately, but many of the activities 
can be effectively carried out in parallel.  

Figure 1: Schematic representation of the two RSS pillars.
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Who develops and 
implements RSS

To implement the RSS framework there 
must be an ‘Implementing Entity’ (IE). This 
is often a company that buys directly from 
smallholders, or their local agents, such 
as a mill, crusher, trader, cooperative or 
other aggregator. It is also possible for an 
organisation such as an NGO or farmers’ 
association to use the RSS framework at 
the scale of a supply base or to implement 
RSS on behalf of several companies.

Whatever approach is adopted, it is very 
important that there is an individual 
within the Implementing Entity with 
clear responsibility for leading on 
the implementation of RSS. It is also 
important that smallholders work with the 
Implementing Entity to develop the RSS 
approach, as well as other agencies and 
organisations such as local government, 
environmental and social NGOs and 
cooperatives. 

The Implementing Entity (IE) is usually 
a company or organisation buying from 
smallholders such as a mill, crusher, trader, 
cooperative or other aggregator, but can 
also be an organisation that implements 
RSS on behalf of a group of companies.

            Box 1  

The lead person and ‘you’

RSS implementation must be led by a 
person within the Implementing Entity 
who has both technical and administrative 
capacity to lead a process of engagement 
with smallholders over the long term. This 
internal lead person needs to have:

•	 Credibility, within the organisation 
and externally.

•	 Authority to take decisions, commit 
staff and resources.

•	 A good understanding of the 
realities in the field and within the 
organisation.

•	 Competent coordination and 
documentation skills.

•	 A team of people who can 
implement RSS at scale in the 
field (depending on the size of the 
smallholder supply base). 

Throughout the RSS field guides we refer 
to ‘you’. In reality ‘you’ is the person who is 
responsible for making this particular step 
of the RSS framework happen. This may 
be someone who works directly within the 
Implementing Entity (‘your organisation’), 
or someone who is hired in or is working 
on behalf of your organisation. 

Although responsibility for implementing 
parts of RSS may be delegated, the overall 
responsibility to make RSS happen remains 
with the lead person. 
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Implementing the RSS framework
Implementing the RSS framework is a five-step process.

•	 Help your organisation and other relevant stakeholders understand RSS.

•	 Define and collect preliminary information on the smallholder supply base.1 PREPARATION AND SCOPING 3

2 •	 Assessing risks of smallholders in the supply base not meeting the core sustainability issues.

•	 Assess what smallholders’ needs for support are.

RISK AND NEEDS ASSESSMENT 4-5

5 •	 Regular review of effectiveness of mitigation measures and support.

•	 Revision of subsequent action plans for further improvement.

Monitoring and Review 8

•	 Actual implementation of agreed risk of mitigation and support plan.

•	  Monitoring and documentation of activities and progress on smallholder engagement process.4 7Implementation and Documentation

3 •	 Develop action plan to mitigate risks identified and to prioritise and provide effective support.

•	 Budget and timeline.

6Developing an Action Plan
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This first step helps to prepare your organisation 
to develop and implement RSS by introducing 
the concept to colleagues, management and 
key stakeholders. At this stage you need to 
decide on what you aim to achieve with RSS, 
on the supply base to be covered by RSS 
implementation, and how you will consult and 
raise awareness on RSS with stakeholders, 
including smallholders and other organisations. 

Purpose: 
Preparation and scoping to build 
understanding and commitment  
within your organisation and 
organisations in your supply chain that 
will use RSS, to prepare and plan for 
the subsequent steps.

Objectives:

•	 To prepare within your 
organisation. 

•	 To define the scope of RSS.

•	 To set up a consultation 
mechanism.

Documents:
RSS Step 1: Preparation and Scoping. 

Preparation within your organisation(s): 

Your organisation (the Implementing 
Entity), and key people within it, need 
to be committed to the RSS framework 
and understand what it does and why. 
It is particularly important that senior 
management fully understand (a) what 
the RSS framework will (and won’t) 
deliver and (b) the resources needed 
to implement it. At this stage your 
organisation should identify the lead 
person who will coordinate and oversee 

the implementation of RSS. In addition, it 
is essential that other organisations in your 
supply chain that need to be engaged in 
the implementation of RSS are also aware 
and committed. For example, cooperatives 
or traders that supply to your mill or 
crusher, or if you are a refinery, mills that 
supply to your refinery.

Defining the scope of your RSS process: 

Since the main objective of RSS is to 
provide a framework for engagement 
with smallholders, you need a good 
understanding of who and where they are. 
At this stage you assemble any information 
your organisation has on the smallholders 
in the supply base, their importance in 
terms of volume purchased, the type 
of production or the size and location 
of holdings. Define the geographical 
area where you will implement the 
RSS framework. Start to clarify your 
organisation’s objectives, priorities and 
existing activities linked to the smallholder 
supply base and consider the resources 
needed for RSS.

