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Abstract 

Voluntary environmental governance arrangements (VEGAs) have focal attention in studies on 

environmental policy, regulation and governance. The four major debates in the contemporary 

literature on VEGAs are studied. It is found that the literature falls short of sufficiently specifying 

whether or not VEGAs are successful in addressing environmental risks. This is due to (i) the narrow 

focus of many contemporary studies; and (ii) a tendency in the literature to study the form and 

content of VEGAs in isolation from their contextual settings. In order to gain a better understanding 

of VEGAs, scholars are challenged to study differently structured VEGAs in different contextual 

settings; to move beyond single country or single VEGA studies; and, to combine quantitative and 

qualitative data in studying these arrangements. 
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Voluntary environmental governance arrangements: a review* 

 

1 Introduction 

In addressing environmental harms, governments, industries and non-governmental organizations 

(NGOs) are relying more and more on regulatory and governance arrangements that encourage 

firms to reduce their environmental impacts voluntarily to or beyond the requirements established 

by existing environmental legislation or comparable environmental goals (Nash and Ehrenfeld 1997, 

Segerson and Miceli 1998, Mol et al. 2000, Khanna and Anton 2002, Baranzini and Thalmann 2004, 

Weber and Hemmelskamp 2005, Lyon and Maxwell 2007, Darnall and Sides 2008, Potoski and 

Prakash 2009, Nel and Wessels 2010). The common features of these arrangements are a move 

away from traditional state-led regimes; the involvement of public and private sector stakeholders in 

rule making and rule implementation; more collaborative policy processes; and, governance 

instruments that are less rigid, less prescriptive, less committed to uniform outcomes, foster 

experimentation, and are less hierarchical in nature (De Búrca and Scott 2005, Armstrong and 

Kilpatrick 2007, Trubek and Trubek 2007a, Ansell and Gash 2008). Whilst some scholars and 

practitioners hold high expectations of these instruments’ ability to address environmental harms, 

others express serious concerns and question the extent to which these voluntary environmental 

governance arrangements (VEGAs) are effective in improving their participants’ environmental 

performance. In short, so contemporary literature argues, in some contexts VEGAs are effective, 

whilst in others they are not. 

 This review article addresses these conflicting findings and aims to map the four major 

debates on VEGAs in the literature. On the one hand, it aims to present an overview of the current 

knowledge of these arrangements and that which is yet understudied; on the other hand, it aims to 

better understand why many of the findings presented in the literature are conflicting in nature. A 

major cause of conflicting findings can be traced to the tendency in the literature to study the 

content and structure of these governance arrangements in isolation from their context and setting. 

From here, the article concludes by drawing some explicit implications for studying VEGAs. 

 

2 How voluntary are these arrangements, and how do they relate to state legislation? 

A major concern in the literature relates to the level of voluntarism of VEGAs (Segerson and Miceli 

1998, Lyon and Maxwell 2007, Darnall and Sides 2008, Potoski and Prakash 2009). A purist would say 

that such arrangements can only be voluntary if there is no state involvement at all – either in a 

VEGA’s development, or in its implementation. Contemporary literature takes a more realist point of 

view and finds that in current environmental policy practice many, if not most, of these 

arrangements are initiated or implemented with at least some form of state involvement (cf. 

Baranzini and Thalmann 2004, Potoski and Prakash 2009). Broadly speaking, three approaches are 

distinguished in the literature. First, VEGAs that are developed and implemented by state actors 

aiming to nudge or incentivize non-state actors to voluntarily improve their environmental 

performance (Darnall and Carmin 2005). Second, VEGAs that arise as an outcome of a collaborative 

state-industry policy-making process. In such cases non-state actors and state-regulators enter into 

agreements on these non-state actors’ performances – for example, negotiated agreements or 

covenants (Freeman 1997, Mol et al. 2000, De Clercq 2002, Ansell and Gash 2008). Third, ‘pure’ 

voluntary VEGAs that are drawn up by firms and their industry associates without any state 

involvement (e.g. Cashore et al. 2004, Cooper and Symes 2009). As such, a strict focus on non-state 
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involvement in these arrangements would exclude many existing examples or hypothetical 

constructs from analysis. This may limit the range of potential lessons for policy making on which we 

can draw, and limit the possibilities of testing and developing theories on VEGAs. 

