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Abstract 
 

This dissertation aims at investigating how global narratives on forest carbon 

offsetting create value and influence what carbon markets deliver, how and for whom. 

It engages a conventions theoretical framework and a discourse analytical approach 

to analyze different conventions mobilized in the narratives used by actors in the 

carbon value chain. A case study of the Scolel Té forest carbon offsetting program in 

Chiapas, Mexico is examined. The ideological and material values and meanings that 

are emphasized in stories about forest carbon offsetting influence the support for 

these approaches and also transmit pro-environmental values to forest carbon offset 

producers. This dissertation demonstrates how actors at different scales mobilize 

conventions to both support the creation and valorization of carbon offsetting 

activities and to influence how communities manage tropical forests. At the same 

time, incoherencies between wider narrative claims that focus on delivering local 

benefits mobilize consumers of carbon offsets yet clash with producer motivations and 

perceptions of incentives to change environmental behavior. Empirical results 

further illustrate how discourses of carbon offsetting circulate bi-directionally 

between scales, and how local perceptions of discourses of climate and environmental 

change are taken up differently (or not) and reflected in the everyday practices of 

forest and agricultural activities, and how conventions create value in offset markets 

which is adapted to local institutions and mobilized by producers for different aims 

(e.g., to gain credibility and legitimacy). These findings suggest that considering both 

material incentives and discursive constructions could contribute to better 

understanding the so-called “non-carbon” values embedded in carbon forestry and 

further explore the socio-economic motivations to support carbon markets, to produce 

and consume carbon offsets, as well as the unintended consequences for producers of 

voluntary carbon offsets. 

Keywords: Voluntary carbon offsets, forests, carbon markets, conventions theory, 

participation, Mexico



Abstract 

Questa tesi si propone di studiare come le narrazioni globali sulle compensazioni 

forestali del carbonio creino valore e influenzano ciò che i mercati di carbonio 

forniscono, in che maniera e a beneficio di chi. Si confronta con l’impianto teorico delle 

convenzioni e con l’approccio dell’analisi del discorso con il fine di esaminare le 

diverse convenzioni mobilitate nelle narrazioni impiegate dagli attori che partecipano 

alla catena di valore del carbonio. Viene esaminato il caso di studio del programma 

forestale di compensazione delle emissioni di carbonio  Scolel Té in Chiapas, Messico. 

I valori ideologici e materiali e i significati che vengono enfatizzati nei racconti sulla 

compensazione forestale del carbonio influenzano il sostegno che tale approccio riceve 

e, inoltre, diffondono valori pro-ambientali tra i produttori delle compensazioni 

forestali del carbonio. Questa tesi dimostra come gli attori, su scale differenti, 

mobilitino le convenzioni sia per sostenere la creazione e la valorizzazione delle 

attività di compensazione di carbonio sia per influenzare come le comunità gestiscono 

le foreste tropicali. Al tempo stesso, le incoerenze esistenti tra i più ampi enunciati 

narrativi, che si si concentrano sull’erogazione di vantaggi a livello locale, mobilitano 

i consumatori dei crediti di carbonio anche se si scontrano con le motivazioni dei 

produttori e con la loro percezione degli incentivi a cambiare il comportamento 

ambientale. I risultati empirici descrivono ulteriormente come il discorso della 

compensazione del carbonio circoli in maniera bidirezionale tra le scale, come le 

percezioni locali del discorso del cambiamento climatico e ambientale locali siano (o 

meno) adottate in modo diverso e si riflettano nella pratica quotidiana delle attività 

agricole e forestali, e come le convenzioni creino valore nei mercati dei crediti di 

carbonio in una forma tale che si adatti alle istituzioni locali e sia mobilitato dai 

produttori per diversi scopi (ad esempio per ottenere credibilità e legittimità). Questi 

risultati suggeriscono che prendendo in considerazione sia gli incentivi materiali sia 

le costruzioni discorsive si può contribuire ad una migliore comprensione dei 

cosiddetti valori “senza carbonio” incorporati nel settore forestale finalizzato alla 

compensazione del carbonio ed esplorare ulteriormente le motivazioni socio-



economiche alla base del sostegno per i mercati del carbonio, alla base della 

produzione e consumo delle compensazioni di carbonio, nonché le conseguenze non 

intenzionali sofferte dai produttori di crediti di carbonio volontari. 

Parole chiave: compensazioni di carbonio volontarie, foreste, mercati del carbonio, 

teoria delle convenzioni, partecipazione, Messico 



Resumen 

Esta tesis tiene el objetivo de investigar cómo las narrativas globales alrededor de los 

bonos de carbono en el sector forestal crean valor e influencian lo que los mercados 

de carbono otorgan, cómo y a quién. Se relaciona con el marco teórico de las 

convenciones y con el enfoque del análisis del discurso para analizar las diferentes 

convenciones movilizadas en las narrativas utilizadas por los actores involucrados en 

la cadena de valor del carbono. Se examina un estudio de caso del programa forestal 

de captura de carbono Scolel Té en Chiapas, México. Los valores ideológicos y 

materiales y los significados enfatizados por las historias sobre las compensaciones 

de carbono forestales influencian el apoyo hacia esos enfoques y, además, difunden 

valores proambientales entre los productores de bonos de carbono en el sector forestal. 

