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A B S T R A C T   

The scope and complexity of international forest-related governance have expanded tremendously over the last 
decades. As many as 41 ‘institutional elements’ were counted by scholars (from UNFF to UNFCCC to SDGs). The 
questions of how these governance arrangements ‘perform’, for what purpose and for whom are widely contested 
between scholars and practitioners. This paper compares three different analytical frames, which have been 
employed by some of the authors. These are 1) the consequences of a fragmented regime complex, 2) the global- 
local nexus and 3) the critical global political economy. The frames map out their contributions and key dif-
ferences in analytical perspective and help focus and advance debates. Each perspective is based on different 
theories, epistemologies and methodological approaches and hence yields different key results. The first frame 
emphasises institutional and policy fragmentation, the symbolic nature of the agreements and the ineffectiveness 
of the policy measures; the second shows progress in discourses, institutional design, and on-the-ground per-
formance, while the third finds global governance has reinforced inequalities in power and access to land and 
natural resources. All authors agree, however, that a shift in the balance of power and novel actor coalitions are 
necessary to change the current global forest governance trajectory significantly. They also acknowledge the 
need for much greater diversity in voice and representation in both the research and practice of global forest 
governance.   

1. Introduction and overview 

The roots of ‘global forest governance’, as in the setting of interna-
tional agendas, goals, rules and collective action to steer forest use and 
conservation, can be traced back to two major periods. The first was the 
colonial period of empire forestry, with its focus on the expansion of 
‘scientific forestry’ and sustained yield timber production across the 
Global South (Sivaramakrishnan, 1999, Bryant, 1996, Gautier et al., 
2015). The second was the post World War II period, marked by the 
emergence of multilateral forest institutions. This second period saw the 
establishment of the forestry department in the Food and Agricultural 
Organisation (FAO), and the World Bank forest strategies and loans, the 
latter initially concerned with wood supply shortages for a post-war 
Europe in a ‘post-colonial’ world (World Bank, 1991). In the 1990s, a 

series of International Arrangements on Forests emerged, now housed 
within the United Nations Forum on Forests (UNFF), along with a 
growing focus on the acceleration of tropical deforestation and the rapid 
expansion of the tropical timber industry (Rayner et al., 2010; McDer-
mott et al., 2010a, 2010b; McDermott et al., 2022b, 2022a, Humphreys, 
1996). Over time, the global agenda for forests has expanded to 
encompass an ever broader and more ambitious range of priorities, from 
halting biodiversity loss (Isbell et al., 2023) to reducing forest-related 
greenhouse gas emissions (Lamb et al., 2021) to protect the rights of 
indigenous and local communities, to ending the trade in tropical 
commodities produced from deforestation (Carmenta et al., 2023). This 
legitimation and expansion of international steering have also driven 
ongoing contestation over who sets the political agendas, goals and 
priorities, what are acceptable means of achieving those goals, at whose 
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expense and to whose benefit, and in what time frame. 
Given such debates over the normative means and ends of global 

forest governance (McDermott et al., 2022b, 2022a; Delabre et al., 
2020), it is hardly surprising that there is disagreement over how well it 
has performed. A wide body of academic research has contributed to this 
debate while also introducing its own contestations around the nature of 
research itself. Researching performance requires, firstly, defining what 
is meant by ‘performance’, of what and for whom (e.g. Peluso and 
Vandergeest, 2020; McDermott, 2017). For example, performance may 
be assessed against one or more of the stated environmental and/or 
social objectives of particular governance instruments, or some other a 
priori normative frame, or in terms of cost-effectiveness, or based on 
different definitions of outputs, outcomes and impacts (direct or indi-
rect) or different approaches to attribution (Arts et al., 2019). 
Conversely, a more reflexive approach to ‘performance’ may view 
governance itself as being ‘performed’ by particular stakeholders for a 
particular purpose and/or assess the ‘performativity’ of policy dis-
courses in shaping which does or doesn't have a voice to evaluate per-
formance, and by what means (ibid). 

A second broad area of contestation relates to the methodological 
approach. Research on forest governance may draw from diverse fields 
of social science, from international relations studies or political science 
to sociology, human geography, anthropology or legal or organisational 
studies, etc. (Arts, 2012; Maryudi et al., 2018). Scholars both within and 
across these fields may draw on conflicting ontologies (views on the 
nature of reality ‘out there’) and epistemologies (views on how to pro-
duce knowledge about that reality) (Ibid). 

The purpose of this article is not to take sides in these debates over 
framings, epistemologies and methodologies. Rather we aim to embrace 
this diversity while also offering ways to navigate it better and generate 
shared learning across different schools of thought. For this purpose, our 
paper provides a comparative ‘anatomy’ of research approaches that 
helps illustrate and explain different findings of forest governance 
research and how they relate. We do this by comparing three contrasting 
research perspectives and associated research programmes, methodol-
ogies and overall findings, which have been developed and applied to 
global forest governance by several co-authors. This includes the first 
approach we refer to as the ‘fragmented regime complex’, the second as 
the ‘global-local nexus’ and the third as the ‘critical global political 
economy’. 

We stress that this paper is a comparative meta-analysis of three 
research programs, each of which is built on multiple Postdoc-, PhD-, 
master- and/or other research projects executed during the last two 
decades. These have produced a large quantity of data through several 
large-scale and smaller surveys, hundreds of interviews and content 
analyses of thousands of policy documents and media texts. We have 
cited this work where relevant, and encourage readers to review the 
cited sources for more information on their specific methods and 
findings. 

The next section begins this analysis by comparing how each 
research perspective frames the problems that international forest 
governance aims to address and at what scale and time frame. The 
following section then considers the different epistemologies and 
methodologies these approaches entail and what this means for research 
methods and knowledge generation. Finally, we compare the different 
findings across the approaches and the implications of these differences 
for theory and practice. The conclusion discusses the significance of our 
analysis for shared learning on the governance of forests and the envi-
ronment more generally. 

2. Theoretical perspectives on global forest governance 

2.1. A fragmented forest regime complex leading to domestic 
‘customisation’ effects 

International regimes are one quite common theoretical approach to 

describe and explain cooperation within the international system in 
general and on forests in particular (Krasner, 1982; Young, 2011; 
Humphreys, 1996, 1999, 2008). It draws on Krasner's (1982, 186) 
seminal definition of international regimes as sets of ‘implicit or explicit 
principles, norms, rules and decision-making procedures around which 
actors’ expectations converge in a given area of international relations'. 
Although regime theory remained rather state-oriented in its early days 
(Arts, 2000), the advantage of this broad definition of regimes as in-
ternational institutions is that it allows us to look at both, state-driven 
and non-state actor-driven regimes. Pattberg (2012), more precisely, 
however, refers to the former as international and the latter as trans-
national regimes. It thus enables international policy and regime 
research to go beyond formalistic and often rather juridical accounts, 
which tend to consider regimes only if based on formal agreements and 
treaties. Other than practised by large parts of regime research, this 
definition is capable of addressing highly formalised as well as informal 
regimes, covering a wide array of phenomena, ranging from tacit to dead 
letter to full-blown regimes (Levy et al., 1995). Informal regimes, as well 
as informal aspects of regimes such as tacit or implicit norms, goals and 
actors' interests and associated expectations, however, play a crucial role 
as well (Smieszek, 2019; Dimitrov, 2005) and might be a meaningful, 
yet missing part in arriving at a more comprehensive explanations for 
regime performance (Rahman and Giessen, 2017; Zhao et al., 2022). 