A second concern in the literature considers how VEGAs relate to existing environmental 

legislation (e.g. de Bruijn and Norberg-Bohm 2005, Trubek and Trubek 2007b, Cafaggi and Janczuk 

2010). On the one hand, the literature questions whether and how existing state legislation and 

existing institutional settings allow the implementation of VEGAs. It considers existing legislation as 

push or pull factors for VEGAs to develop (Weber and Hemmelskamp 2005 – see also section 3 of 

this article), and considers existing institutions or country characteristics as providing both 

institutional space for and couleur locale to VEGAs (Mol et al. 2000, Orts and Deketelaere 2001, 

Morgenstern and Pizer 2007, Bressers et al. 2011) – which may partially explain why VEGAs are a 

more common policy tool in certain countries than others (EEA 1997). On the other hand, the 

literature addresses specific interactions between existing state legislation and VEGAs (Trubek and 

Trubek 2007b; also, Jordan et al. 2005, Van der Heijden 2011). State legislation is considered to be 

the ‘lowest common denominator’ that participants of a VEGA have to meet, and which may act as a 

‘safety net’ or default that comes into play when the voluntary arrangement fails (De Búrca and 

Scott 2005). Specific interactions are studied. As alternatives, substitutes, or complements, VEGAs 

and state legislation exist side-by-side and may mutually reinforce each other. As rivals or 

competitors, VEGAs and state legislation again exist side-by-side, but do so in a more aggressive 

way. Competition may limit state and non-state actors’ willingness to cooperate (Van der Heijden 

2010); whereas under rivalry interaction the VEGA may ultimately replace state legislation, or vice 

versa (Trubek and Trubek 2007b). In such a case, the arrangement either becomes the ‘new’ 

legislation, or is abolished in favour of legislation.1 Alternatively, all forms of interaction may 

ultimately result in the merging or transformation of environmental legislation (see also, Trubek and 

Trubek 2007b, Van der Heijden 2011); for instance, when aspects of the VEGA are incorporated into 

state legislation.  

 

3 What are the rationales to develop VEGAs? 

Where the first debate in the literature has a strong focus on the dividing line between the public 

and the private spheres, and the actual meaning of the word ‘voluntary’, the second debate 

addresses the questions of why do non-state or state actors develop or join VEGAs? What are these 

actors’ rationales in doing so? Whilst a strand of the literature is cynical and considers these actors 

as economic utility maximizers that only develop or join VEGAs when it serves their own interests 

(for rational choice theorizing, see Mueller 2003), other strands of the literature claim that many 

existing VEGAs cannot be explained form this point of view. In addition to rational choice theorizing, 

this literature also takes institutional, technological and behavioural factors into account (cf. Young 

1999, Weber and Hemmelskamp 2005).  

What brings the different strands of literature together is that they all address the 

exogenous or contextual conditions that affect the development and implementation of VEGAs. Four 

of such contextual conditions recur throughout the literature. Table 1 provides an overview of these 

conditions, the claims and hypotheses made in this literature related to these conditions, the studies 

that evidence these claims and hypotheses, and finally the literature that counterclaims or provides 

counterevidence to these claims and hypotheses. 

 

***TABLE 1 ABOUT HERE*** 
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The impact of current or future state legislation is considered to be one of the major drivers for both 

state and non-state actors to develop VEGAs (Young 1994, Scott 2001, 2002, MacDonald and 

Richardson 2004, Schulz and Held 2004, Bernstein and Hannah 2008, Thatcher and Coen 2008, 

Dibden and Cocklin 2010). It is generally considered that non-state actors develop VEGAs to prevent 

the implementation of future or additional state legislation (Maxwell et al. 2000, Reid and Toffel 

2009). State actors are considered to develop and implement VEGAs when they anticipate that 

future legislation is costly to implement and enforce, when they want to investigate or promote 

innovative policy ideas, or when political resistance exists for implementing more stringent 

legislation (Esty and Chertow 1997, Segerson and Miceli 1998, Delmas and Terlaak 2001, Darnall and 

Carmin 2005, Lyon and Maxwell 2007, Short and Toffel 2010). 

 Also, market conditions are considered a significant driver for the development of VEGAs. 

From a purely economic point of view the only logical rationale in developing or participating in a 

VEGA would be if the profit from participating outweighs the costs of participation (Howarth et al. 

