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For more information about RAND Europe or 
this document, please contact:

Dr Salil Gunashekar (Associate Research Group 
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Email: sgunashe@randeurope.org

Preface
Artificial intelligence (AI) is recognised as 
a strategically important technology that 
can contribute to a wide array of societal 
and economic benefits. However, it is also a 
technology that may present serious risks, 
challenges and unintended consequences. 
Within this context, trust in AI systems and 
products is recognised as a key prerequisite 
for the broader uptake of these technologies 
in society. It is therefore vital that AI products, 
services and systems are developed and 
implemented responsibly, safely and ethically. 

This research aimed to bring together evidence 
on the use of labelling initiatives and schemes, 
codes of conduct and other voluntary, self-
regulatory mechanisms for the ethical and 
safe development of AI applications. Through a 
literature review, a crowdsourcing exercise and 
a series of interviews we identified and analysed 
such mechanisms across diverse geographical 
contexts, sectors, AI applications and stages 
of development. We draw out a set of common 
themes, highlight notable divergences between 
these initiatives, and outline anticipated 
opportunities and challenges associated with 
developing and implementing them. 

We also offer a series of topics for further 
consideration to best balance these 
opportunities and challenges. These topics 
present a set of key learnings that stakeholders 
can take forward to understand the potential 
implications for future action when designing 
and implementing voluntary, self-regulatory 
mechanisms. The analysis is intended to 
stimulate further discussion and debate across 
stakeholders as applications of AI continue 
to multiply across the globe and particularly 
considering the European Commission’s 
(EC’s) recently published draft proposal for AI 
regulation. In this regard, the research presented 
in this report will be of interest to a range of 
stakeholders including policymakers, regulators, 
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Background and context
AI has emerged as a critical area of interest 
to numerous stakeholders across the world. 
It has been recognised as a strategically 
important technology that can contribute to a 
wide array of economic and societal benefits 
across the entire spectrum of industries and 
social activities. While numerous benefits 
of AI have been widely acknowledged, there 
are a number of potential barriers which may 
hinder the adoption of AI, including around 
trust and transparency, ethics, liability and 
security. Notably, trust in AI systems is widely 
recognised as a key prerequisite for the broader 
uptake of AI in society. Given the expected 
impact that AI can have on our society, and 
the need to build trust and trustworthiness, it 
is vital that AI applications are developed and 
implemented responsibly, safely and ethically. 

With these issues in mind, over the past few 
years multiple actors around the world have 
been considering approaches for the regulation 
of AI. Notably, the EC has recently developed a 
concrete proposal to regulate AI. Furthermore, 
a growing number of voluntary, self-regulatory 
initiatives for the ethical and safe development 
of AI have been put forward by stakeholders 
from the private sector, civil society, and 
scientific and policymaking spheres. 

Objectives of the study
Against the backdrop of a complex and 
evolving environment in which the applications 

of AI are increasingly impacting the way we 
live and work, the aim of this research was to 
bring together evidence on the use of labelling 
initiatives and schemes, codes of conduct and 
other voluntary, self-regulatory mechanisms 
for the ethical and safe development of AI 
applications. While the focus of the study was 
on labelling initiatives and codes of conduct, 
the scope also extended to other voluntary 
mechanisms – such as seals and certifications 
– that are used or proposed as potential
tools to signal to users and consumers
that AI-enabled products and services are
trustworthy, and which enable users and
consumers to make informed decisions about
how to engage with AI-based applications.

Research approach
We adopted a mixed-methods approach 
to the study:

In Phase 1 of the research, we carried 
out a series of semi-structured scoping 
interviews with key stakeholders with 
knowledge of developments within 
the wider AI accountability ecosystem 
(including labelling and codes of conduct) 
to refine the scope of the research and 
to develop a better understanding of the 
existing state of play. 

PHASE 1



In Phase 2 of the study, we conducted a focused review 
of the literature to identify, collate and analyse information 
about AI labelling initiatives, codes of conduct and other 
self-regulatory mechanisms that are being developed in 
the context of AI systems. We also carried out an online 
crowdsourcing exercise with a selection of experts to 
collect additional information on examples of AI labelling 
initiatives and codes of conduct. This was complemented 
with semi-structured interviews with a diverse range of 
experts connected to some of the identified initiatives as 
well as wider stakeholders with knowledge of AI ethics and 
regulation. The interviews were also used to gather views 
and perceptions on the status quo and direction of travel of 
the AI labelling and codes of conduct ecosystem. 