What this early and rather institutionalist account of international 
cooperation is under-representing, however, is the role self-interested 
actors play in establishing, designing and administrating such regimes 
as international institutions (Biermann and Siebenhüner, 2009; Koppell, 
2010). In order to explain the formation and performance of (interna-
tional) institutions, however, it is imperative to include the main actors 
as explanans (Howlett et al., 2009; on forests McDermott et al., 2010a, 
2010b, Kimengsi et al., 2022, 2023). This is important as the key actors, 
with their interests and power capabilities, decide and command what 
and how their material and immaterial resources are utilised in any 
given institutional context. This includes, e.g., their effort that goes - or 
does not go - into framing a problem into a global political issue, setting 
policy goals, developing and equipping means for their achievement, or 
availing resources for producing knowledge and numbers for evaluating 
global policies. As a consequence, and based on one of the authors' 
research programme on international forest governance (Giessen, 2018; 
Giessen, n.d.),1 we further developed Krasner's regime concept by 
strengthening: i) the actor dimension with the informal, often hidden 
interests they pursue (Rahman and Giessen, 2017; Zhao et al., 2022) and 
ii) the informal or implicit aspects of regimes and their policies, 
including informal norms and actors' expectations2 (Gale and Cadman, 
2014; Sahide et al., 2015; Sarker et al., unpublished). As these expec-
tations might also include abstaining from meaningful policy, regulation 
and action, Dimitrov (2005) coined the concept of a non-regime. His 
example consists of an observed informal tacit agreement among UNFF 
members to employ an idle, hollow institution as a sort of decoy to 
prevent meaningful regulation (Dimitrov, 2005). Hence, under this 
research programme, we conceptualise an international regime as ‘a set 
of principles, norms, rules, and decision-making procedures – each having 
formal and, in equal measure, informal aspects – around either of which 
actors’ formal and informal expectations converge in a given area of inter-
national relations' (Giessen, 2018; Giessen, n.d.). Accordingly, we un-
derstand a non-regime as a set of principles (…) – around either of which 
actors' formal and informal expectations about non-action, non-regulation or 
non-decision converge in a given area of international relations (Giessen, 
2018; Giessen, n.d.). These conceptual supplements to the Krasner 

1 This forthcoming monograph is based on a Habilitation thesis from 2018. It 
was accepted by the publisher pending minor editorial revisions.  

2 By the word ‘formal’, we refer to statements or claims which were stated in 
any meaningful public forum, whereas by informal, we refer to statements or 
claims which were not publicly stated. 
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definition allow future studies to more explicitly analyse the important 
role of informal aspects in explaining the formation, dynamics, conse-
quences and performance of international forest-focused, forest-related 
and forest-relevant regimes (Giessen et al., 2016). 

The concept of international regime originates from International 
Relations (IR) scholarship, in which academic consideration thought is 
traditionally dedicated to the broad politics, international cooperation 
structures and underlying reasons for (non-)cooperation, mainly among 
nation-states. IR research so far paid less attention to the detailed, often 
technical plans and courses of action in instances of cooperation enabled 
by regimes, which we refer to as regime policy (Giessen and Sahide, 
2017, Sarker et al., 2018, Sarker et al., n.d.). Quite the contrary, regime 
policy, as opposed to regime structures, is often confused or conceptu-
ally not accounted for as a distinct feature of international relations and 
their domestic consequences. These plans and courses of action consist 
of: i) issues addressed by a regime's policy, ii) policy goals, iii) policy 
instruments, as well as iv) provisions for implementation, including 
implementing actors (Krott, 2005). A regime policy, hence, is the very 
part of a regime, which in addition to its structures, actually enables 
some kind of action from within a given regime. 

At times, more than one regime might aim to regulate what is 
perceived as an issue area, a situation which can be captured using the 
notion of an international regime complex (Keohane and Victor, 2011; on 
forests, Rayner et al., 2010, Sahide et al., 2015, Rodriguez Fernández- 
Blanco et al., 2019). In the case of forest utilisation and conservation, 
scholars often imply that it is one issue area rather than two or even 
more, depending on, e.g. the huge variety of ecological and social con-
ditions under which such utilisation and conservation are globally being 
performed. This question cannot be further elaborated here. Yet, a 
plethora of international initiatives trying to govern the world's forests 
have evolved since the late 20th century (Humphreys, 1996, 2008, Arts 
and Buizer, 2009, McDermott et al., 2010a, 2010b, Giessen, 2013, 
Rodriguez Fernández-Blanco et al., 2019, Begemann et al., 2021). The 
sum of these individual forest governance initiatives and regimes makes 
up the international forest regime complex (Rayner et al., 2010). Still, 
not all of these institutional elements of the regime complex come with 
the same political drive. At any point in time, some of them address more 
or less salient issues, receive more or less political attention, mobilise 
more or less powerful actors and coalitions, create more or less political 
momentum, set more or less ambitious goals, are equipped with more or 
less means, resources and institutional backing, implement provisions 
more or less rigidly, and draw lessons based on more or less reliable or 
valid knowledge. Rarely, however, any institutional element of a regime 
complex is actively being discontinued. Inevitably, this leads to an ever- 
growing set of forest-focused, forest-related as well as forest-relevant 
international policies within the international forest regime complex 
(Giessen et al., 2016). 

A further inevitable consequence of this proliferation is the institu-
tional fragmentation of any regime complex. In general terms, Biermann 
et al. (2009) conceptualise such fragmentation and distinguish it into 
synergistic, neutral, and conflictive types of fragmentation. Rodriguez 
Fernández-Blanco et al. (2019) then apply the concept to forests and 
analyse the degrees of fragmentation based on each element's policy 
goals and instruments. They find that the forest regime complex is 
synergistic among rather vaguely formulated elements, especially 
regarding sustainability as an empty formula. They also suggest that the 
more concrete a regime's policy is being formulated in terms of policy 
goals, instruments and implementing actors, the more conflictive the 
nature of fragmentation will be. This leads towards questions for future 
research as to which elements of a regime complex are producing 
stronger or weaker intended or unintended effects and broader conse-
quences (Villanueva et al., 2023). 

The domestic consequences, effects, outcomes and impacts of inter-
national environmental regimes were subject to an earlier research 
programme on regime effectiveness. It linked the formal goals of inter-
national regimes, or rather of their policies, with domestic political as 

well as biophysical effects (Underdal and Young, 2004, Andresen, 2013, 
on forests Solberg et al., 2017). While this perspective created a number 
of highly valuable insights into some of the domestic effects of inter-
national regimes, it often treated the interface between the international 
system and domestic political as well as ecological systems as a black 
box, thus undervaluing the explanatory importance of key domestic 
actors (DeSombre, 2000, Bernstein and Cashore, 2012, Burns and 
Giessen, 2016). In this regard, powerful domestic actors, including 
national-level state bureaucracies as well as business and environmental 
associations, are assumed to either contribute towards shaping inter-
national cooperation structures or select elements of a regime (complex) 
which are favourable for their respective interests for further ‘imple-
mentation’. Elsewhere (Börzel, 2002), these processes are referred to as 
uploading and downloading to international regimes. Under the present 
approach, both processes are considered and conceptualised as actor- 
driven ‘customisations’ (Thomann, 2015; Logmani et al., 2017), 
implying that each regime element will be further adapted to the in-
terests and preferences of national and sub-national policy sub-systems 
and elites (Bernstein and Cashore, 2012). 

Summing-up this section, some of the still salient questions for crit-
ical analysis on international forest regimes include: What are the formal 
and informal utilities of regimes, and for which actors are they realis-
able? How useful are regimes as compared to regime complexes in terms 
of effects and performance as well as in terms of actor-specific utilities 
and ways in which they can be manoeuvred, utilised and customised? 
How are regime policies established and changed over time, by who, and 
how far do they differ from the original regime structures and in-
tentions? How do the domestic effects and broader political and bio-
physical consequences of regimes compare across different countries, 
polities and policy sub-systems? Answers to these questions may be 
contributed by multiple research programmes and approaches, some of 
which will be elaborated in the following chapters. These insights will 
inform us for individual empirical cases to which extent regime per-
formance can be explained by the interests and power of key regime 
actors, by norms and rules as social structures, or by other explanatory 
factors. 

