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This paper reviews the extent to which sustainability governance has been integrated into the literature
on sustainable chains and networks. The analysis brings together four main approaches to chains and
network studies e supply chain management (SCM), global commodity chains (GCC), global value chains
(GVCs) and global production networks (GPNs) e to examine how and the extent to which sustainability
and sustainability governance are conceptualised and incorporated into their analytical frameworks. The
results point to a shift in this combined literature from conceptualising the formation of global chains
and networks as sites of inequality under conditions of globalisation, towards a renewed vision on the
potential of chains as a site for social and environmental reform. Overall, however, we conclude that the
literature on global chains and networks has not adequately conceptualised distinct modes of sustainability governance. In response, we offer an amended typology for identifying how ﬁrm and non-ﬁrm
actors govern sustainability in chains, of chains and through chains in globalised commodity production and consumption. The paper ﬁnishes with an exploration of the research frontiers, challenges and
continuing potential of chain and network studies to understand the governance of sustainability and a
call for further academic debate on the kinds of integrated governance arrangements necessary for future
sustainability reform through hybridised public-private economic practice.
© 2014 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.
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1. Introduction
In the current era of globalisation, two major developments
have changed the way societies aim for sustainable production and
consumption. First, production and consumption processes are no
longer taking place within the boundaries of one single country or
nation-state, but are increasingly transboundary in nature. Supply
chain management (SCM), global commodity chains (GCCs), global
value chains (GVCs) and global production networks (GPNs) are
concepts that have emerged widely in the literature to analyse and
understand the transboundary organisation of production and
consumption. Second, and in relation to the ﬁrst point, state authorities have proved to be increasingly unable to regulate and
govern the sustainability of globalised production and consumption. In response new forms of hybrid or private sustainability
governance arrangements and institutions have emerged that
target both products and production processes, and involve primary producers, processors, traders, retailers, and/or consumers
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~ eda, 2012). Examples include corporate social re(Silva-Castan
sponsibility, the sustainable trade movement, various codes, standards and certiﬁcation schemes, private interest governance
schemes, and public and private auditing. After nearly two decades
of implementation and research on non-state governance approaches, questions are emerging around their relevance for
changing social and environmental practices of global production
and consumption.
The theorisation of international private governance structures
has focused on two broad sets of questions. First on the credibility,
authority and power of economic actors in determining control
over allocating ﬁnancial, material and human resources in global
chains (Boons and Mendoza, 2010; Gerefﬁ et al., 2005), and second,
on the design, content and implementation of quality standards
and certiﬁcation schemes (e.g. Busch and Bain, 2004; Marsden,
2004). The turn to sustainability and private governance in global
production and consumption has bridged these two literatures,
moving beyond global economic practice, to identify arrangements
that can be considered “a political settlement and institution
building project” pursued by social movements, international
NGOs, private companies and states (Bartley 2010, cited in
McCarthy et al., 2012 p. 564). The burgeoning literature on chains
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and networks has given attention to these questions on sustainability governance. But the scope of these studies is vast, extending
well beyond sustainability to focus on the transnational ﬂow of
goods, information, ﬁnances and regulation more broadly. It is
therefore timely to clarify the contribution of the chains and networks literature to sustainable transboundary production and
consumption, by analysing its theoretical coherence and contribution to our understanding of private sustainability governance.
The aim of this paper is threefold. First, we identify how the
metaphors of ‘chains’ and ‘networks’ have been used to organise
analysis on global production and consumption and the extent to
which sustainability and governance has been dealt with in this
literature. We do this by taking a chronological perspective of the
four approaches to chains and networks studies. Second, we review
and discuss the governance of the social and environmental dimensions of sustainability in chains and networks. In doing so we
establish a typology of governing sustainability in chains, of chains
and through chains to understand how ﬁrm and non-ﬁrm actors
inﬂuence decisions over sustainability in globalised commodity
production and consumption. Finally, we turn to an exploration of
key research frontiers and challenges, with a view to understand
the continuing potential of chains and networks studies for sustainability governance.
2. Global value chains: development, approaches, themes
Four separate but related approaches can be distinguished that
attempt to explain global production and consumption through the
structure and function of chains and networks. The ﬁrst, based on
business administration, economics, and information technology
studies in the 1990s, is the management of supply chains and networks. The second and third approach, global commodity chains
and global value chains, are more closely related; based on political
economy, World System theory, and industrial sociology. The fourth
approach is that of global production networks, also based on
World System theory, and aimed at a geographical understanding
of how production and distribution is inﬂuenced by ﬁrm and nonﬁrm interaction. While all four approaches were not developed to
answer questions related to the ‘greening’ or sustainability of
production and consumption, they have made contributions in
different ways. Here we give a brief overview of where each
approach has come from and how they relate to each other.
Porter (1985) was one of the ﬁrst to use the organisational
metaphor of a ‘chain’ to describe how different stages of production
are related and collectively contribute to the value and character of
a ﬁnal product. He and others questioned how the form and
function of inter- and intra-ﬁrm relations, transaction costs, logistical infrastructures, product life-cycle management, standardisation, and tracking and tracing systems contributed to new
supply chain management structures. These studies focused on the
inherent paradox that while globalisation diminishes the importance of where ﬁrms locate their business, geographic concentrations of interconnected companies are a key feature of many, if not
most, sectors (Porter, 2000). Understanding the geographical position of ﬁrms in the global economy therefore raises questions
about the competitive advantage associated with micro-economics
of competition and location (Porter, 2000), as well as the value
associated with non-competitive knowledge exchange between
ﬁrms (Tallman et al., 2004). The industrial cluster literature is
replete with examples from both resource dependent sectors, such
as wine, coffee and paper and pulp, but also with non-resource
dependent sectors such as apparel and electronics (e.g, Aylward,
2004; Davis et al., 1992; Giuliani, 2007). Critics of this literature
have pointed out the risk of promoting industrial clusters, for
competitive or other beneﬁts, including environment, on the basis
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of international competitive advantage, largely because of a lack of
theoretical development and empirical evidence (Martin and
Sunley, 2003; Yu and Jackson, 2011).