In Phase 3 of the study, 
we cross-analysed the 
findings from the desk 
research and interviews. 
The cross-analysis 
was conducted via a 
synthesis workshop. The 
resulting findings form 
the basis of the narrative 
and key take-aways 
presented in this report.

PHASE 2 PHASE 3
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Illustrations of how labelling initiatives, codes of conduct  
and other self-regulatory mechanisms are being used in the 
context of AI applications

• We identified two broad categories of self-
regulatory mechanisms:

Labelling, certification 
schemes and other self-
regulatory mechanisms: 
These can broadly be 
characterised as mechanisms 

that define a certain standard for AI 
applications and outline a set of criteria 
against which that standard is assessed, 
generally through an audit process. 
This consists of a broad category of 
initiatives that contains the following 
types of mechanisms and tools: labels and 
certification schemes; kite marks, trust 
marks and quality marks; and seals. 

Codes of conduct: Broadly, 
these can be characterised as 
statements that set out and 
define certain requirements 
or principles that should be 

followed by organisations developing or 
procuring AI applications to ensure the safe 
and ethical development and use of these 
systems. These generally do not define 
measurable criteria or include an audit 
process. This category includes codes of 
conduct and codes of ethics, which are 
often used interchangeably in the literature 
reviewed. 

• The initiatives span different stages of
development, from early stage (and still
conceptual) proposed mechanisms to
operational examples, but many have yet
to gain widespread acceptance and use.

• The different types of self-regulatory
mechanisms share intended aims and
outcomes:

To increase trust in AI 
applications by signalling the 
technical reliability and quality 
of an AI application. 

Potentially to increase 
competition by creating 
transparency and 
comparability of AI 
applications that are available 
on the market.

To help organisations 
developing AI applications 
understand how to conform to 
emerging standards and good 
practice for a technology such 
as AI.

• Many of the initiatives assess AI
applications against ethical and legal
criteria that emphasise safety, human
rights and societal values, and are often
based on principles that are informed by
existing high-level ethical frameworks.

• The different self-regulatory mechanisms
have been developed by a broad range
of stakeholders across diverse types
of organisations (e.g. public, private,
third sector, academia, as well as
public–private partnerships) and across
multiple countries (e.g. Canada, Denmark,
France, Germany, Malta, Switzerland,
United Kingdom, United States) as well
as initiatives that are targeted at wider
European Union (EU) and global levels.

• Labelling initiatives and codes of conduct
assess the development and use of AI
across multiple sectors and industries,
with some focusing on a specific sector.

Key findings from the research 
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Table ES-1: Shortlist of initiatives reviewed in this study

Initiative Type of initiative Sector(s) within which the 
initiative is aimed

Geographical scope 
of the initiative

A Code of Conduct for the Ethical Use of Artificial Intelligence in Canadian Financial 
Services Code of conduct Financial services Canada

A Guide to Good Practice for Digital and Data-Driven Health Technologies Code of conduct Healthcare United Kingdom

AI certification ‘Made in Germany’ Certification scheme and quality mark Generic (across sectors) Germany

Algo.Rules: Rules for designing algorithmic systems Code of conduct Generic (across sectors) Germany

BMW Group’s Code of Ethics for the Use of AI Code of ethics Automotive Germany

Capgemini’s Code of Ethics for AI Code of ethics Consultancy France

CEN-CENELEC ‘Road Map on Artificial Intelligence’ Rating framework Generic (across sectors) European Union

Certification Mechanism for Artificial Intelligence Tools and Services Certification scheme The use of AI in legal and judicial systems Europe

D-seal Seal Cybersecurity Denmark

Ethics Certification Program for Autonomous and Intelligent Systems Certification scheme Generic (across sectors) Global

Ethics Label for AI Systems Labelling scheme Generic (across sectors) Germany

EU Certification for ‘Trusted AI’ Products Certification scheme Generic (across sectors) European Union

The Fair Artificial Intelligence in Education Trust Mark Trust mark International education and development United Kingdom

The Foundation for Responsible Robotics Quality Mark for (AI Based) Robotics Quality mark Robotics The Netherlands

Gender Equality European and International Standard – Artificial Intelligence Labelling scheme Generic (across sectors) France

International Finance Corporation Technological Code of Conduct Code of conduct Financial services United States