2.2. The global-local nexus 

As the previous section illustrates, the use of regime theory is quite 
popular in International Relations studies, not the least in the analysis of 
international environmental policy (Young, 2011). However, it exhibits 
some blind spots, particularly the versions from the 1980s and 1990s 
(Arts, 2000). Firstly, regime theory is state-centric, at least in its early 
days, with less or no interest in the role and influence of non-state actors 
(NGOs, industrial interest groups, social movements). With that, it is 
generally perceived as inter-state and intergovernmental in nature, thus 
ignoring transnational relations (which directly go from the local to the 
global, and vice versa, surpassing national boundaries and state bu-
reaucracies). Secondly, regime theory often assumes a vertical archi-
tecture of international, multi-level governance (although mostly not 
explicit). The regime – the set of rules, norms, values and procedures in 
an issue-area – is ‘at the top’ of the international state system, while 
implementation should take place ‘at the bottom’ of individual states. In 
case such implementation is lacking, top-down sanctions should be 
placed upon the free riders in accordance with classical institutional 
theory (although sanctions mostly lack in international law). Finally, 
regime theory often prioritises formal rules and regulations above global 
norms, values and non-legally binding instruments. Such have silenced 
possible effects of international norms and discourses on local practices. 

It should be acknowledged, though, that regime theory has relaxed 
its state-centric, vertical and formal perspective on international re-
lations and international governance over time - see the previous section 
- but one could argue that such revisions are not sufficiently radical to 
understand the current international system better. An alternative 
perspective that is proposed here is ‘the global-local nexus’ (Milne and 
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Ateljevic, 2001). A nexus refers to a connection or a series of connections 
linking two or more things; in this case, global discourses, policies, rules, 
norms, labels, etc., on the one hand and local practices on the other. This 
may happen through the channels of national state agencies or just 
bypassing them, for example, through ‘glocally’ operating NGOs, civil 
society or business organisations (Arts, 2004). 

This approach is inspired by three schools of thought: global gover-
nance, network society and practice theory. Particularly James Rosenau 
(1988) has stressed the importance of transnational relations of non- 
state actors for understanding international politics, besides the power 
and interests of states. Castells (2000) further radicalised this view by 
looking at global, transboundary and expanding networks of individuals 
and organisations, fuelled by the ICT-revolution and the worldwide web, 
while showing how such has shaped new identities and counterforces as 
well as new winners and losers in the global economy. Shove et al. 
(2012) finally conceptualise the world as transboundary bundles of 
practices in which so-called elements of practices (meanings, materials, 
competencies) travel from one place to the other through various car-
riers (people, vehicles, books, internet, etc.). Contrary to the hierarchi-
cal view of politics and society, this perspective is deliberately 
horizontal and flat. This is not to say, though, that power is not exercised 
in such a network, but it does not work hierarchically but through 
connections and positions in the network, and the resulting uneven 
exchange of meanings, materials and competences. The more central an 
agent is positioned in a network and the more interactions he/she is 
involved in, the more powerful he/she is. And such power is definitely 
unequally divided among agents in networks. 

Jointly, these three schools shape a perspective in which: (1) ideas 
and discourses; (2) rules, norms and values; as well as (3) materials and 
resources travel among sites in the worldwide economy and society (see 
Fig. 1). These ‘travelling elements’ are based on the work of Shove et al., 
see above, but also draw inspiration from Bernstein and Cashore's 
(2012) pathways of influence between global governance and domestic 
policies. 

Ideas about a state of affairs or a wish for change, and the commu-
nication about those ideas (discourse), stretch beyond national borders 
in our globalised society, although not everywhere (e.g., North Korea). 
While travelling, these are always translated to local contexts (e.g., 
different interpretations of sustainable forest management in different 
countries) or contested by certain parties (e.g. alternative facts about 
climate change). Nonetheless, some ideas become institutionalised and 
mainstreamed into rules, norms and values through policy-making 
processes at various levels (national, global) and then travel through 
the world in this different form, which may be copied or translated to 
local policies elsewhere. Finally, raw materials like wood, minerals and 
oil flow from one locality to the other through various carriers, while 
resources like money, technologies and know-how do the same. As said, 
some in the network have (much) more access to these ideas, rules and 
materials than others, and such marks the implied power processes in 
the global-local nexus. 

Figure 1 can be applied to ‘glocal’ forest governance. For example, 
ideas and discourses about Sustainable Forest Management, rules and 
norms for National Forest Programs, and funds for and knowledge about 
REDD+ travel from the globe to local places and practices, and while 
doing so, become translated to local sites and conditions (Arts et al., 
2016; Den Besten et al., 2014). In reverse, these local translations may 

again influence global discourses and policies, for example, through 
social media or transnational diplomacy. Hence, while taking a global- 
local nexus lens, the following research questions can be posed: How 
is the nexus between global policies and discourse on the one hand and 
local practices on the other shaped in a particular issue area? What's the 
role of discourses, rules and resources in this two-way nexus? What 
carriers are relevant for the ‘travelling’ of these elements? Who is best or 
least positioned in this nexus, and why? How can this nexus work for 
public goods? 

2.3. A critical and global political economy analysis 

A third perspective on global forest governance - critical global po-
litical economy - is explicitly concerned with those who carry the bur-
dens in global forest and forestland governance and those who are 
marginalised when decisions are made over forests and forest lands in 
the Global South (Brockhaus et al., 2021). Hence, the ontological roots 
of the proposed approach are essentially Marxist in its investigation of 
the social and economic complexities and contradictions reflected in 
forest governance and provide a critique of the processes, underlying 
flows and social relations that (re)produce inequality (Cox and 
Schechter, 2002; Harvey, 1996). 

Traditionally, global political economy analysis assumes a set of 
interlinked relationships between people, the State, society and markets, 
as well as actors such as international organisations, multinational en-
terprises, commodity roundtables and global networks. These inter-
linked relationships are defined by law, politics, economics, customs 
and, most importantly, by power. Together, they determine the outcome 
of trade and transactions and the distribution of wealth within and be-
tween states, economies and social groups. Among the different theo-
retical strands within political economy, a critical perspective moves 
beyond an often positivist examination of the nation-state or the indi-
vidual within; instead, it acknowledges the historical, social context in 
which the political and economic are jointly constructed and co-evolve 
dynamically over space and time. Consequently, a critical global polit-
ical economy perspective, more explicitly than other approaches such as 
political ecology, allows us to analyse inequality related to such topics as 
globalisation, financialisation, and the underlying forest-based material, 
monetary and ideational flows within and beyond a global forest sector, 
all of which shape and are shaped by global forest governance. 

Global forest governance - and the problems it supposedly aims to 
solve - can be characterised by taking place in multi-actor, multi-level, 
and multi-interest policy domains. Here, forests and forestlands are 
highly contested spaces and are claimed for a myriad of global inter-
connected interests. These interests are embodied in plantations and 
extractive concessions in colonial and contemporary territories to pro-
vide materials such as oil palm, rubber, hard woods as well as so-called 
colonial crops of addiction (e.g., tea, coffee, sugar, tobacco and opium) 
to markets in the Global North (Peluso and Lund, 2011; Wolford, 2021). 
Even though often carried out by a myriad of local forest stewards, forest 
conservation is also led by international interests in parks and reserves. 
The interests at play, ranging from forestland concessions and conver-
sion to global commodities, incl. Tree plantations, to nature conserva-
tion and local land uses, have produced social inequalities within and 
across countries over centuries (Assembe-Mvondo et al., 2013; Wong 
et al., 2019). These have been legitimised by powerful discourses and 

Fig. 1. The global-local nexus in forest governance.  
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imaginaries within dichotomies of modernity versus backwardness, 
large versus small, global versus local, and the capable versus the 
incapable (Delabre et al., 2020). Hence, analysing phenomena related to 
global forest governance and identifying pathways for change away 
from inequalities and social and environmental injustices requires a 
problematisation of the very structure that performs and has performed 
global forest governance over time. 