Over the same period of time ‘chain studies’ emerged from the
macro-scale, long-term orientation of World Systems theory to
analyse the wider political economic conditions of production and
consumption, laying the ground for the second tradition. Hopkins
and Wallerstein (1977) introduced the concept of ‘commodity
chains’ to understand the dependencies in a globalising economy
between sites of production in core economies and sites of production in peripheral economies. Building on the political economy
approach of World Systems theory, commodity chains provided a
basis for understanding the evolution of a global division of labour
in the world economy, the unequal distribution of rewards among
the different activities making up a chain, and the spatial and social
conﬁguration of productioneconsumption relations in response to
cyclical shifts in the global economy (Bair, 2009). The overriding
focus was on the structure of linear connections between (low
added-value) commodity production in ‘peripheral’ regions of the
world-economy with (high added-value) products, retail and consumption in the ‘core’ (Hughes and Reimer, 2004a). But while the
approach was successful in making these connections in the global
economy explicit, the linear dimension of these chains limited the
incorporation of agency, internal chain relations, domestic economic factors, and the consequences/opportunities of globalisation
for international development. Although natural resources were a
focus of these commodity chain studies, and World Systems theory
made clear links to global resource equity, no substantive links
were made to the environmental reform or ‘greening’ of these
chains.
Moving beyond World Systems theory, but continuing the
relational dimension of production and consumption, Gerefﬁ (1994,
1995) developed the concept of global commodity chains (GCC) to
understand processes of global economic integration through the
role of ﬁrms as lead agents in chains extending from and through
industrialising and developing states. Bair (2009) argues that the
GCC approach extended beyond the structural political economy of
World Systems theory, so prevalent at the time (Friedmann, 1993;
Goodman and Watts, 1997; McMichael, 1994), by focusing on how
lead ﬁrms construct and manage international production. GCC
scholars also drew upon the more disparate notions of culture,
quality and convention from the French ﬁli
ere approach (Raikes
et al., 2000) and the consumer-orientation of systems of provision (e.g. Fine and Leopold, 1993). Gerefﬁ's GCC framework
included four key dimensions: (1) the material ﬂow of inputs and
outputs, (2) the geographical conﬁguration of chain actors over
global space, (3) the kind of coordination and control expressed by
lead ﬁrms, and (4) the wider institutional inﬂuences over organisation and structure of chains. Exploring these dimensions helped
Gerefﬁ to capture the role of ﬁrms within the systems of coordination that organise international production and consumption.
And, again, while attention remained focused with the distributional and coordination effects related to natural resources, sustainability did not emerge as a theme until much later (e.g. Klooster,
2005).
The conceptual turn to chain governance started with Gerefﬁ's
(1994) introduction of what he termed ‘drivenness’ in chains, distinguishing two forms. The ﬁrst, producer-driven chains, is characterised by the concentration of capital and technological knowhow allowing producers to dominate the value chain (e.g. in automobiles). The second form, buyer-driven chains, consists of
chains dominated by distributors and retailers via their control over
the branding, design and market functions (e.g. garments). Buyerdriven commodity chains in particular reﬂected the experience of
many developing countries gradually being integrated in the global
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economy through the production of industrial products, but
without having the power to dominate the value chains. According
to some scholars, these studies focused too much on primary
products (e.g. agricultural products, oil, minerals) or low-valueadded basic goods (e.g. simple garments), limiting the wider relevance of the chain approach to complex products. The initial dichotomy of Gerefﬁ (1994) between producer-driven and buyerdriven chains was also critiqued as too simplistic (Raikes et al.,
2000; Sturgeon, 2009; Talbot, 2009). In response, the GCC framework was gradually adapted and reﬁned at the end of the 1990s
into global value chain (GVC) analysis.
The shift from GCC to GVC analysis was incremental rather than
paradigmatic. Some scholars have even argued that the shift is
largely terminological (Daviron and Gibbon, 2002), with only a
somewhat broader scope of chain activities and end products
(Gerefﬁ et al., 2001). Others have argued that while GVC analysis
draws on the GCC framework, it reﬂects a stronger focus on
transaction cost economics and industrial organisation (Sturgeon,
2009). Nevertheless, as Ponte and Sturgeon (2013) point out,
there continues to be fundamental theoretical differences between
the GCC and GVC frameworks. First, the term ‘value chain’ corresponds to the concept of value added, which ﬁts with an overall
focus on economic development, where human, natural and material capital is transformed into economic rents and accumulated
through an interconnected capitalist system. Second, with value
chains the shift is away from the narrow ‘drivenness’ of chains, to a
more socially embedded understanding of coordination in terms of
the complexity of information, the codiﬁcation of that information
and the capabilities of actors in the chain to interpret and act upon
that information (Gibbon et al., 2008). This led to the construction
of a now often quoted matrix of ﬁve governance structures (Gerefﬁ
et al., 2005): market, modular, relational, captive, and hierarchy.
This spectrum of market coordination and governance emphasises
changes in the complexity of codifying information between chain
actors, and the capability of suppliers to interpret and act upon this
information.
Despite being widely applied, critics have argued that this
framework of GVC governance is too general to explain the complexities of coordination between different nodes of the chain
(Gibbon and Ponte, 2005). Likewise, the attention to coordination/
linkages has meant that organisation and activity within speciﬁc
nodes of the chain are not well understood, and information ﬂows
along chains are often considered as unidirectional (Derudder and
Witlox, 2010; Sassen, 2010; Vind and Fold, 2010l). The global scope
of GVCs has also been questioned, given that a considerable amount
of trade in large economies is still domestic. Moreover, the global
connections that have attracted attention focus largely on ﬂows
from Southern producers to Northern consumers, rather than the
other way around or on the increasingly important SoutheSouth
trade (Murphy, 2008; Raghuram, 2004; Reardon et al., 2007). The
GVC approach has also been criticised for not taking into consideration the coordinating role non-ﬁrm actors, other than related to
quality standards (Nadvi, 2008; Ouma, 2010; Palpacuer, 2010).
Finally, and perhaps most relevant to our further discussion, GVC
analysis has been criticised for focusing too narrowly on vertical
dimensions of inter-ﬁrm coordination when trying to explain the
incorporation of sustainability goals in global economic production.
Despite these critiques, both GCC and GVC scholars have highlighted how vertical relations between producers, distributors and
consumers are also a product of complex ﬂows between ‘horizontally’ networked actors beyond the chain (building largely on earlier
work by Crang (1996); Fine et al. (1996); Hughes and Reimer
(2004b); Leslie and Reimer (1999). As ﬁrst introduced by Fine
(1993) and Glennie and Thrift (1993), the elaboration of horizontal
dimensions in value chains recognises the wider social relations of

production and consumption around the chain. In doing so they built
on World Systems theory by embedding economic practices within
the broader ‘external’ processes that shape the construction and
operation of production and consumption (Bair, 2009). Sustainability has also emerged as a key horizontal theme in GVC analysis,
incorporating environment, labour and gender (Bolwig et al., 2010;
Mitchell and Coles, 2011) into understanding vertical coordination.
A fourth alternative framework that also captures these horizontal and vertical dimensions is the global production network
(GPN) approach (see Coe et al., 2008; Hughes et al., 2008;
Whatmore and Thorne, 1997). GPN analysis takes as its object
“the globally organised nexus of interconnected functions and operations by ﬁrms and non-ﬁrm institutions through which goods
and services are produced and distributed” (Coe et al., 2004, p. 41).