Setting up a consultation mechanism: 

Consultation with stakeholders is an 
essential element of the RSS framework. 
Following good practices for consultation 
helps to ensure that smallholders’ 
interests are represented and properly 
incorporated, and that environmental and 
social issues are clearly understood.  
To ensure that the interests of 
smallholders and other stakeholders are 
represented throughout the RSS process, 
you need to set up a mechanism for on-
going consultation. 

Step 1:  Preparation and scoping
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Step 2: Risk and needs assessments

Step 2 is to build a good understanding of the 
sustainability risks associated with smallholders 
in the three areas or minimum core issues 
of RSS Pillar 1, and an understanding of 
smallholders’ needs for support to improve their 
production practices. For clarity these steps are 
separated into a risk assessment (2.a) and needs 
assessment (2.b). In practice, it may be efficient 
to combine the collection of information on risks 
and needs at the same time, even if the purpose 
and sometime the sources of information are 
different. Risk and needs assessment must be 
done in consultation with the smallholders and 
other relevant stakeholders.

2.a Risk assessment

Purpose: 
The RSS framework identifies three 
minimum core issues that are central to 
the responsible sourcing commitments 
and policies of many companies. The risk 
assessment aims to assess whether there 
are significant risks of poor practices in 
these areas among the supply base.

Objectives:

•	 To assess how smallholders are 
performing against the three core 
issues and risks related to their 
performance.

•	 To assess the significance of the 
risks and locations or aspects where 
further support is needed to manage 
risk and improve performance.

•	 To identify existing mechanisms to 
mitigate the risk.

Documents:
RSS Step 2.a: Risk Assessment

Key areas of risk: 

The three minimum core issues are:

•	 Core issue 1: Land rights and conflicts.

•	 Core issue 2: Expansion and 
deforestation.

•	 Core issue 3: Labour rights and  
working conditions.

Preparation – assessment of risks and 
existing mitigation measures: 

The first step is to collect baseline 
information on the performance of 
smallholders in the supply base related 
to the three core issues, collecting and 
mapping already existing information 
within your organisations. Additional 
information can be collected through 
qualitative desk-based assessment 
of your location related to social and 
environmental issues. At this stage you 
aim to identify gaps in information and 
determine where you need additional tools 
to further assess risks. These tools can be 
initially desk-based, like using the using 
datasets from the Global Forest Watch 
(GFW) to assess risks to deforestation and 
help guide where to focus in the field-
based risk assessment. 

Gathering field-based information: 

This involves on-site visits and interviews to 
collect additional information on performance 
of the supply base against the core issues and to 
verify the results of the desk-based  
risk assessments. 

Assessing significance of the risk: 
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2.b Needs assessment

Following the desk-based and field 
assessments, consider the significance of 
the risks based on the likelihood that a risk 
will occur, the severity of the impact if it 
does occur, and any mitigation measures 
already in place. This should allow you to 
identify the high, medium and low risks, 
and give an indication of the priority order 
for addressing them. 

Purpose: 
The RSS framework identifies three 
key areas of support for smallholders 
(Pillar 2) that go beyond the core 
issues (Pillar 1) that are identified 
in the risk sssessment (Step 2.a). 
Step 2.b involves the assessment of 
smallholders’ need for support.

Objectives:

•	 To assess smallholders’ needs 
related to improving both their 
agricultural production and 
livelihoods.

•	 To prioritise the needs for support.

Documents:
RSS Step 2.b: Needs Assessment.

Key areas of support: 

RSS focuses on the support needs that 
relate to improving production and 
empowering smallholders. These are: 

•	 Better yields and food security

•	 Improved livelihoods and institutions. 

•	 Better agricultural practices. 

Preparation – assessment of support needs 
and existing support initiatives: 

The first step in the needs assessment 
is to collect baseline information on 
farmers’ needs in the area and already 
existing initiatives to provide support to 
smallholders in improving production 
and livelihoods. This initial desk-based 
assessment brings together information 
that is already available to people in 
your organisation or can be gathered by 
consulting with key stakeholders. At this 
stage you aim to identify what the major 
challenges may be for smallholders, what 
existing initiatives on farmer engagement 
already exist and also to identify who to 
consult in more depth on each issue. 

Gathering field-based information: 

This involves a wider stakeholder 
consultation process to identify and 
understand smallholders’ priority needs 
that can be addressed as part of the  
RSS framework.

Assessing significance of needs: 

This step brings together the findings 
from the field consultation and attempts 
to assess the importance of the needs 
identified, in order to prioritise them 
for support through RSS. Involve key 
stakeholders at this stage too, in order to 
validate conclusions.

Plan and implement consultation carefully 
to make it as efficient as possible for the 
consultees, many of whom may not have 
much spare time, and to manage people’s 
expectations. 
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Step 3: Developing an action plan 

Through Steps 1 and 2 you can collect a 
range of information about risks and support 
needs among your smallholder supply base, 
and about which stakeholders to involve in 
implementation. Step 3 brings this information 
together to develop an action plan for 
implementing RSS. 

Purpose: 
To design an effective approach to risk 
mitigation for the core issues of Pillar 1 
and a programme of targeted support for 
improved production and livelihoods for 
smallholders under Pillar 2.