Inequality within and among societies is currently part of many 
public debates (Chancel et al., 2022; Sen, 1997). Yet, inequalities in 
opportunities and outcomes are ‘produced’ by multidimensional, socio- 
political processes that often feed into the governance machinery of 
inequality (Afonso et al., 2015). Inequality resulting from uneven dis-
tribution of, and access to and right over, the many materials and 
immaterial benefits from forests in the tropics have been increasingly 
recognised in recent literature (Ribot and Peluso, 2003; Cotula, 2012). 
One example is the emerging body of work around the ‘plantationocene’ 
(Wolford, 2021; Kenney-Lazar and Ishikawa, 2019). Here, particular 
attention is brought to the conversion of forest land to plantations for the 
production of tree biomass or other commodities – often in the name of 
development – and the distal flows (or teleconnections) that have 
enabled profits and change in one geography (e.g., Europe and North 
America, more recently China) at the expense of another (e.g., in the 
Global South). 

Hence, we propose a critical global political economy approach to 
global forest governance, drawing on the interdisciplinary field of crit-
ical and global political economy (Wigger, 2022; Scherrer et al., 2023) 
together with critical discourse analysis (Van Dijk, 1993). We ask who 
governs forest and forest lands, who and what is problematised in policy 
and practice, and who benefits and who loses? Answering this question, 
as we argue, requires a lens that enables us to unpack what shapes, what 
enables or what hinders social and environmental justice in forests and 
forest lands of the Global South (and North). A critical global political 
economy analysis provides this lens as it explicitly: “chooses the 
perspective of those who carry the burden and suffer most, and critically 
analyses those in power, those who are responsible, those who have the 
means and the opportunity to solve such problem, and investigates what 
is represented to be the problem in current policy” (adapted from Van 
Dijk, 1993). 

To capture these dynamics, we argue that the analytical framework 
needs to focus on power relations and processes of change away from a 
business as usual (BAU) approach that produces ongoing forest and 
biodiversity loss and related social and environmental injustices and 
inequalities (Brockhaus et al., 2021, Pendrill et al., 2022). Particular 
attention is needed to: 1) institutional context and path dependencies to 
shed light on the history and the institutional stickiness that keeps (re) 
producing inequality, 2) the actors and their interests, as well as 3) flows 
of ideas and 4) information - the 4I framework (Brockhaus and Angelsen, 

2012; Di Gregorio et al., 2012a; Brockhaus et al., 2021). As shown in 
Fig. 2, this approach supports unpacking of actor's specific interests and 
beliefs, material or non-material, but also brings out the specific prob-
lematisations and legitimating discourses in policy and practice. 

Such a framework enables us to ask and assess whose voices matter 
when forests are governed? Whose interests are more powerful? In 
addition, the proposed framework needs to pay particular attention to 
the politics of numbers, as it seems that who counts, counts, and only 
what is counted, counts - while what is ‘unaccounted for’ is silenced in 
global forest governance (Brockhaus et al., 2021; Wong et al., 2020; 
Pham et al., 2021; De Sy et al., 2018). Information in global forest 
governance is not value free, but politics and science are deeply 
entangled. Unpacking these dynamics and the interlinkages among the 
4I's can help answering how the current ‘business as usual’ approaches 
come about and is being maintained or reproduced? Which are possible 
(and desirable) pathways towards transformations towards more just 
futures? 

3. Methodological perspectives on the performance of global 
forest governance 

This section provides some insights in the methodological ap-
proaches of the three research programmes presented in this article. 

3.1. Explaining regime ‘customisations’ by employing a positivist political 
ethnography 

This particular research programme (Giessen, 2018; Giessen, n.d.) on 
domestic effects of international forest regimes subscribes itself to the 
empirical-analytical approach to social research, which is rooted in the 
ontological school of objectivism and the epistemological school of 
positivism (Bryman, 2001, Popper, 2010, Krott and Giessen, 2014, 
Kleinschmit et al., 2016). A basic assumption here is that the society and 
distinct groups within it operate according to general patterns in anal-
ogy to (other) natural phenomena following natural laws. Such regu-
larities are based on factors or variables which are in a causal relation to 
each other. In a value-neutral, agnostic-analytical manner, this research 
programme aims to detect such dependent and independent variables 
through (i) assumptions or hypotheses on their causal relations and (ii) 
their empirical proof or falsification, followed by (iii) a refinement of the 
assumptions and further development of the theories from which they 
were derived. In abstaining from implicit or explicit value judgements 
on which empirical phenomena and developments in global forest 
governance are perceived as good or bad, positive or negative, desirable 
or condemnable, this programme focuses on merely explaining phe-
nomena. This does not mean ignoring why certain developments and 
empirical phenomena are perceived as ‘positive’. Quite the contrary, it 

Fig. 2. The 4 l's shaping and being shaped by Global Forest Governance and producing business as usual and transformational change.  
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means asking ‘positive for who?’, pointing towards the utility in mate-
rial and reputational terms for specific actors. Such a perspective on the 
actor-specific utility of forest regimes, their policies and domestic cus-
tomisations is the basic argument for analytically explaining empirical 
phenomena. Based on such agnostic-analytical scrutiny, further steps 
might then be to take advocacy by developing normative strategies and 
policies towards preferred ends, to be defined by any advocate such as a 
researcher, organised interest groups or representatives of relevant or-
ganisations (Kleinschmit et al., 2016). Similarly, more normative- 
analytical approaches might include preferred ends such as democracy 
or justice in their studies to support specific preferred changes within 
their study subject. 

The overall aim of this research programme was to explain the ar-
chitecture of the international forest regime complex and its domestic 
political consequences. Deep and thick empirical insights were needed 
to more fully explore the black-box processes at the complex 
international-domestic interface. This is important for revealing the 
actor-specific utilities of the fine-grained political customisations and 
effects of international regimes in specific domestic polities, policy 
sectors and sub-systems. As a consequence, and contrary to the largely 
quantitative research on regime effectiveness, this research programme 
deliberately chooses a qualitative design, with deep empirical insights 
into the detailed customisation processes at various international- 
domestic interfaces. It builds on interpretative case studies (Lijphart, 
1971) following a qualitative-analytical approach (Bryman, 2001) in 
order to empirically trace the detailed processes of how international 
institutions and policies were implemented, transposed, ‘translated’, or 
otherwise employed in domestic contexts. This was done by supple-
menting a classical top-down perspective on international regimes with 
a ‘from-below approach’ and perspective on these very international 
institutions (Giessen and Sahide, 2017). The individual case studies 
were performed by various collaborating researchers, mostly PhD can-
didates in the context of this programme. The key selection criterion was 
their deep field access to such processes and data, including, for 
example, a long-standing civil servant from a domestic administration 
with access to formal and informal data and tacit knowledge of internal 
customs. Taken together and elaborated elsewhere (Giessen, 2018; 
Giessen, n.d.), these epistemological and methodological features 
compiled into the research programme's overall methodology may be 
considered a ‘political ethnography’ (Schatz, 2009a, 2009b). Still, we 
developed this political ethnography within a positivist epistemology 
(Krott and Giessen, 2014; Kleinschmit et al., 2016). In line with what 
Arts et al. (2012, Eds.) refer to as ‘thick’ empirical insights, deep field 
access is the core of our methodological approach, which Schatz (2009b, 
1) refers to as ‘ethnographic immersion’ into the ‘natural habitats’ of 
political actors. Given the above-mentioned objectivist ontological and 
positivist epistemological orientation of this research programme, this 
may come as a methodological surprise, as many deem those as irrec-
oncilable with deep qualitative inquiry. From our perspective, however, 
this innovative combination is considered one of the key methodological 
contributions of this programme, especially given that such methodol-
ogies are rare in broader international relations and governance studies 
(Giessen, n.d.). 

In order to reveal the fine-grained customisations and related utili-
ties, such multiple case studies were built on deep field access and 
genuine, fine-grained data. Based on the assumption that such custom-
isations are driven by the utility expectations of specific actors, we used 
an actor-centred approach by asking: which types of actors in general 
and which actors in particular benefit from the customisation of inter-
national institutions and policies? By leaning towards behavioralism, 
this approach runs the risk of underestimating specific aspects, such as 
discourses and institutions (Arts and Buizer, 2009). In doing so, how-
ever, it follows the logic of action within social structures and institu-
tional settings, not social structures alone (Howlett et al., 2009; Fischer 
et al., 2020). 