Malta’s National AI Certification Framework Certification scheme and audit AI sector Malta

Mandatory Labelling Scheme Labelling scheme Generic (across sectors) Germany

O’Neil Risk Consulting & Algorithmic Auditing Seal Audit process Generic (across sectors) United States

Open Ethics Label Labelling scheme Data and decision technology Europe

Responsible Artificial Intelligence Institute Certification Beta Certification scheme Generic (across sectors) Global

SECure: A Social and Environmental Certificate for AI Systems Certification scheme AI sector Canada

Swiss Digital Trust Label Trust mark Generic (across sectors) Switzerland

The Certification as a Mechanism for Control of Artificial Intelligence in Europe Certification scheme Generic (across sectors) European Union

Z-Inspection Audit process Generic (across sectors) Europe
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Potential challenges and opportunities associated with labelling 
initiatives, codes of conduct and other self-regulatory mechanisms for 
AI development and use

OPPORTUNITIES
The voluntary application of codes of conduct and labels has the potential 
to uphold the ethical development and use of AI products and services. 
Labelling and codes of conduct are informed by ethical norms, values and 
principles which are critical to the development and use of AI systems.

Codes of conduct and labels could help to build trust in AI products and 
services that often struggle with the reputation of being opaque systems. 
These mechanisms could build public awareness of when an AI product is 
being used; help consumers make well-considered decisions; and signal that 
the AI product or service has gone through some form of human oversight or 
evaluation process.

AI labelling and codes of conduct could strengthen stakeholder 
relationships within the AI supply chain as AI is being developed 
and deployed. By voluntarily accepting an AI label can help strengthen 
relationships with wider stakeholders, becoming a ‘selling point’ for the AI 
product or service as an AI label or code of conduct demonstrates that the 
product is upholding good practice and meets the regulatory requirements of 
the AI ecosystem.

An AI labelling and certification scheme can act as a benchmarking tool to 
signal a certain standard for companies and end-users in the market. When 
a labelling or certification scheme includes an auditing or evaluation standard, 
this helps confirm the standard of quality of an AI product or service and 
potentially help develop an industry-wide standard.

AI certificates could help define market standards and potentially increase 
competitiveness in a global market. For example, developing a certification 
programme informed by European values would both strengthen citizens’ trust 
in digital development and give Europe a competitive edge on the international 
AI scene.

AI labels and codes of conduct can help reinforce and reintroduce human 
oversight into a technological process. AI often tends to be more of a 
‘technical’ topic than a socio-political one, and codes of conduct, labelling 
schemes and other self-regulatory initiatives reinforce and re-introduce the 
human element back into a relatively opaque, technical process. 
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The complexity of AI applications raises difficulties in developing and enforcing 
criteria to assess ethical and legal principles. Multiple socio-technical factors 
influence the impact of an AI system – the societal impact of AI depends on both 
the technology (e.g. data and algorithms) but also the system’s goals and how 
they are embedded within an organisation.

The complexity of AI applications requires the involvement of multiple 
stakeholders in the design and implementation of assessment. Assessment 
frameworks and criteria as part of labelling and certification schemes should 
be designed in a way that considers multiple stakeholders’ needs, to ensure 
widespread buy-in and adoption.

There are challenges related to assessing the ethical and legal characteristics 
of AI applications for different use cases and contexts. The implementation and 
prioritisation of ethical values for AI systems depends on the field of application 
as well as the cultural context in which the AI system operates, which raises 
challenges associated with predefining a set of criteria for all scenarios and use 
cases of AI applications.

The potential cost and burden of assessment could result in lack of stakeholder 
buy-in to schemes, particularly for smaller businesses. The perceived costs and 
burden of assessment (especially for smaller companies or new entrants to the 
market) could ultimately result in lack of buy-in and adoption by companies.

When designing and rolling out schemes, there are trade-offs between 
protecting consumers and driving innovation and competition in the market. 
While independent audit is considered to be the ‘gold standard’ in accountability, 
there could be risks to competition if a label or certification is hard to obtain, 
making it difficult for new companies to gain access to the market.

From a regulatory perspective, there are difficulties involved in drawing up 
labelling schemes and codes of conduct for a rapidly evolving technology like 
AI. A challenge with developing and implementing labelling and other initiatives 
involves determining its length of ‘validity’ to ensure that they accurately reflect 
the current state of the technology.