2000, Croci 2005). More demand driven motivation is found in the literature on ‘green consumerism’ 

and ‘green investors’. Green consumerism implies consumers’ demands for products that have 

better environmental performance than that required by governmental regulation, and a willingness 

to pay a premium for such products (Arora and Gangopadhyay 1995, Feddersen and Gilligan 2001, 

Florida and Davison 2001, Heyes and Maxwell 2004, Baron and Diermeier 2007). ‘Green investors’ 

implies investors’ concerns with a firms’ environmental performance (Hamilton 1995, Hoffman 2001, 

Graff Zivin and Small 2005), which ‘could be viewed as exposing the firm to greater risks of liabilities, 

penalties and high costs of compliance in the future, or reflecting poor management practices and 

lack of innovativeness’ (Khanna and Anton 2002, p. 543). A final argument from the literature on 

market conditions holds that non-state actors strive to guide state-regulators to tighten existing 

standards in their industry, aiming to hinder non-participating firms in that industry (Barrett 1991, 

Salop and Scheffman 1991). 

 Then, closely related to market conditions, societal pressures are considered to be drivers 

for state and non-state actors to develop and implement VEGAs (Den Hond and De Bakker 2007, 

Briscoe and Safford 2008, King 2008, Mikler 2009, Reid and Toffel 2009). On the one hand, the 

literature discusses direct and indirect action by NGOs – that is, addressing the board of a large firm, 

or mobilizing on a certain site to prevent a firm’s operation (Bartly 2003, Baron and Diermeier 2007, 

King 2008), or influencing consumer behaviour through boycotts and negative information 

campaigns (Arora and Cason 1996, Bartly 2003, Baron and Diermeier 2007, King 2008). On the other 

hand, the literature discusses ‘green worker’ campaigns, where employees transpose their 

environmental concerns onto their employers (Lyon and Maxwell 2007, Brekke and Nyborg 2008, 

Briscoe and Safford 2008). 

 Finally, the literature addresses how sector and industry characteristics affect state and non-

state actors’ willingness to develop or participate in VEGAs. It considers sectors or industries that are 

characterized by high levels of innovativeness or competition to be more likely to develop VEGAs 

than sectors or industries with low levels of innovativeness or competition (Arora and Cason 1996, 

Khanna and Anton 2002, Weber and Hemmelskamp 2005). It further considers that non-state actors 

who operate in an international setting are more likely to develop VEGAs (Bansal and Hunter 2003). 

Subsequently, this branch of literature addresses the capability of non-state actors to draw up rules 

and enforce these among participants as necessary for the development of VEGAs (Olson 1965, Rees 

1988, Parker 2002, Baarsma et al. 2003, Potoski and Prakash 2009). It finally addresses issues related 
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to the ease with which actors join a VEGA – that is, VEGAs with low entry barriers may attract more 

participants than VEGAs with high entry criteria (Potoski and Prakash 2009); or, actors with strong 

past environmental performance records may find it easier to join a VEGA than actors with poor past 

performance records (Bansal and Hunter 2003). 

 To conclude, the literature on the development and implementation of VEGAs provides a 

wide range of contextual conditions that are hypothesized to affect state and non-state actors’ 

willingness to develop or participate in VEGAs. However, as Table 1 shows many hypotheses are 

presented, but not all are (yet) evidenced. Furthermore, as Table 1 illustrates, this literature also 

provides a range of counterclaims to these hypotheses, resulting in conflicting findings or claims 

regarding some of the conditions presented. 

 

4 How are VEGAs structured? 

A third debate in the literature is considered with the question: What makes VEGAs reach their 

goals? The literature addresses the endogenous or structural conditions that are considered to affect 

the implementation and outcome of VEGAs. Most of these conditions can be traced back to the 

literature on regulatory regimes (e.g. Scott 2001, May 2007): rules, enforcement and sanctions. In 

addition, the literature on VEGAs discusses reward schemes as having an impact on the performance 

of VEGAs (cf. Potoski and Prakash 2009).2 Table 2 provides an overview of the conditions discussed 

in the literature, the claims and hypotheses related to these conditions, the studies that evidence 

these claims and hypotheses, and finally the literature that counterclaims or provides 

counterevidence to these claims and hypotheses.  