Data was collected based on some 10 full and 4 partite PhD projects, 

as well as the author's postdoctoral collaborative works between 2012 
and 2023. The studies mainly focused on the global forest regime 
complex as such, selected regional regimes such as the EU, Forest 
Europe, COMIFAC, CBFP, SAARC, SACEP, ACTO/OTCA, Montreal Pro-
cess, and selected regimes' domestic effects in Argentina, Armenia, 
Bangladesh, Germany, Indonesia, and Poland. The data regularly 
included a bulk of qualitative materials, at times supplemented with 
simple quantitative materials such as funding figures and simple sta-
tistical data. The bulk data was derived from content analysis of some 
hundreds of policy and media documents, some few hundred interviews 
with key informants, as well as observations by the researchers of 
participating and non-participating nature (Friedrichs, 1990). Multiple 
triangulations were performed, including triangulation among authors 
from different cultural backgrounds, lead authors with genuine, deep 
field access and own professional experiences in the field, and theory 
triangulation. 

3.2. Linking the global to the local: A critical-pragmatist approach 

For assessing how the global-local nexus ‘works’ in forest gover-
nance, ‘mixed method research’ (MMR) seems most appropriate 
(Tashakorri and Teddlie, 2010). On the one hand, we are interested in 
how global forest governance interventions may – or may not – produce 
certain impacts on the ground. Here, in-depth case studies seem a logical 
choice (to follow manifestations, translations and implementations of 
global ideas, rules and resources in specific sites), as are contrasting 
cases to identify impacts (intervention cases versus control cases). On 
the other hand, to say something sensible about the performance of 
global forest governance in general, quantitative analyses of many in-
terventions and their (non)impacts on the ground seem the most 
appropriate. One can, for example, think of analysing multiple case 
studies through QCA (Qualitative Comparative Analysis), doing large-N 
field experiments and/or conducting systematic reviews of available 
impact studies around the world. In a third step, local cases and global 
performance can be linked by studying the nexus between the two, so 
how ideas/discourses, rules/norms and materiality/resources might 
have mutually affected one another at local and global levels. Such a 
third analysis is again qualitative in nature. 

Epistemologically, MMR is often linked to philosophical pragmatism, 
although not exclusively (Tashakorri and Teddlie, 2010). This school of 
thought is, first of all, critical towards objectivism/positivism (see pre-
vious subsection). Objects, experience and empirical observations are 
indeed important sources of knowledge, but not the only ones, so these 
should neither be absolutised nor universalised. Besides, subjects 
(reason, wisdom) and intersubjective relations (culture, communica-
tion, language) are also important sources of knowledge. Secondly, 
pragmatism is also critical towards constructivism. ‘Truth’ is more than 
a social construction - it exists as long as it works in practice - and ‘reality 
out there’ is knowable, although it is not ‘given’ by simple observation 
because cognitive limitations, cultural interpretations and social dy-
namics intervene in knowing the world. For all these reasons, pragma-
tism advocates ‘pluralism’, which is a critical and ongoing engagement 
with multiple theories and methodologies in scientific research and 
applied inquiry. Some also refer to this as ‘critical pragmatism’ (Kadlec, 
2006). 

One example of how ‘we’ (the Forest and Nature Conservation Policy 
group at Wageningen University in the Netherlands) applied MMR is an 
analysis of Participatory Forest Management (PFM) through the lens of 
the global-local nexus. Firstly, we analysed PFM as a global phenome-
non, being referred to as an important forest governance approach in 
many global instruments, such as the Rio Declaration, Agenda 21, UN 
Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous People, Non-legally Binding 
Instrument on all Types of Forests, Aichi Targets, SDGs and the Global 
Forest Objectives (Arts et al., 2016). Jointly, these instruments have 
constituted influential ideas and norms about PFM, which have trickled 
down to domestic arenas, as well as have mobilised additional resources 
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for implementing PFM locally. Secondly, colleagues conducted several 
case studies on PFM and its performance in various countries around the 
world (see Arts and de Koning, 2017 for an overview). Some of these 
countries have become real leaders in implementing PFM in their ter-
ritories and have thus also influenced global discourses and national 
responses (like India and Nepal that inspired UN organisations, indi-
vidual countries and donor organisations to table and finance PFM as a 
‘good’ governance mechanism). In a next step, we subsequently syn-
thesised these PFM-studies through QCA, which allows for semi- 
quantification and for some generalisation (Arts and de Koning, 
2017). Thirdly, we conducted a systematic review of the scientific 
literature on the environmental impacts of PFM in order to go beyond 
mere case studies, while adding systematic reviews in the social- 
economic realm of other scholars in the overall analysis (Burivalova 
et al., 2017; Di Girolami et al., 2023). Finally, we integrated all these 
qualitative and quantitative findings into one comprehensive analysis 
(Arts, 2021). 

3.3. Bringing out the critical and reflective - mixed methods in critical 
global political economy analysis 

The epistemological underpinning of critical global political econ-
omy is open to a wide range of methods, but leans towards historic and 
interpretivist analyses. By all means, it calls for epistemological 
awareness and reflection, as knowledge is understood as historically and 
socially produced - and reproduced. Unpacking who and how forest and 
forest lands are governed in the Global South (and North), to the benefit 
of whom, and how institutions, interests, ideas and information and 
their interlinkages (re)produce particular outcomes in space and time 
calls for a diverse set of methods. 

Performance of global forest governance in the critical global polit-
ical economy perspective is then a starting point (there is inequality); an 
analytical objective (forest governance performs to the benefit of 
whom); and finally, it is a call for an inquiry into performativity (what 
and who is problematised in forest policy since colonial times, what has 
been proposed as a ‘solution’, what is being silenced). Shedding light on 
performance and performativity in global forest governance allows this 
perspective to challenge the status quo of inequality, while drawing 
attention to the actors' agency to change this situation. This agency is 
expressed in and enabled through shifting discursive practices, incentive 
structures, and shifts in power relations. 

When conducting a critical global political economy analysis 
through the operationalisation of the 4I framework as introduced 
earlier, we bring together institutional analysis with critical discourse 
analysis and policy network analysis. A mix of qualitative methods (e.g. 
in-depth interviews and focus group discussions, analyses of policies, 
texts, images) and quantitative methods (e.g., surveys, statistics incl., 
trade data, systematic reviews) can be used to build up a comprehensive 
data corpus. The data corpus has to allow for relational analysis, assess 
structural conditions within policy domains at different levels and 
countries, as well as to measure distal flows and international influences 
shaping local and global processes and outcomes of forest governance. 
Finally, detecting patterns in and among these structures and across 
actors, groups, and societies calls for comparative research designs, for 
example, when we want to identify the diverse conditions enabling 
transformational change across different governance levels. Then, in- 
depth case studies are required to provide a ‘thick’ understanding of 
causal relations and interferences. 

One example of such an analysis is based on the policy, politics and 
power module of CIFOR's global comparative study of REDD+, ongoing 
since Schatz, 2009a. Institutional stickiness and related histories and 
path-dependencies can be investigated through institutional policy 
analysis, e.g. in country context studies, for which we developed a joined 
methodology to ensure comparability across the 15 country cases that 
form part of the programme (Brockhaus et al., 2012). We co-produced 
with local colleagues from research, state and civil society 

organisations new understandings of institutional histories and policy 
outcomes through the review and analysis of legal frameworks and 
statistics, incl. Trade and investment patterns, also supported through 
archival work (see, for example, Dkamela, 2011, Dwisatrio et al., 2021). 
For the analysis of ‘ideas, discourses and beliefs’, we took a mainly 
quantitative approach and analysed media frames in newspaper articles 
related to REDD+ of main newspaper outlets with high circulation 
numbers, combined with qualitative coding of arguments put forward 
by diverse actors in these frames, following a code-book (Di Gregorio 
et al., 2012b). We also developed a joined database for all country cases 
to facilitate the comparative analysis. In addition, the ‘discourse 
network analyser’ developed by Leifeld (2010) enabled a network 
analysis of actors' arguments as put forward in the newspaper articles 
and the detection of subgroups and discourse coalitions in countries' 
REDD+ policy domains. Data from a network survey that used a Likert 
scale to identify actors positions related to particular policy stances 
helped us to understand polarisation in the policy domain and changes 
in beliefs over time (Gronow et al., 2022; Di Gregorio et al., 2017). More 
qualitative approaches accompanied the quantitative analysis. We also 
applied a WPR (What's the problem represented to be - Bacchi, 2009), 
which allowed us to identify problematizations (and silences) in 
deforestation-related policies. 