Building on actor-network theory (e.g. Busch and Juska, 1997;
Murdoch, 2000), commodity circuits (Leslie and Reimer, 1999)
and convention theory (Daviron and Gibbon, 2002), the GPN
approach has furthered understanding of global economic organisation beyond productivism by strongly emphasising the socially
and territorially embedded nature of production and consumption
(Bair, 2008; Hess, 2004). This approach has developed largely as a
response to the perceived weaknesses of GVC analysis presented
above. It is argued that the network perspective of GPNs allows for
greater attention to non-ﬁrm actors in structuring global economic
relations, and the regulatory and institutional contexts which shape
production (Coe and Hess, 2005; Hess, 2004). As argued by Coe
(2012), the emphasis on networks between and within ‘territories’ also underlines the spatial geographies of these economic
relations in the context of globalisation, allowing for multiple ways
of interaction between involved actors as opposed to the more
structured typology of the GVC approach.
Those critical of the GPN approach argue that despite its focus
on networks, the vertical/linear movement of goods from producers to consumers still structures much of the analysis. Although
other ﬂows have been brought in (e.g. ﬁnancial, informational,
environmental) these are often limited to those directly of relevance to the bounded problematic of ‘production-consumption’. In
response, attention has been given to nested processes or networks
within GPNs. Examples include following ﬁnancial ﬂows through
the locally embedded networks of cities (Sassen, 2010), and understanding the local social relations of production that facilitate
the illegalities of ship breaking (Crang et al., 2013). Building on the
geographical background of GPN analysis, these studies emphasise
the importance of place in global production and consumption.
However, while (networked) social relations remain a central focus,
GPN researchers have not extended their approach to sustainability
and the environment other than the relations of natural resource
exploitation.
What is clearly evident from this short review is that while the
supply chain approach focused attention on relationships around
production and consumption, it is now ﬁrmly a separate approach.
In contrast however, the GCC, GVC and GPN frameworks have all
carried forward elements from World Systems theory, and after a
period of differentiation the three approaches are once again
converging (Coe, 2012; Crang et al., 2013; Ponte and Sturgeon,
2013; Yeung and Coe, 2014), to the extent that they represent
strands of one distinct GCC/GVC/GPN ‘family’ (e.g. Dennis Wei et al.,
2011; Derudder and Witlox, 2010). Indeed, in the introduction of
their modular approach to GVC analysis, Ponte and Sturgeon (2013)
have gone so far as to say that the differences between the
frameworks are largely discursive, stressing their similar interests
in mapping the spatial and organisational division of labour, the
creation, capture and location of value, the institutional and regulatory processes, and the wider cultural economy inﬂuencing economic organisation.
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What we also clearly see is that while these approaches are
strongly focused on the organisation of economic practice within a
global capitalist mode of production, they have focused less
explicitly on sustainability. Where sustainability has been discussed it is referred to in terms of how the economic order of
production and consumption inﬂuences social equity and/or environmental performance. This has meant that sustainability issues
have been dealt with indirectly, most often as a consequence of
capitalist production. Nevertheless, the organisation of production
and consumption links directly to how international private
governance arrangements can inﬂuence sustainability decision
making by both ﬁrm and non-ﬁrm actors in chains and networks.
The rest of this paper therefore discusses how we can build on
these chain and network conceptualisations to better understand
how private governance arrangements are structured, and how
such governance mechanisms can engage with these actors in inﬂuences over sustainability.
3. Governing sustainability in, of and through chains
Governance in the GCC/GVC/GPN literature has been variously
deﬁned, focusing on a range of organisational, normative and regulatory processes. A ﬁrst distinction can be made between a focus
on the internal drivers of economic organisation within chains, and,
in response to what Mayer and Gerefﬁ (2010) label the ‘governance
deﬁcit’ of GVC research, a focus on the external contribution of nonstate and non-ﬁrm actors in deﬁning the rules through which
chains are organised. Similarly, recent GPN literature has only
started to systematically address how, albeit without explicit
reference to ‘governance’, (internal) ﬁrm strategy is inﬂuenced by a
range of (internal and external) inter and intra ﬁrm-non-ﬁrm interactions (Yeung and Coe, 2014). We argue that this dichotomy of
internal-external also organises attempts to include the governance
of sustainability in chains and networks, which in general terms
refers to the ways “in which the products and the production
process result from environmental, social and/or economical concerns and practices” (Cruz and Boehe, 2008, p. 1188).
Internal perspectives of governing sustainability cover two lines
of scholarship. The ﬁrst line focuses on a functionalist perspective
of (sustainable) ‘supply chain’ management, which we term sustainability management in chains (see Fig. 1 for illustration). The
second deals with control and the power asymmetries arising from
the sustainability management of chains. Sustainability governance
in chains is predominantly taken up in business management
literature analysing inter and intra ﬁrm logistics, industry coordination and industrial environmental management. Whereas the
governance of chains is located within the GVC tradition and focuses more on the coordination mechanisms and power relations
among economic actors . It is notable that in both instances external
inﬂuences over ﬁrms exist (as shown in Fig. 1), but the sustainability practices and processes being governed remain internal to
the chain.
External perspectives focus on how sustainability governance is
organised through production chains and networks e as a direct
outcome of organisational arrangements facilitating informational
ﬂows. This perspective is developed through the addition of horizontal connections and therefore goes beyond internal chain coordination and management. Governance through (commodity or
value) chains instead captures what Ponte and Gibbon (2005)
consider governance as normalisation; that is, how external nonﬁrm actors, such as consumers, NGOs and government institutions, structure ﬂows of information that are taken up in the
norms and practices of ﬁrms and in turn inﬂuence practices within
and around a particular GVC (Gibbon et al., 2008; Ponte, 2009); a
dynamic illustrated by both in and out ﬂowing arrows in Fig. 1. And

Fig. 1. Illustration of three ideal types of governing chain sustainability. Legend: Light
grey arrows entering the chain indicate external governance related inﬂuences over
ﬁrm actors. Dark grey arrows indicate ﬁrm related governance inﬂuences both internal
and external to the chain.

from the GPN literature, it reﬂects recent claims that to understand
ﬁrm-non-ﬁrm interaction, we need to better classify the ways in
which partnership, control and bargaining inﬂuence economic
practice (Yeung and Coe, 2014).
There is now a multitude of ways in which ﬁrms within chains
and non-ﬁrm actors outside chains engage with, deﬁne, codify and
govern sustainability. We apply our three ideal types of governing
sustainability in, of and through chains (cf. Ponte et al., 2011) as a
means of organising a review of the different activities, practices,
management systems and organisational arrangements that
broadly constitute sustainability governance.