Esta tesis demuestra cómo los actores, a diferentes escalas, movilizan las 

convenciones con el fin tanto de apoyar la creación y valorización de las actividades 

de compensación de carbono como de influir en el manejo de los bosques tropicales 

por parte de las comunidades. Al mismo tiempo, las incoherencias entre 

enunciaciones narrativas más amplias, que se enfocan en otorgar beneficios locales, 

aun movilizando a los consumidores de los bonos de carbono, chocan con las 

motivaciones de los productores y con sus percepciones de los incentivos para cambiar 

su comportamiento ambiental. Los resultados empíricos aclaran más a fondo cómo 

los discursos alrededor de la compensación de carbono circulan bidireccionalmente 

entre las escalas, cómo las percepciones locales de los discursos alrededor del cambio 

climático y ambiental son adoptadas de manera diferente (o no) y se reflejan en las 

prácticas cotidianas de las actividades agrícolas y forestales, y cómo las convenciones 

crean valor en los mercados de bonos de carbono de manera tal que se adapte a las 

instituciones locales y sea movilizado por los productores para diferentes objetivos 

(por ejemplo, para obtener credibilidad y legitimidad). Estos hallazgos sugieren que, 

al tomar en cuenta tanto los incentivos materiales como las construcciones 

discursivas, se podría contribuir a una mejor comprensión de los llamados valores 

“sin carbono” que están arraigados en el manejo forestal enfocado a la captura de 



carbono y a explorar más a fondo las motivaciones socioeconómicas detrás del 

respaldo a los mercados de carbono, detrás de la producción y consumo de los bonos 

de carbono, así como las consecuencias no deseadas que afectan a los productores de 

compensaciones voluntarias de emisión de carbono. 

Palabras clave: compensaciones voluntarias de emisión de carbono, bosques, mercados 

de carbono, teoría de las convenciones, participación, México 
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Preface 

This thesis is a collection of three empirical manuscripts for publication, one of which 

was published in Geoforum in 2015 and another two that are currently in the process 

of peer review in other journals. I have not included three more peer-reviewed papers 

which resulted during the PhD process in this dissertation – one is a collaborative 

paper, published with some my colleagues from the European Forest Institute (EFI) 

winter-summer school (where much of this research began to take shape) in the 

SEEFOR South-east European Forestry journal in 2015. It seeks to relate the 

concepts of sustainable forest management, economic and non-economic valuation 

and sustainable development to the current ideology of sustainability in forestry and 

discusses the historical dimension of shifting paradigms, from production- to service-

based forestry management through a review of spatial, cultural and temporal 

differences in valuation. Another collaborative paper, published with four colleagues 

from the EU-FP7 TESS project (www.tess-transitions.eu) explores the discourses, 

rationalities and expectations of community initiatives seen to play an essential role 

in a societal transition towards a low-carbon and sustainable future and was 

published in Environment and Planning A in 2017. Finally, a paper co-authored with 

Maryna Henrysson is currently under review in Energy Research and Social Science, 

which explores the diversity of claims ascribed to energy systems transitions within 

wider perspectives for development and climate change strategies in Mexico, as well 

as Vietnam.  

This doctoral research was also carried out as part of a co-tutela between the 

Universita di Roma La Sapienza and the Universitat Autonoma de Barcelona (UAB). 

I began my doctoral studies in Rome in 2010, with a fellowship sponsored by the 

Italian government for foreign nationals educated abroad, and in the MEMOTEF 

Department with a team of economic geographers. About a year into the PhD I 

attended the EFI winter-summer school on “Making values work – exploring multiple 

perspectives in understanding the valuation of forest ecosystems” where I met Esteve 

http://www.tess-transitions.eu/


Corbera and which eventually led me to the Institut de Ciencia I Tecnologia 

Ambientals (ICTA) in Barcelona. The paper published with colleagues I met through 

the EFI reflects the earlier phase of the PhD research in which I was primarily 

conducting the literature analysis and refining my theoretical foundation and 

developing the analytical approach I would later apply in the dissertation. Working 

with a critical geographer and a political ecologist as my supervisors engaged me with 

a diverse range of literature and perspectives, addressing similar issues with 

different lenses and eventually led to attempt at combining conventions theory to look 

at forest carbon offsetting as a means of climate change and development. In both 

universities I was engaged in collective projects and networks, such as the ERA-Net 

BiodivERsA INVALUABLE project (www.invaluable.fr) and the TESS project. The 

former was focused on analyzing the use of markets, economic instruments and 

collective action for governing biodiversity and ecosystem services and helped guide 

part of my fieldwork and analysis of the case study. Instead, I was involved in the 

latter TESS project during an interim period of my PhD and my participation helped 

develop key concepts and debates for the dissertation as the project required engaging 

with a diverse range of activities, including not only writing deliverables and policy 

recommendations, but also carrying out qualitative interviews and surveys with a 

diverse range of organizations and actors involved in networks for climate change 

mitigation and development.  

Bridging two the two worlds between an Italian geography department and a Spanish 

environmental science research center helped to extend my analysis beyond the 

confines of either one discipline or environment. As part of the collaboration between 

the two universities, I spent time in both – starting in Rome in 2010, Barcelona in 

2011-2013 (with an interim period of fieldwork in Mexico in the fall of 2012), and 

again in Rome from 2013 to today. Being involved in two international research 

projects which documented the role of different actors, organizations and approaches 

in facing the challenge of climate change, albeit in very different ways, allowed me to 

http://www.invaluable.fr/


integrate perspectives from geography with environmental social science and political 

ecology in this thesis. 
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