Actors' interests as well as the politics of numbers that characterise 
information - and the lack thereof - in the REDD+ policy domain, can be 
identified and highlighted through all of the above methods, as well as 
dominance and power to realise one's own interests. In our design, 
policy network analysis was the main quantitative method to assess 
power in the often global policy domain of deforestation and forest 
degradation (Brockhaus et al., 2014). Here, we combined a survey with 
in-depth interviews to understand reputational power, as well as net-
works of information, conflict and collaboration, and finance. The 
collected data helped us dissect competing interests in policy arenas and 
allowed for testing hypotheses related to policy learning and a wide 
range of structural features of the policy arena. Finally, a qualitative 
comparative analysis (QCA) integrated the findings of the different 
methods employed in the REDD+ research design as described above, 
combined with expert assessments (Korhonen-Kurki et al., 2014, 2019). 
The analysis allowed us to identify enabling conditions for trans-
formational change (or not) in the REDD+ policy arena. This research 
across 15 countries with more than 100 researchers and activists 
involved benefited from investments in joined databases, budgeting of 
time for quality control and the use of free software to enable an analysis 
of text material and other data across the different research teams. 

4. Key research findings and contributions 

This section provides some key findings stemming from each of the 
three research programmes presented in this article. 

4.1. ‘Who benefits?’ Actor-specific utility of a fragmented regime complex 

A key finding of our research programme on the forest regime 
complex (Giessen, 2018, Giessen, n.d. for an overview) reveals its 
extraordinarily high degrees of institutional fragmentation. By further 
and continuously asking ‘cui bono’ - who benefits - the key results 
further suggest that this fragmentation may partly be explained by the 
utilities and benefits this fragmentation and continued proliferation of 
multiple forest regimes provides for specific international and domestic 
actors. These differentiated utilities for specific international as well as 
domestic actors illustrate that each international regime needs to be 
looked at as having two faces: One international face, viewed from an 
international perspective, and another domestic face (hence, actually 
multiple ones) from multiple distinct domestic perspectives. 

4.1.1. The international face of forest regimes and their utility 
High degrees of institutional fragmentation of the forest regime 
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complex were observed horizontally, among different domains or policy 
fields, and vertically, at different scales of governance from global to 
regional to bilateral regimes (Giessen et al., 2014; Singer and Giessen, 
2017; Rodriguez Fernández-Blanco et al., 2019). Horizontal fragmen-
tation into multiple policy elements of the regime complex was found to 
be synergistic among many elements. This, however, was due to a 
number of decisions not being taken (yet), which we refer to as non- 
decisions. They include a lack of concretely formulated goals and in-
struments of such elements, as well as the use of ‘sustainability’ as a non- 
defined empty formula. In contrast, conflictive fragmentation prevails 
among elements of the regime complex, which do address a concrete 
subject matter and display clear and technically refined goals and in-
struments (Rodriguez Fernández-Blanco et al., 2019). 

Besides the high degrees of institutional fragmentation as well as 
continued proliferation, UNFF as the forest core regime, over the past 
decade, has politically been hollowed-out. This process is characterised 
by: (i) reduced political attention to UNFF, (ii) an increasing lack of 
material resources of UNFF and its secretariat in light of its compre-
hensive and high ambitions, and (iii) the ‘climatisation’ of forests as an 
issue (Singer and Giessen, 2017). 

The observed proliferation of forest-related regimes and the resulting 
fragmentation of the regime complex actually benefit specific actor 
types. Firstly, state bureaucracies, as compared to non-state entities, 
benefit from constant public budget and staff resources for participating 
in multiple international fora, in multiple localities, and over relatively 
long periods of time (Giessen et al., 2014). Among those bureaucracies, 
cross-cutting high-politics departments are decreasingly representing 
member states in the negotiations to the benefit of sectoral line minis-
tries. In particular, however, it seems to be utilitarian as opposed to 
conservation-oriented bureaus increasingly taking the lead (Giessen 
et al., 2014). An open aspect remains the role of multi-domain, hybrid 
administrations as well as newly emerging climate departments. 

Beyond such individual actor types, specific transnational policy 
sectors at large are also observed benefitting from the fragmentation and 
proliferation (Giessen, 2018; Giessen, n.d.). Foremost, the transnational 
forestry sector, with its utilitarian as well as non- and de-regulation 
interests (Humphreys, 1996), benefits from a large number of 
competing and ambivalent regimes, non-decisions and resulting non- 
regulation. In similar lines of reasoning also the global (free) trade 
sector benefits. To a lesser extent also, the transnational nature con-
servation sector benefits from the plethora of political avenues and ac-
cess to forest policy processes and forests as political issue areas. 

4.1.2. The multiple domestic faces of forest regimes and their utilities 
Key insights from this research program suggest that international 

forest regimes are not merely implemented or transposed, but strongly 
customised towards specific domestic contexts and elite preferences 
(Thomann, 2015). Such findings are individual mosaic pieces and were 
generated for selected regimes in selected countries without strong 
systematic selection. Yet, it was shown that domestic political action 
could customise regime policy and its implementation in three ways: 1) 
Adapting the domestic relevance of regimes, 2) Adapting regime policy 
implementation domestically, and 3) Adapting domestic administrative 
structures. On the former, our findings suggest that specific regimes that 
are not relevant in a domestic context from a problem point of view can 
still be made relevant domestically by bureaucratic actors to be 
responsible for and benefit from that very issue and regime (Sahide 
et al., 2015). In the second and third aspects, the results show how 
regime policies were customised to domestic elites' and bureaucratic 
preferences in multiple ways. To name a few, this includes for instance: 
(i) how international community forestry policy was harnessed in do-
mestic social forestry policy to benefit domestic central forest bureau-
cracies in Bangladesh and Indonesia (Sarker et al., 2017; Rahman et al., 
2016); (ii) making the issue area of forests ‘arable’ for international 
agricultural investments to benefit domestic agricultural administra-
tions by dismantling comprehensive forest bureaucracies (Burns and 

Giessen, 2016; Burns et al., 2017); (iii) how international funds and ODA 
on community forestry were harnessed in the re-centralisation efforts of 
forestry bureaucracies in Indonesia (Sahide et al., 2016); (iv) redefining 
Natura 2000 as an EU nature conservation instrument in support of 
logging interests in Poland (Logmani et al., 2017); and (v) how the ex-
istence of visible as well as hidden super-bureaucracies in Indonesia and 
Bangladesh enabled international forest-climate REDD+ policy to 
maintain hidden domestic power structures vis-à-vis different interna-
tional donors, respectively (Wibowoa and Giessena, 2015, Rahman and 
Miah, 2017). 

Taken together, the key results indicate that any international forest 
regime, in order to explain its existence as well as its institutional design 
and policy, must be viewed and analysed from an international as well as 
from a particular or rather multiple domestic viewpoints. Hence, clas-
sical analyses which take a rather top-down perspective on international 
regimes and their policies, which ought to be implemented at lower 
scales, need to be supplemented with from-below approaches (Singer 
and Giessen, 2017) in order to fully assess their shape as well as inter-
national and domestic performance(s). 