3.1. Governing sustainability in chains
Governing sustainability in chains entails private ﬁrms' activities as chain actors aiming to improve their social and environmental performance from a business management perspective.
Within this literature attention has been given to management
systems that allow for the monitoring, measurement and control of
sustainability issues in industrial processes of suppliers, and the
transfer of environmental ﬂows along the chain. The focus is largely
on managerial systems based on performance indicators that can
be used to create efﬁcient control over suppliers to minimise
environmental and social risks. Systems such as the environmental
management ISO 14001 and social accountability standard SA8000
are prime examples (see Kautto, 2006). Processes of production are
made legible for downstream suppliers and the risks of supply can
be incorporated into purchasing decisions. The focus on ‘greenproducts’ draws in other management and environmental assessment tools such as life-cycle analysis (LCA), again with a view to
create performance indicators, efﬁciencies and to minimise functional and reputational risk. Wider public reporting is done through
the Global Reporting Initiative framework (Hopkins, 2004) that
contains a large number of indicators to measure performance in
social, environmental and economic respect.
As argued by Seuring and Müller (2008), sustainable supply
chain management is interested in the control of “material, information and capital ﬂows”, as well as ﬁnding solutions for efﬁcient
forms of “cooperation among companies along the supply chain
while taking goals from all three dimensions of sustainable development, i.e., economic, environmental and social” (p. 1700). This
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perspective is inward looking in that it reﬂects conventional perspectives of supply chain management to improve chain relations
in order to achieve a competitive advantage (Handﬁeld and Nichols,
1999). It is in this sense that we frame the governance of sustainability in value chains as an internal perspective on the ‘greening’ of
practices within the chain.
The literature recognises that corporations are involved in
improving their social and environmental performance and that
they are increasingly required by different groups in society to do so
(Bartley, 2003; Carroll and Shabana, 2010; Miller et al., 2010;
Windsor, 2006); although this is still largely restricted to OECD
countries (Jamali and Mirshak, 2007). As Gold et al. (2010) observe,
there are pressures from different stakeholder groups that trigger
ﬁrms to effectively incorporate sustainability issues in their supply
chain management. Increasingly, private companies are considered
responsible for the external effect of not only their own production
process, but also of their products across their entire lifecycles (De
Bakker and Nijhof, 2002). In response, different actions may be
undertaken by these companies and they can be summarised under
the heading of Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR). Different
questions emerge from this observation (Seuring and Gold, 2013),
including: why do ﬁrms engage in CSR policies? What capabilities
are required for a ﬁrm to deal with sustainability challenges? And
what are the appropriate management strategies that build sustainability within ﬁrms?
Private corporations may engage in CSR for different reasons.
They may consider it in their long-term interest to secure the social
and environmental base of their enterprise, or, by being pro-active
in this respect, they may hope to ward off government regulations
and realise additional proﬁt from an emerging demand for sustainable products. There is some evidence of ﬁrst mover rewards
(Asif et al., 2013) and competitive advantages (Orlitzky et al., 2011),
but others doubt whether there are any real ﬁnancial beneﬁts in
adopting this strategy, beyond some cost reductions (Carroll and
Shabana, 2010; Windsor, 2006). Normative support for CSR is
based on the argument that “a company should balance and trade
off the competing claims of customers, suppliers, employees, investors and the communities in which it operates” (RSA 1995, cited
in Smith, 2003). However, much of the debate on CSR is moving
away from ethical practice (Vogel, 2010; Wheeler et al., 2003) and
towards determining the business case for CSR (also see Porter and
Kramer, 2006, 2011). According to Carroll and Shabana (2010), this
case includes a combination of: (1) reducing costs and risks; (2)
strengthening legitimacy and reputation; (3) building competitive
advantage; and (4) creating winewin outcomes through synergistic values. CSR can be promoted by a company in collaboration with
other ﬁrms within a particular supply chain to compete with other
supply chains. But as argued by Gold et al. (2010), the management
of information, material and ﬁnancial ﬂows within one company
then has to be coordinated with others in the supply chain to gain
this competitive advantage, which in many cases may prove a
challenge.
Whatever the particular reason for a ﬁrm to develop a CSR
policy, it is generally accepted that strategies will only be successful
when adopted at every level of a corporation (Asif et al., 2013;
Nijhof and Jeurissen, 2006). Ongoing debate focuses on different
CSR strategies, management responsibilities and the effects of CSR
on social and environmental outcomes. Responsible chain management requires a continuous alignment of expectations within an
organisation and the existing, realised or unrealised, expectations
of stakeholders (De Bakker and Nijhof, 2002). This reference to
stakeholders illustrates that the debate on sustainability governance also entails a shift away from shareholders and investors
alone (Wagemans et al., 2013) when discussing the future strategy
of a ﬁrm (Seuring and Müller, 2008). By referring to stakeholders,

CSR-strategies intend to include everyone who has a legitimate
interest in a corporation's activities. The legitimacy of a private
corporation is therefore no longer only based on its economic
performance but also on its concrete promotion of social and
environmental interests. This shift is variously referred to as ‘people, planet and proﬁt’, ‘triple bottom line accounting’ or the need
for a company to have a ‘(social) license to produce’.
Many studies analyse the assets, capabilities and organisational
competences to successfully implement CSR policies. Particular
attention is given to coordination and collaboration, such as supply
chain management and strategic purchasing, because of the interdependencies between ﬁrms when changing social and/or
environmental practices (Gold et al., 2010). De Bakker and Nijhof
(2002) underline a distinction between the conceptualisation
phase and the implementation phase in the process of building
responsible chain management when responding to stakeholder
interests. In response, they developed a ‘capability assessment
framework’, which allows ﬁrms to identify gaps and speciﬁc needs
in their organisational capabilities. The speciﬁc requirements also
depend on the sector, the size of the ﬁrm and the ability of the ﬁrm
to re-align their internal capabilities to address the wider dynamic
environment shaping CSR (Nijhof and Jeurissen, 2006).
Finally, there is an ongoing tension between voluntary and
legislated CSR policies when trying to balance the need for credibility and ﬂexibility. Various authors argue that the dynamic nature
and context of CSR means that externally imposed (one-size-ﬁtsall) approaches are counterproductive (Asif et al., 2013; Carroll
and Shabana, 2010; Porter and Kramer, 2006; Smith, 2003). However, CSR is rarely if ever implemented in isolation from the inﬂuence or oversight of NGOs or state actors. A variety of CSR tools and
policies promoted by governments in OECD countries, through
subsidies, regulatory relief, or direct legislation, have provided a
requisite level of credibility. But they have also led to reduced
ﬂexibility for change and adaptation. For example, state requirements for extended product responsibility (EPR) have made
companies responsible for products (including waste from end-oflife products) beyond the factory level; imposing legal obligations
for upstream companies in the value chain to take responsibility for
downstream collection and recycling of packaging and waste (e.g.