There are challenges in ensuring the legitimacy and accountability of initiatives 
through transparent third-party auditing. The emergence of multiple initiatives 
raises the challenge for consumers of determining the value and legitimacy of a 
particular initiative. 

The profusion of multiple different initiatives presents challenges for 
companies and consumers, and could lead to reduced trust. A fragmented 
ecosystem and the emergence of numerous initiatives – each containing different 
and often complex information – could potentially lead to decreased trust as well 
as challenges around comparing different AI systems on the market.

There is a challenge around incentivising the adoption of voluntary, self-
regulatory mechanisms. The perceived complexity and potential burden of some 
of the self-regulatory tools and mechanisms could present challenges around 
their voluntary adoption by organisations. 

CHALLENGES



We have outlined a set of considerations for 
the future when discussing voluntary, self-
regulatory mechanisms such as labels and 
codes of conduct. We offer these as a series 
of topics for further exploration that are drawn 
out from our analysis to best balance the 
opportunities and risks related to developing 
AI applications. These topics can be regarded 
as a set of key learnings that stakeholders 
can take forward to understand the potential 
implications for future action when designing, 
implementing and incentivising the take-up 
of voluntary, self-regulatory mechanisms 
related to AI products and services, and to help 
contribute to the creation of a flexible and agile 
regulatory environment. We conclude with 
reflections on the implications of the findings 
for the EC’s proposed AI Act.

What are the key learnings for the future?

Involving an independent and 
reputable organisation could 
strengthen trust in an initiative, 
ensure effective oversight, 
and promote credibility and 
legitimacy.

Actively engaging multiple 
interdisciplinary stakeholders 
to integrate a diversity of views 
and expertise in the design 
and development of AI self-
regulatory tools could increase 
buy-in and adoption.

Reflections on the future
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The use of innovative 
approaches can help to address 
the perceived costs and burden 
associated with implementing 
self-regulatory mechanisms 
and also provide flexibility and 
adaptability in assessing AI 
systems.

It is important to share learnings, 
communicate good practice, 
and for self-regulatory initiatives 
to be evaluated to track impacts 
and outcomes over time.

There is a growing need for 
coordination and harmonisation 
of different initiatives to avoid 
the risk of a fragmented 
ecosystem and to promote 
clarity and understanding in the 
market.

Rather than taking a one size fits 
all approach, it will be important 
to consider using a combination 
of different self-regulatory 
tools for diverse contexts and 
use cases to incentivise their 
voluntary adoption. 

What are the implications for the EC’s 
draft AI Act?

The evidence points to a fragmented 
ecosystem of multiple different initiatives 
being developed around the world, with 
varying levels of maturity. There is a growing 
need for coordination and harmonisation 
across the different initiatives (for example, 
for the EU, a pan-EU effort) to avoid the risk 
of further fragmentation and the lack of 
clarity as the ecosystem evolves and grows 

over time. Our review of a selection of case 
studies has shown that several organisations 
have voluntarily developed and published 
company AI codes of ethics and codes of 
conduct similar in scope and coverage to the 
EC’s guidelines. These and other examples 
highlight the importance of the role that the 
EC can play in relation to harmonising self-
regulatory approaches to AI. Having disparate 
regulatory responses by national authorities 
would risk fragmenting and impeding the 
development of AI markets due to regulatory 
uncertainty. The proposed AI Act and the EC’s 
guidelines for responsible AI could potentially 
play a role in harmonising approaches to 
developing and implementing AI self-regulatory 
tools. Ultimately, the need for flexibility in 
implementing self-regulation through high-
level codes of conduct needs to be balanced 
with the need for practical and measurable 
interventions required for the successful 
implementation of a risk-based approach to AI. 

In conclusion, even though developments 
within the landscape are nascent, it is 
encouraging to see that the conversation in 
the wider community and across sectors is 
moving from a discussion of broad ethical 
principles and general theoretical frameworks 
to the concrete, operationalisation of ethical 
principles when developing AI products and 
services. Determining clear mechanisms to 
translate these well-meaning but often abstract 
and philosophical principles into practice – and 
at scale – will be a key challenge. Learning 
from other contexts and adopting an evidence-
based approach will be vital. Whichever way 
the ecosystem of self-regulation evolves, 
over time the hope will be to normalise the 
ethical, safe and responsible use of AI and to 
create transparency and sustained awareness 
about inclusion, accountability and ethics in 
the development and adoption of AI-based 
systems.