Objectives:

•	 To finalise and adapt, if needed, the 
objectives, scope and timeframe for 
implementing RSS. 

•	 To plan the implementation of risk 
mitigation measures.

•	 To plan activities to address the 
smallholders’ needs for support. 

•	 To set aside the resources needed for 
to implement and monitor RSS.

Documents:
RSS Step 3: Developing an Action Plan.

Preparation: 

It is important to review again the outputs 
from the risk and needs assessments 
carried out in Step 2. This enables you 
to bring together information about the 
priority needs and risks and to consult with 
key stakeholders on these. At this stage 
it’s also important to review the budget 
you estimated at Step 1, in comparison 

to the activities you’ve now identified for 
implementing RSS. 

Developing the action plan: 

Bring together the results of all the 
previous stages into a document that sets 
out how RSS will be implemented. Typically 
this will cover: 

•	 Priority risks and needs identified at  
Step 2.

•	 Timeframe for implementing RSS 
support and risk mitigation activities.

•	 Expected results of the activities. 

•	 Activities that your organisation (and 
others) will undertake. 

•	 Roles and responsibilities for carrying 
out the activities.

•	 Resources, including both human 
resources and financial costs.

•	 Monitoring that you will undertake to 
track the results of RSS implementation. 
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Implementation of RSS is guided by the action 
plan. It’s important to keep a written record 
of the activities carried out and the results 
of these, and to continue monitoring these, 
so that you can review progress (Step 5) and 
provide information to the public and to buyers 
to demonstrate how you are engaging with 
smallholders and implementing a responsible 
sourcing process.

Step 4: Implementation and documentation

Purpose: 
To implement the risk mitigation and 
smallholder support plans, and to 
document progress on the RSS process 
and activities.

Objectives:

•	 To implement activities to mitigate 
risk and support smallholders.

•	 To keep records of activities and 
communicate on plans and progress 
on RSS implementation for internal 
and external purposes.

Documents:
RSS Step 4: Under development – 
please contact SHARP Secretariat for  
further information.

Implementing the plans: 

You will use the action plan to guide 
your work with smallholders, your own 
organisation and other stakeholders 
to implement RSS risk mitigation and 
support activities. Where significant 
risks were identified and little support 
was being provided this may involve a 
significant change in engagement with the 
smallholder supply base. Where risks are 

low and there is already some support in 
place, the changes may be less significant.

Documentation: 

A central part of the RSS framework is to 
monitor activities and to document and 
record progress made, who is engaged 
and resources needed. The aim of this 
information is two-fold. First, it helps 
your organisation in further improvement 
and planning of engagement with 
smallholders within a responsible sourcing 
process. Second, the information, or a 
public summary of it, can be used to 
communicate externally on progress made. 
This provides greater credibility by allowing 
stakeholders to review the approach to risk 
mitigation and smallholder support and 
can enhance the exchange of information 
and lesson learning between companies 
using the RSS framework. 
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Step 5: Monitoring and review

Monitoring and review processes aim to ensure 
RSS is being implemented as planned and is 
delivering the expected results. It allows you to 
adapt the action plan as you proceed and helps 
to improve the outcome. 

Purpose:  
To check regularly whether the risk 
mitigation and smallholder support 
programmes are effective and relevant, 
and to revise plans and approaches in 
response to changing circumstances.

Objectives:

•	 To monitor whether RSS is effective.

•	 To review the results of monitoring.

•	 To identify the need for changes to 
risk mitigation measures and support 
to farmers going forward.

Documents:
RSS Step 5: Under development –  
please contact SHARP Secretariat for 
further information.

Monitoring effectiveness of RSS activities: 

Monitoring is a regular and systematic 
process integral to the implementation of 
RSS. At least annually, and more frequently 
if needed, the effectiveness of the plans 
for risk mitigation and smallholder support 
should be assessed.

Reviewing the results of monitoring: 

Monitoring information and general 
observations on implementing RSS need 
to be analysed to understand the cause 
of changes observed. It may be useful 
for an external person or organisation 

to lead this step in order to provide 
some independence. You should involve 
senior management, key stakeholders, 
implementation partners and smallholder 
groups in the review process. 

Revising plans and approaches: 

It is crucial that action is taken to address 
the outcome of the review. If risk 
mitigation strategies are not effective 
then approaches need to be adapted or 
new approaches developed. If activities to 
support smallholders do not deliver the 
benefits envisaged then more effective 
interventions must be designed. Engaging 
key stakeholders already involved in the 
RSS process in revising plans is essential. 
Ensuring a strong process for acting on the 
results of the review process is absolutely 
crucial to the long-term effectiveness of 
the RSS framework.



www.sharp-partnership.org

9SHARP 9

If you are interested in RSS and would like to 
get further information, please contact the 
SHARP Secretariat via:

info@sharp-partnership.org

Or directly download the RSS Field Guides, 
which provide more detail to help implement 
the steps of the RSS framework, at:

www.sharp-partnership.org/sharp-
programmes/responsible-supply-chains-for-
smallholders 

Interested in RSS? 