Gui and Atasu, 2013; Lifset et al., 2013). Whether and how such
state requirements develop into the future is dependent on the
extent to which CSR can moving beyond an internal, ﬁrm level set
of tools and processes.
3.2. Governing sustainability of chains
Governing the sustainability of chains is directly related to
Gerefﬁ et al.’s (2005) typology of modes of coordination that a lead
ﬁrm can exercise over chain actors. From a sustainability perspective, lead ﬁrms are mostly downstream buyers in developed
countries setting the conditions for market access and in doing so
drive changes in production practices of upstream developing
country actors (Cattaneo et al., 2013; Humphrey and Schmitz, 2002;
Jeppesen and Hansen, 2004). By requiring certain production
qualities and standards, and by transferring knowledge and technology, lead ﬁrms can contribute to changes in their suppliers'
environmental performance (Jeppesen and Hansen, 2004; Ponte
and Gibbon, 2005). Whereas production standards are associated
with managing production risks, including reputational risks
associated with poor social and environmental performance,
knowledge transfer between actors within a chain reduces the
burden on individual actors to engage in positive information exchange that can lead to improved production practices (Simon,
2000). In fact, for those countries that have lagged behind in international integration, advanced sustainability information and
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knowledge is often not readily available and must be obtained
elsewhere, and transfer within chains is one way for that knowledge to be acquired (Sturgeon and Gerefﬁ, 2009). As argued by
Gibbon and Ponte (2005), vertical coordination is also important to
help foster trust and conﬁdence between value chain actors, and
this can in turn facilitate investments in sustainability ‘upgrading’
by upstream actors.
In general terms, upgrading refers to strategies to “make better
products, make them more efﬁciently, or move them into more
skilled activities” (Humphrey and Schmitz, 2002, p. 19), as a result
of increased competition forcing them “to perform the same activities, but more efﬁciently, or change the activities they undertake” (Humphrey and Schmitz, 2000, p. 3). The implication is that
faced with this competitive pressure economic actors (nations,
ﬁrms and workers) “move from low-value to relatively high-value
activities in global production networks” (Gerefﬁ et al., 2005, p.
171). According to Humphrey and Schmitz (2002) this can be
achieved in four ways: (1) Process upgrading: reorganising the
production system to transform inputs into outputs more efﬁciently; (2) Product upgrading: moving into more sophisticated
product lines; (3) Functional upgrading: increasing the overall skill
content of activities through acquisition of new functions; or (4)
Inter-chain upgrading: ﬁrm or clusters move into new productive
activities (from one industry to another). Despite claims that
improved sustainability performance can provide a competitive
advantage for ﬁrms (Porter and Linde, 1995), and that upgrading is
a key strategy for governing sustainability (Gerefﬁ et al., 2001;
Humphrey and Schmitz, 2002), upgrading was not originally
related to improvements in either environmental or social dimensions of production practices.
Environmental upgrading has been deﬁned as “the process by
which economic actors move towards a production system that
avoids or reduces the environmental damage from their products,
processes or managerial systems” (De Marchi et al., 2013, p. 65). If
moving from lower value to higher value activities, upgrading for
sustainability presupposes that a sustainable product will in fact
entail higher value, representing higher demand from downstream
actors for environmentally or socially sustainable goods (De Marchi
et al., 2013). This is often linked with an understanding that demand for upgrading comes from either the potential for an economic competitive advantage or from lead ﬁrm sourcing strategies
that are inﬂuenced by the expectations of an array of both ﬁrm and
non-ﬁrm actors, including retailers, consumers, NGOs and government bodies (Dolan and Humphrey, 2000; Orsato, 2009;
Seuring and Müller, 2008). As argued by Staritz and Reis (2013),
the increasing prevalence of standards and regulations, often set by
importing countries, and sustainable sourcing strategies communicated by downstream actors, has meant that upstream actors in
producing countries regularly face incentives to consider sustainability in their upgrading strategies.
However, other forms of sustainability upgrading have also been
observed. Instead of moving from lower value to higher value activities, ﬁrms may choose strategies that reduce environmental
risks while maintaining a particular market segment, or reduce
efﬁciencies to compete in lower value market segments. As such
upgrading is not necessarily about moving ‘up’ the chain, but may
also lead to down-grading or out-grading (Mitchell and Coles, 2011;
Ponte and Ewert, 2009). Examples of these diversiﬁed strategies
(not all related to environment) have been seen in the wine (Ponte
and Ewert, 2009), aquaculture (Khiem et al., 2010) apparel (Pickles
et al., 2006), home furnishings (De Marchi et al., 2013), and the
agro-foods sectors (Gibbon and Ponte, 2005; Mitchell and Coles,
2011; Staritz and Reis, 2013). The particular strategy chosen may
reﬂect the challenges of meeting quality requirements or price
pressure by upstream actors in buyer driven chains. When
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developing economies and producers are involved, attention has
not only been given to the capital required to adopt a particular
upgrading strategy, but also to their conditions and capabilities to
beneﬁt from any strategy adopted. As such, social and economic
sustainability have also become outcomes of upgrading (Gerefﬁ
et al., 2001; Humphrey and Schmitz, 2002); a theme taken up in
great detail through the Capturing the Gains Summit and network
(e.g. Barrientos, 2013; Kaplinsky, 2000; Rossi et al., 2013). But when
small-holder inclusion is dependent on external support (Bolwig
et al., 2011), within-chain coordination may fall short of fully
facilitating upgrading strategies and therefore may fail to realise
transitions to sustainable production.
Sustainability upgrading is also not the sole remit of the private
sector, as it can be driven by states through setting targets for
‘environmental’ or ‘green’ public procurement. The purchasing
power of the public sector is seen as a direct way of stimulating
market demand for sustainable products and in turn stimulating
demand for sustainable production practices. Better performing
governments of OECD countries now register 23e50% of all public
purchases as ‘green’ or ‘sustainable’; equivalent to 10e18% of GDP
(Kataoka, 2006). There is also evidence that non-OECD countries, in
both Asia and Africa, are taking up public procurement policies
(Agaba and Shipman, 2007; Bolton, 2008; Ho et al., 2010; Singh,
2010). including local sourcing of food, fair trade, organic and
sustainable food, furniture, computers, clothing and building materials (e.g. Li and Geiser, 2005; Morgan and Sonnino, 2007;
Parikka-Alhola, 2008; Rwelamila et al., 2000), the management of
waste ﬂows (Sonnino and McWilliam, 2011), and the establishment
of standards for assessing the environmental or social performance
of contracts (Bolton, 2008; Preuss, 2009; Srivastava, 2007). While
the impact of public procurement can be direct, in terms of harnessing the considerable purchasing power of states, there is also
growing evidence (Ho et al., 2010) that green public procurement
has advanced similar procurement practices in the private sector.