4.2. Making a difference in the global-local nexus: ‘Small wins’ for a 
change 

In the methodological section on mixed methods research (MMR) 
above – linked to the global-local nexus perspective – we went into 
participatory forest management (PFM). In this example, the findings of 
multiple case studies (‘the local’) and of systematic reviews of quanti-
tative studies (‘the global’) were considered coupled through ‘travelling’ 
ideas and discourses; norms, values, and rules; and materials and re-
sources. Based on this analysis, we concluded that PFM reaches about 
600 million hectares globally and shows a ‘success rate’ of about 75% in 
the environmental domain (meaning that about three-quarters of 
available environmental assessments of PFM report more or less positive 
impact on the ground) and of about 50% in the social-economic domain 
(meaning that about half of the social-economic assessments of PFM 
report more or less positive impact). We also concluded that PFM might 
be expected to increase forest biodiversity – in terms of an increase of 
‘mean species abundance’ (MSA) – between 20%-points (forest enrich-
ment by PFM) to even 70%-points (avoided deforestation of tropical 
forests by PFM) in the longer run, compared to the 100%-baseline of the 
undisturbed state of a specific forest ecosystem (Arts et al., 2017). The 
key pathways to explain performance in this global-local nexus are 
influential discourses, persuasive knowledge, social norms and finance, 
but definitely not formal rules because a legally-binding agreement on 
forests, let alone on PFM, is lacking. Yet, PFM is not the ‘golden bullet’. 
Forests are better off than people in most PFM-initiatives; positive im-
pacts generally refer to ‘small wins’; these small wins are still captured 
by local elites in many instances; and empowerment of marginalised 
people is often neglected in these initiatives (Baynes et al., 2015, Arts, 
2021, Fletcher, 2010, Hajjar et al., 2021). 

In a similar vein, analyses of forest certifications, FLEGT and REDD+
were conducted besides PFM (Arts, 2021). Combined, these four forest 
governance initiatives reach about 1.4 billion ha of forests – about one- 
third of all forests worldwide – and as far as these are implemented on 
the ground, about half of these initiatives exhibit some degree of posi-
tive, socio-economic and/or environmental performance (given the 
systematic reviews of impact assessments available, particularly on PFM 
and certification, and to a much lesser extent on REDD+ and FLEGT). 

But how to interpret these findings? It seems that the glass is half full, 
half empty. The reach of the forest governance initiatives is impressive 
(one-third of all forests), but implementation lags behind in many in-
stances. And for as far implementation does occur, initiatives show a 
‘50% success rate’, while the impacts assessed are often to be considered 
‘small wins’ at best. In Arts (2021), I use two metaphors to interpret this 
double-faced situation. Chloris — the goddess of flowers in Greek my-
thology — presents a positive interpretation of forest governance 
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performance. The many initiatives are then viewed as: ‘thousands of 
flowers sown of which at least a few will blossom’. The hope is that the 
many small wins can make a big difference in curbing deforestation, 
degradation and forest-related poverty trends in the long run. Hydra, the 
critical interpretation, refers to the ‘many-headed monster’ from Greek 
mythology. You can cut off a head, but two will grow back in its place. In 
other words: the initiatives seem to address forest-related problems but 
fail to truly address the politico-economic root causes of deforestation, 
forest degradation and the marginalisation of forest-dependent people. 
Initiatives such as certification, PFM, FLEGT and REDD+ just touch the 
surface of these problems, so the latter simply persist just under that 
surface. 

Termeer and Dewulf (2018) developed a framework to make a 
distinction between small wins that are likely to contribute to trans-
formational change and small steps that reflect mere window-dressing. 
Hence, ‘true’ small wins are small but not trivial and thus have the po-
tential to accumulate into a series of steps that may finally result in 
transformational change. For the latter to occur, Termeer and Dewulf 
(2018) identify characteristics of such transformational steps: concrete 
visible results (as opposed to vague promises), in-depth change and new 
practices (as opposed to more of the same), local level change (as 
opposed to large scale) and benefits for most involved (as opposed to 
losses for many). In order for these small wins to accumulate and 
accelerate, the authors also identify a number of ‘propelling mecha-
nisms’, such as an energising discourse (‘yes, we can’), learning by 
doing, celebrating successes, bandwagon effect, coupling of various 
wins in different domains, and robust institutionalisation. 

It would be very interesting to test the small wins of PFM, certifi-
cation, FLEGT and REDD+ in accordance with this framework, but this 
has not been done so far. One might expect that results will differ. For 
example, certification is accused of just absorbing low-hanging fruit in 
many developed countries, so it does not really add to the improvement 
of forest management there. In such cases, the small wins become trivial. 
PFM does, on the other hand, bring in-depth change and visible benefits 
in some communities, but in others, it shows that only elites benefit and 
thus contribute to the status-quo. Hence, it is too early to conclude 
whether the on-the-ground impacts of the forest governance in-
terventions identified do or do not contribute to transformational 
change, thus supporting either Chloris or Hydra's views on the matter. 
However, this would be an interesting research agenda for the near 
future. 

4.3. Dissecting and transforming the ‘business as usual’ of global forest 
governance by giving voice to the marginalised 

The main argument for the choice of a critical approach to unpacking 
global forest governance is perhaps also its main weakness, at least as 
viewed by some of the other analytical frames presented here: critical 
global political economy enables us to deconstruct and challenge 
dominant policy and practice and the underlying views and values 
purposefully, with the researcher taking an explicit position as to draw 
attention to inequalities embedded in historical and current structures 
and elevating ethical considerations, with the explicit aim to bring about 
change and identify transformative pathways towards a more just 
future. 

Hence, when we ask how did global forest governance perform, the 
evidence base suggests that the destruction of forests, the related local 
livelihoods, and social and economic inequality in the global North and 
South is not reversed but continues, in some regions, at an even more 
accelerated speed (Ometto et al., 2022). Meanwhile, politics continue to 
promise to change away from a ‘business as usual’ forest loss on a nearly 
annual basis in declarations at global forest and climate conferences, in 
domestic debates, and through State, private sector and research pro-
posing ever ‘new’ solutions. We define ‘business as usual’ (BAU) as 
unsustainable and unjust, as it reinforces unbalanced power structures 
that favour large-scale business interests driving unsustainable practices 

and facilitating state capture of forests and forest lands. 
In this context, the wider environmental and forest governance 

literature points to the need for change away from BAU, and, partly in 
contrast to the small wins proposed in the above section, the critical 
analysis calls for more radical or broader structural transformations. 
Here, transformational change is defined as a ‘just transition’ breaking 
up pre-existing power structures, reducing power imbalances and 
empowering actors that support sustainability, supported by changing 
discursive practices and incentive structures. A performing global forest 
governance delivering transformational change would be visible within 
three larger areas: i) we would see radical changes in the dominant 
economic system as well as in regulatory and governance frameworks, e. 
g. over the distribution of benefits; ii) removals of perverse incentives, 
such as subsidies and concessions that serve selective economic interests 
and stimulate deforestation and forest degradation; and iii) reforms of 
forest industry policies and regulations that effectively remove unsus-
tainable large-scale extraction at the expense of local people and envi-
ronments (Kanninen et al., 2007; Brockhaus and Angelsen, 2012). 

Institutions understood as the rules of the game, as well as actor's 
interests, ideas and information, can work in favour of the desired 
transformational change or maintain and reinforce BAU. For example, 
when formal power structures reflected in land laws remain as colonial 
legacies or when powerful Ministries deciding over large resources such 
as forests or agriculture resist change. Transformations require major 
institutional change to break these structures, even though theory pro-
vides different views over pathways for change, e.g. related to the 
effectiveness of new versus reformed institutions and organisations. 

Interests, in particular material interests, often drive BAU, especially 
in situations where there is a lack of autonomy of the State from selected, 
private interests and a lack of transparency when decisions over forest 
resources are made. Transformation usually requires a shift in incentive 
structures and power relations to ensure societal needs and ambitions 
for just transitions are served rather than selected interests. 