Evidence shows that by stimulating upgrading, lead ﬁrms can
have a direct inﬂuence over sustainability practices in global value
chains. However, despite this support for the governance of sustainability in chains through lead ﬁrm coordination, limited
connection has been made with the literature focused on governing sustainability in chains as reviewed above. Indeed, two
comprehensive reviews on sustainability in supply chains carried
out in 2007 and 2008 failed to mention upgrading as a mechanism
(Seuring and Müller, 2008; Srivastava, 2007). There is therefore
ground for greater integration between the literature on sustainability governance in and of value chains, in particular focusing on
the role of CSR in upgrading both ﬁrms and chains. In analysing
environmental upgrading the role of external actors has been
better covered, as evidenced by the attention paid to the role of
NGOs and states in public procurement. This then turns our
attention to a wider understanding of governing sustainability
through chains.
3.3. Governing sustainability through chains
Governing sustainability through chains involves a set of
normative and regulatory practices that use the chain as a conduit
for inﬂuencing the social and environmental conditions of production and consumption. But unlike the former two categories,
governing through chains is neither understood as ﬁrm-level CSR
systems, nor as inter-ﬁrm coordination. Instead it is a broader level
of governance that captures the interaction between the chain and
its ﬁrm actors with a wider set of networked actors and activities
that collectively steer sustainable production and consumption
practices. Civil society organisations often play a key role in initiatives of governing through chains. In this way it relates more the
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network oriented GPN approach than the more linear GCC and
GVCs approaches e despite all now referring to interactions between chain and non-chain actors. Understanding sustainability
through value chains opens up critical questions around the form,
function and impact of wider governance arrangements such as
multi-stakeholder initiatives (MSIs) and voluntary certiﬁcation
schemes. It also relates to questions raised by a growing number of
scholars (e.g. Belton et al., 2010; Falkner, 2003; Fransen and Kolk,
2007; Taylor, 2005) on the limits of private governance, by contrasting incremental change of sustainable products and production processes in conventional chains, with systemic
transformation of activities surrounding those chains.
MSIs have increasingly become part of the wider governing logic
of private social and environmental governance. MSIs take multiple
forms, but are designed to generate credibility and authority over
production processes in a particular sector (Ponte, 2014; Schouten
et al., 2012) based on the regulatory tools that emerge from them e
including standards, certiﬁcation and labelling. In some instances
MSIs face resistance when attempting to generate buy-in from
stakeholders when deﬁning technical deﬁnitions for standards,
while in other cases, such as the Roundtable on Sustainable Palm
Oil (RSPO) and the Roundtable on Responsible Soy (RTRS), they
move beyond a standard setting function to create an epistemic
community that establishes the legality, moral justiﬁcation and
consent or justiﬁcation for their ongoing activity in a sector
(Schouten and Glasbergen, 2011). MSIs also provide lead-ﬁrms with
a means of reducing their reputational risk (McCarthy et al., 2012;
Ponte and Cheyns, 2013). However, common to the different approaches is an aspiration to establish procedural practices for
assessing and assuring compliance to private sustainability stan€ m, 2006a), upon which credibility and regulatory
dards (see Bostro
authority is established. As Macdonald (2014) argues, “highly
visible non-state actors have politicised key supply chain decisionmaking processes” (p. 3) by advocating for the incorporation key
social and environmental concerns in an era where national governments seem very reluctant to do so.
The rise in MSIs has drawn considerable attention and critique.
While providing a greater voice to civil society, there is widespread
concern that MSIs have not met their own goals for inclusiveness
ne
, 2005; Schouten et al., 2012; Anh et al., 2011). As variously
(Be
argued, the inclusion of some groups, most notably (small-holder)
producers, has been limited, with stakeholder inclusion often
reduced to a performative rather than substantive output from the
ne
, 2005; Schouten and Glasbergen, 2011). As
meetings held (Be
Ponte and Cheyns (2013) note, small-holder access to resources is no
longer contingent on endowments alone, but also on the practices of
enrolment, the format of engagement, and processes of legitimatising private forms of governance. The technical focus of MSI
meetings has not allowed for wider sustainability concerns, often
couched in political and social terms, to emerge in collective debates
(Cashore et al., 2007). The effect has been the further marginalisation of issues that are of primary concern to already vulnerable
groups of ‘stakeholders’ (Overdevest and Rickenbach, 2006; Porter,
1999), the dilution of more radical positions and outcomes (Falkner,
2003), and the consolidation of power and control over regulation
(Miller and Bush, 2014). Schouten et al. (2012) also point to the lack
of consequentiality that MSIs face when they make poor collective
decisions or when there is limited uptake by industry. However,
others have argued that the direct effect MSIs have on production
and consumption practices (as opposed to the standards and certiﬁcation they produce) is less important than the awareness, debate
and civil society partnerships that they foster (Nijhof and Jeurissen,
2006). As Fortin and Richardson (2013) argue, the primary role of
MSIs is not to enforce and regulate, but instead to expose what are
ostensibly private processes of production to public scrutiny.

New modes of deliberation and partnership between public and
private actors dealing with sustainable production and consumption are facilitated through chains and networks. Private certiﬁcation standards have either been set up by NGOs in response to a
perceived regulatory gap or by industry who fear over-regulation
ne
, 2005). In both cases, minimum standards are established
(Be
that steer the actions of private actors in the production process.
Long established questions have been asked about the content and
scope of these private standards, as well as their interaction with
each other in self-regulating industries and/or sectors
(Mutersbaugh, 2005): whether competition leads to a ‘ratcheting
up’ as standards seek more stringent quality outcomes (Bernstein
and Cashore, 2007; Overdevest and Rickenbach, 2006), a race-tothe-bottom should they compete on market-share (Porter, 1999),
or a stalemate should one lower-level standard with high market
share block a more innovative standard with low market share
(Bitzer et al., 2008; Miller and Bush, 2014).
A central debate in the literature is on the role of public institutions in supporting the legitimacy of private standards (e.g.
Cheyns, 2011; Gulbrandsen, 2013). As Foley (2011) argues in the case
of Marine Stewardship Council (MSC) certiﬁcation, the extent of
public resources used to facilitate the certiﬁcation of private ﬁshing
activities makes it difﬁcult to draw a clear boundary between public
and private authority and responsibility (for other examples see Ha
and Bush, 2010). For example, private standards interact with the
state, as the standards integrate existing public (national and local)
policies and coordinate the legalisation of activities in a deﬁned
functional space (Pattberg, 2006). Guldbrandsen (2013) identiﬁes
what he labels evolutionary effects of public-private interactions: 1.
Public procurement policies can strengthen competition for
improved private standards, while at the same time setting higher
expectations in public policy; 2. Public-policy and private standards
can mutually reinforce each other when the state depends on private
standards to attain public policy objectives; 3. States can actively
assert credibility over private standards when non-state programmes emerge in densely regulated sectors; and 4. Cross learning
between public and private regulation can occur when certiﬁcation
programs disclose not only information about rules and procedures,
but also information about outcomes and effects. All of these interactions exist around chain regulation, but create dynamic governance outcomes that extend beyond activities within the chain itself.
Finally, there is an emerging debate over the impact of private
governance on environmental and social sustainability. The potential for certiﬁcation to address these issues revolves around
three ideal functions of certiﬁcation e the internalisation of environmental or social externalities through market pricing, an
assurance or signal of hard-to-observe organisational characteristics and practices, and a learning and technology transfer mechanism (see Overdevest and Rickenbach, 2006). However, the
limitations of certiﬁcation in a global context, especially when
NortheSouth relations come into play, has come under close
scrutiny by scholars working across a number of sectors, including
, 2009;
forestry (Dauvergne and Neville, 2009; Ebeling and Yasue
Pattberg, 2006), capture ﬁsheries (Gulbrandsen, 2009; Jacquet
et al., 2010), aquaculture (Bush et al., 2013; Jonell et al., 2013) and
biofuels (Partzsch, 2011; Scarlat and Dallemand, 2011). Their conclusions point to concerns that standards favour certain kinds of
producers, that they have narrow deﬁnitions of sustainability that
don't (nor could) reﬂect wider ‘sustainability’ needs, and that they
are subject to market capture rather than initiating equitable
change. A smaller group (Foley, 2012; Ponte, 2008; Vandergeest
and Unno, 2012) also argues that the impact of certiﬁcation needs
to be understood within the wider political economy they operate
in, seeing support and resistance related to sovereignty and
nationalism, as well as reﬂecting the growing power of retailers.
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Building on the GPN literature, governing through chains identiﬁes a number of ‘external’ tools and approaches for extending the
impact of sustainability beyond the boundaries of direct economic
activity and ﬁrm actors. But there are also many links to the internal
governance arrangements such as certiﬁcation and chain coordination that we have categorised as in and of value chains, and that
better link to the more chain centric approach of GVC analysis. An
improved understanding is needed on how these different sustainability governance approaches are linked, either supporting or
undermining each other, and in doing so open up questions on how
the GPN and GVC approaches relate to each other in the context of
private sustainability governance.
4. Frontiers in sustainable chains and networks
Building on this review ﬁve frontiers can be identiﬁed for
research and practice related to our ‘ideal’ meso-theoretical typology of governing sustainability in, of and through global value chains
and networks (see Table 1). In identifying ﬁve frontiers we focus on
themes that relate to challenges of developing sustainable chains
under changing conditions of globalisation e including emerging
Southern markets, the changing role of multilateralism, the growing
role of global civil society and the expectations of impact from private and public investment in sustainability governance.
Our ﬁrst frontier is centred on the impact that private sustainability governance arrangements are meant or believed to have.
After nearly two decades of implementation there is growing
pressure to demonstrate the sustainability impacts of the various
tools and schemes (MSI, labels, standards, partnerships, CSR), also
in order to maintain support for the credibility of private sustainable value chain governance (Auld et al., 2008; B€
ackstrand, 2006;
€m, 2006a). While growing attention has been given to the
Bostro
impacts of private governance arrangements (e.g. Dalal-Clayton
and Sadler, 2014; Schader et al., 2014), the results remain contradictory, and there is a clear need for further research, for more case
studies and for a consistent model and conceptual frameworks. In
addition, we argue that all three of our types of chain governance
are of relevance to the notion of ‘impact’ (see Table 1). Further
research should therefore focus on an improved understanding of
where these impacts are located e in, of and/or through chains e
and how positive environmental and social impacts within ﬁrms, at
the level of the value chain, as well as beyond the chain can be
better steered. This will improve other existing frameworks that
make distinctions between material and cognitive impacts (Fuchs
and Kalfagianni, 2012; Kalfagianni and Pattberg, 2011). In doing
so, the debate can move beyond rule compliance to wider sustainability impacts through, for example, the formation of social
movements in support or against certiﬁcation (Elgert, 2012; Fortin
and Richardson, 2013) or improved inclusiveness in environmental
€m, 2006b; Nijhof and Jeurissen,
governance processes (Bostro
2006). Improving the scientiﬁc basis to such impact principles
may provide a new area of inquiry that might move us beyond the
limits to private governance arguments that are increasingly
prominent in the academic literature, and return us to a more

Table 1
Research frontiers mapped against sustainability governance types.
Research frontiers

Governance
in chains

Governance
of chains

Governance
through chains

Impact
Services
SoutheSouth trade
Role of NGOs
Information

X
X
X

X
X
X
X
X

X
X
X
X
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nuanced understanding of governance as an ongoing multi-actor
process with multiple sustainability outcomes and impacts.
The second frontier is the lack of attention that has been given to
sustainability governance related to services. Earlier reviews speculated on the appropriateness of GCC analysis to the service industry
and the extent to which the GCC approach would have to be
modiﬁed to be more relevant to analyse and understand this sector
(Clancy, 1998). Services in support of primary production have been
covered to some extent. However, consumer services related to
sustainability have all but been ignored. For example, scholarship on
the tourism sector, which is not only the fastest growing economic
sector but also the largest non-ﬁnancial service industry in the
world, has focused on supply chain challenges but hardly on wider
questions of governance or sustainability (Adriana, 2009; Clancy,
1998; Romero and Tejada, 2011; Tejada et al., 2011). One argument
has been that applying the GVC (and perhaps also the GPN) framework to service industries like tourism is limited because production
and consumption occur simultaneously and often in the same
geographical space (Clancy, 1998); indicating that services don't
easily ﬁt into either entirely producer-driven or entirely consumerdriven categories (Sigala, 2008). However, tourists move in global
space, as do the information technology services that link them to
sites of tourism. And control over information ﬂows that steer and
shape tourist practices are also increasingly being recognised a form
of environmental governance (Mol, 2008). We therefore argue that
the sustainability governance of services can be understood predominantly in and of chains, as environmental reform relates to ﬁrm
practices and coordination between ﬁrms through information. As
service sectors such as tourism continue to grow, especially with the
rise of the middle-class in the global South, we are convinced that
these questions will be increasingly important in understanding
whether and how sustainability can be effectively linked to CSR
strategies, upgrading and private environmental and social governance in the service sector.