Ideas, beliefs and discourse, closely related to Interests and Infor-
mation, can reinforce the status quo as they shape what and who is 
problematised in forest policy and practice, what is proposed as solu-
tions or put forward as ‘the possible’ (e.g. benefits from forests for those 
who operate in the current economic system effectively and efficiently 
by linking local forests to global value chains, versus benefits for those 
who have moral rights based on equity considerations). Unpacking those 
problematisations and highlighting what is silenced can open pathways 
for transformation by shifting discursive practices towards social and 
environmental justice. 

Information is an important source of power, as data, knowledge and 
evidence are often selected, interpreted, and put in context in ways that 
may reflect the interests of the information provider (e.g. when forest 
definitions are provided). Improved access to information or new in-
formation can contribute to shifts in power balances and facilitate 
desired changes. 

All these processes may occur in parallel and have to enable and 
hamper effects on BAU or transformational change over time. For 
example, in the case of REDD+, we saw new coalitions coming about in 
the early 2000s, explicitly calling for environmental and social safe-
guards - remarkable when compared to other forest governance initia-
tives built within colonial or neoliberal structures and a market-based 
rationale. In addition, new incentives were mobilised to tip finance in 
favour of standing forests, and new power relations seemed imaginable, 
with safeguards being high on the agenda (Brockhaus et al., 2021). Yet, 
after the initial honeymoon phase, such transformations seem to be 
moving further and further away (McDermott et al., 2022b, 2022a, 
chapter 2). It seems that those formulating policy and those facilitating 
science policy dialogues lack a track record in successfully delivering 
change, which raises the question to which extent more radical trans-
formations are required, in the way how forests are governed, by whom, 
and to the benefit of whom. Interesting avenues for more radical change 
might be social movements in Global South and North related to forest 
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governance and changes in legal and regulatory frameworks that would 
allow holding those accountable who benefit from inequality in the 
forest and land sectors (e.g. by strengthening accountability frameworks 
regarding climate action or finance of extractive activities). Research 
could inform these pathways with a critical analysis of performance and 
performativity in global forest governance. 

5. Conclusions 

This paper has compared three broad research programmes on global 
forest governance with their analytical frames for distilling their find-
ings on the ‘performance’ of global forest governance. It has explored 
their different theoretical and epistemological foundations, as well as 
how the different authors of these frames have used them to guide their 
research programmes and choose their methodologies. 

The first analytical frame, ‘fragmented regime complex’, emphasises 
the absence of coherence and coordination among multiple elements of 
an expanding and proliferating international forest regime complex 
(IFRC). While arguably a wide diversity of epistemologies and meth-
odologies could be applied within this frame, the above author applies 
an ‘actor-centred political ethnography’. Such an approach enables the 
detailed tracking of how policies are ‘customised’ at global and regional 
as well as national and sub-national levels to serve the specific political 
interests of powerful actors. The utilities resulting from such fragmen-
tation for the interests of different actor types, in turn, help explain how 
institutions and policies within the IFRC may be established and survive 
despite or even because of their ineffectiveness in addressing their stated 
objectives – e.g. stopping global or tropical deforestation or biodiversity 
loss. They also help us understand how a commonly communicated 
‘international face’ of a governance arrangement may translate into 
quite distinct ‘domestic faces’ and their political realities. 

On a ‘glass is half full’ note, a ‘global-local nexus’ perspective argues 
for a diffused and networked understanding of policy discourses, 
governance norms and power resources as fluid and dynamic entities 
‘travelling’ through various scales (from the global to the local). This 
allows new coalitions of actors to catalyse, new ideas to emerge, and 
new resources to be mobilised while diffusing positive change within 
particular contexts and localities, even despite the failures of main-
stream institutions. They highlight the importance of mixed methods 
research (MMR) to understand these processes, including discourse, 
network and power analysis, and the combination of detailed, qualita-
tive, ‘in-situ’ studies, large N field experiments, systematic reviews and 
meta-analyses. The application of such methods has revealed how 
participatory governance, for example, has gained both discursive and 
institutional power and produced some measurable ecological and social 
benefits. 

Finally, the ‘critical global political economy’ frame centres our 
attention on the power inequalities behind dominant IFRC approaches 
and their role in perpetuating inequalities in access to land and re-
sources. This author advocates a ‘4I’ approach that draws attention to 
how power - and a socially and environmentally unjust ‘business as 
usual’ approach in forestry and forest governance - is constructed and 
reproduced through institutional stickiness and vested interests, through 
the dominance of certain actors in framing ideas of what actions are 
acceptable or possible, and through the selective use of information for 
political ends. This author advocates for mixed methods, including 
institutional, discursive and network analyses and qualitative compar-
ative analysis. 

Subtle variations in author ontologies and epistemologies may go 
partway to explaining some of the differences in their viewpoints and 
findings. The author advocating a ‘fragmented regime complex’ lens 
focuses primarily on explaining the formal and informal making of 
policy mainly based on analysing who is capable of acting and ‘who 
wins’. They place a premium on ‘positivism’ and ‘objectivity’ as the 
critical and unique contribution of science to global forest governance. 
The second author adopting the ‘global-local nexus’ broadens the focus 

to include wider networks of actors, ideas, norms, rules and resources, 
both within and outside the making of specific policies. They argue for 
critical pragmatism, emphasising the need for academics to critique 
both positivist universalism and constructivist relativism while engaging 
with a multitude of theories, methods and studies to seek opportunities 
for ‘positive’ research, action and change. The third author advocating 
for ‘critical social science’ takes a reflexive view of science and academia 
as implicated in the power dynamics of what is being studied. They 
consider power dynamics in a yet broader context, beyond policy- 
makers and norm-setters to include ‘those who lose’, the disen-
franchised, and call on academics to challenge and resist power in-
equalities, thereby allowing room for different kinds of knowledge, and 
pushing for transformative change. 

Yet despite these ontological and epistemological differences, the 
findings of these three research frames share some strong and remark-
able similarities. All three frames highlight the critical role of differing 
actor interests and power in shaping the design and outcomes of global 
forest governance. They likewise imply that progress in changing the 
current social and ecological trajectory of global forest governance re-
quires significant redistributions and deliberate, novel power coalitions. 

This paper's effort to reflect diverse perspectives also raises onto-
logical and epistemological questions about the role and, in particular, 
the political economy of academia itself and whose voices are included 
and excluded in it or by it (Wong et al., 2022). There is a growing body of 
research assessing inequalities in the distribution of academic literature 
between the global North and South, between and within countries, and 
across gender and social diversity, to name just a few (Collyer, 2018; 
Hagemann, 2022; Rudd et al., 2021). Furthermore, growing efforts to 
‘decolonise’ research critique the relatively high value placed on ‘expert’ 
scientific knowledge as opposed to indigenous, local and place-specific 
knowledge (Thambinathan and Kinsella, 2021). These inequalities in 
voice and representation, while a systemic challenge in all fields, are 
arguably among their most acute for global forest governance, given its 
predominant focus on tropical deforestation in remote frontiers far 
removed from global negotiations (McDermott et al., 2022b, 2022a). 
We, therefore, conclude this paper with a call not only to ‘embrace’ 
diversity in researchers' origins, research approaches, and methods but 
also to consider how it might be further expanded to achieve more 
triangulated insights and transformative futures for forests and people 
(Begemann et al., 2021). 
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Giessen, L., Krott, M., Möllmann, T., 2014. Increasing representation of states by 
utilitarian as compared to environmental bureaucracies in international forest and 
forest-environmental policy negotiations. Forest Policy Econ. 38 (2014), 97–104. 

Giessen, L., Sarker, P.K., Rahman, Md.S., 2016. International and domestic sustainable 
Forest management policies: distributive effects on power among state agencies in 
Bangladesh. Sustainability 8 (335), 1–28. 

Gronow, A., Brockhaus, M., Di Gregorio, M., Karimo, A., Ylä-Anttila, T., 2022. Policy 
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