The third frontier relates to the role that emerging markets will
play in governing sustainable global production and consumption.
While NortheSouth trade ﬂows remain the largest by volume and
value, the growth of domestic markets in many countries in the
South has meant that demand for imports from other
manufacturing countries have increased dramatically (Kaplinsky
and Farooki, 2010). China's growing inﬂuence in Africa and South
Asia are often pointed to as key examples; especially in discussions
of linkages between trade, aid, political inﬂuence and sustainability
(Mol, 2011). Indeed a growing number of studies are following
consumer goods ﬂowing between Asia and Africa, documenting
SoutheSouth sustainability issues related to second hand clothes
(Brooks, 2013), cars (Brooks, 2012), and e-waste (Robinson, 2009).
But China is not alone in driving this trade. Other BRIC economies,
such as Brazil, are playing a growing role in SoutheSouth investments in biofuels, and in doing so become major players in the
wider global political economy of food vs. fuel (e.g. Dauvergne and
Neville, 2009). As the volume of these trade ﬂows increases, new
questions are emerging around the sustainability of production and
consumption practices, as well as on how to govern sustainability
in, of and through SoutheSouth value chains. Analysing the trajectories towards sustainable consumption and governance in these
Southern economies will add to and challenge assumptions of the
characteristics of sustainability transition pathways based largely
on European or North American economies. These pathways also
hold implications for understanding the impact of both corporate
CSR policies and third-party certiﬁcation standards, both of which
are dependent on rising demand for sustainable production and
consumption (e.g. Bush et al., 2013).
The fourth frontier relates to the changing form and function of
non-governmental organisations in governing sustainability
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through chains as environmental and social advocacy is subsumed
under market transformation strategies. NGO-led MSIs, labelling
and certiﬁcation have been key innovations in the governance of
sustainability in major commodity sectors over the past two decades. But while their involvement in co-governing these chains has
been as external actor, NGOs have also taken up an internal position
in local value chains such as sustainable and organic food systems.
Building on these ‘local’ experiences and the growing globalisation
of the non-proﬁt sector, it is to be expected that environmental and
social NGOs will increase their role in the internal governance of
chains, both as organisers and coordinators of sustainable practices
at the ﬁrm level and as lead non-ﬁrm coordinators of chain activities. For example, national NGOs are involved in coordinating
product and process upgrading of producers and organising exports
from Benin to Europe in partnership with European NGO partners
(Glin et al., 2012). In the Netherlands, the national NGO Natuur en
Milieu coordinates part of the photovoltaic panel chain from China
to local Dutch households, be it for a limited time period and a
limited market segment (Negro et al., 2012). And in Indonesia WWF
has established a trading company to stimulate the sustainable
seafood market. Whether these small or partial niche chains can and
will be extended to continued lead coordination by NGOs appears
unlikely. It seems more likely that lead non-ﬁrm involvement in
chains will require partnerships with ﬁrm actors. Or, as has been
witnessed in fair trade chains, the migration of commercial activities to the ﬁrm actors once the markets have been developed,
leaving NGOs to retreat and concentrate on sustainability governance through chains via standards and certiﬁcation.
Finally, sustainability governance both of and through value
chains faces the challenge how to deal with transparency and
disclosure that have emerged as new modes of GVC governance.
Falling under the wider banner of informational governance,
disclosure is increasingly seen as an act of governance as it is
decisive on which ﬂows of information in which format and level of
detail are available and accessible to whom (see Gupta, 2008). As
such the openness of decision making or adjudication procedures
that determine the content of private governance arrangements,
and the disclosure of information needed to determine whether
and how effective these arrangements are in reaching their goal,
are key to understanding the governance of sustainability in, of and
through value chains (e.g. Auld and Gulbrandsen, 2010). New
questions are being asked about who provides what information to
whom, both in and outside the chain; stylised by Mol (2015) as
management, regulatory, consumer and public transparency.
Attention is being given to the creation of new technologies that
coordinate information ﬂows and modes of communication to
regulators, consumers and the general public from what once were
‘private’ sources of information. As greater transparency is
demanded, greater oversight will be needed on the terms and
credibility of disclosure practices. And questions will emerge
whether, under what conditions and how transparency can run
against its own success in facilitating sustainability governance
(Gupta and Mason, 2014; Mol, 2010).
5. Conclusion
This paper has reviewed the now extensive GCC/GVC/GPN
literature on sustainability governance and set an agenda for future
research into sustainability governance in chains and networks.
Covering the progression from earlier work on World Systems
theory and industrial clustering through to global value chains,
production networks and supply chain management, various
strands of literature have been brought together that underscore
current thinking on governing sustainable production and consumption. The repertoire of ‘market transformation’ policies and

strategies adopted by NGOs, governments and the private sector
show a wider shift in theorising sustainability governance under
conditions of globalisation by supplementing themes of power and
control with the pro-active role of both public and private actors. As
such global chains and networks are no longer seen only as a driver
of inequality under conditions of globalisation, but also a potential
and actual site of social and environmental reform.
The review has also shown that despite the multitude of
empirical observations of social and environmental reform, the
literature on global chains and networks is rather weak in the theorisation of sustainability governance. The most direct formulation
of governance is in the GCC/GVC literature, which focuses on overarching power asymmetries and coordination in global economic
practice. The GPN literature has not directly dealt with sustainability
governance, and the sustainable chain literature is focused specifically on technical managerial activities rather than wider steering
arrangements. Sustainability governance in all of these literature is
instead seen largely as a modular ‘add-on’ to chain organisation e
building on ﬁrm-level CSR goals and/or networked NGO intervention. Further work is needed to integrate current social science
theorisation of sustainability governance which analyses how economic and ecological rationalities are drawn together into a
framework for understanding social-environmental reform, with
the wider thinking around global chains and networks.
Our categorisation of internal and external led sustainability
governance is also an attempt to demonstrate empirical order in
the current chains and networks literature. The classiﬁcation of
governing sustainability in, of and through chains as ideal types
builds on the work of others to organise the multitude of cases
available to scholars and provide a conceptual basis on which
further theorisation may occur of the types, conditions and trends
of globalised value chain sustainability governance. Recognising the
internal and external role of actors involved in sustainability
governance is an important step forward. The application of ‘in’, ‘of’
and ‘through’ approaches to our selected ﬁve frontiers of sustainability governance will instruct areas of academic debates that are
most likely to further enlighten us on the kinds of integrated
governance arrangements necessary for future sustainability reform through hybridised public-private economic practices.
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