 

***TABLE 2 ABOUT HERE*** 

 

Generally, the bases of VEGAs are considered to be their rules or rule structures. Potoski and Prakash 

(2009, pp. 24–26) refer to these as ‘club standards’; Darnall and Carmin (2005, p. 77) as ‘value and 

goal statements’ and ‘plans or targets’. In short, rules are implemented to prescribe the goals of 

VEGAs, the expected outcomes, and participants’ behaviours (cf. May 2007). The literature on VEGAs 

is rather limited in addressing the impact of the content and structure of rules on the actual 

performance of VEGAs. Notably, because VEGA administrators:  

 

generally cannot as strongly force regulated actors to comply [as state-actors] and 

consequently they must rely to a greater degree on voluntary compliance, which they 

often seek to foster by framing regulations as involving high standards that regulated 

actors would want to follow because it is in their own interest to do so (Porter and 

Ronit 2006, p. 51). 

 

The rules defined thus may have a strong impact on the actual performance of a VEGA. Existing 

regulatory literature provides some lines of reasoning: in order to be successful in achieving a 

VEGA’s goals its rules should be adequate (Osborne and Gaebler 1992). Meaning, the goals of a 

VEGA should be fulfilled once its rules are met. Furthermore, its rules should be feasible – 

participants should be able to meet the rules (Scholz 1984, Van Rooij 2006). Also, its rules should 

provide certainty in that they should be clear as to their meaning and how they are enforced 

(Bardach and Kagan 1982). A VEGA’s rules should be adaptable and provide enough flexibility to deal 

with future or unforeseen circumstances (Bardach and Kagan 1982). Finally, the literature discusses 
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the stringency of these rules (Potoski and Prakash 2009). It considers rules which are too stringent to 

discourage potential participants of a VEGA from joining the arrangement, but at the same time 

considers that rules which are too lenient do not challenge participants to really improve their 

environmental performance. 

 Where the rules of a VEGA are generally taken for granted, the monitoring or enforcement 

of these rules often has focal attention in the literature. Time and again, scholars find that, without 

monitoring or enforcement, participants do not conform to a VEGA’s rules (Rivera and de Leon 2004, 

Darnall and Carmin 2005, Delmas and Keller 2005, Lyon and Maxwell 2007, Bailey 2008). Different 

types of monitoring or enforcement are discussed: self-monitoring, administrator monitoring, 

monitoring by a third-party hired by the participant, independent third-party monitoring, and 

government monitoring. It is generally considered that self-monitoring and administrator monitoring 

are of little avail when aiming to bring participants into compliance with a VEGA’s rules (King and 

Lenox 2000, Darnall and Carmin 2005). More is to be expected from third-party monitoring such as 

certification or audits (Cashore et al. 2004, Lyon and Maxwell 2007, Darnall and Sides 2008), or 

governmental monitoring (DeMarzo et al. 2005, Bartle and Vass 2007). Such forms of external 

monitoring are expected to improve a firm’s compliance with a VEGA as it may (i) cause participants 

to take their own or their group’s obligations more seriously; (ii) stimulate the formalization of 

managerial commitment; (iii) reduce the possibilities of participants behaving opportunistically; and, 

(iv) provide a mechanism of coercion through a structure of penalties (Bansal and Hunter 2003, 

Cashore et al. 2004, Rivera and De Leon 2004, DeMarzo et al. 2005, Bartle and Vass 2007, Darnall 

and Sides 2008). Furthermore, external monitoring is easily recognized by stakeholders and may be 

considered as more legitimate than self-monitoring or administrator monitoring. Yet, external 

monitoring is not as easily accepted in each and every context (cf. OECD 2003). 

 The keys to monitoring or enforcement are the disciplinary measures taken when non-

compliance is traced. These measures may be understood to be the third structural condition of 

VEGAs. The literature presents two lines of reasoning. Following common-good theorizing (e.g. 

Jordan 1989), a strand of literature argues that the actual rewards of participating in a VEGA should 

compel participants to comply (King and Lenox 2000). Yet, following deterrence theorizing (Hawkins 

1984, Reiss 1984), another strand of literature argues that more severe disciplinary measures are 

needed and the potential penalties arising from detected violation should be feared (Lenox and Nash 

2003). Different forms of penalizing are discussed: financial penalties, withdrawal of a participants’ 

membership, or publication of the names of those in violation (King and Lenox 2000, Short and 

Toffel 2010).  

The actual rewards or the reward scheme may be considered to be a fourth and final 

structural condition of VEGAs. Rewards for participants come in many forms: information (Lyon and 

Maxwell 2007), access to public officials (Magagna 1988, Hunold 2001, Bischop and Davis 2002), 

public recognition (Arora and Cason 1996, Bansal and Hunter 2003), or financial profit (Howarth et 

al. 2000, Croci 2005). It is here that this debate links to the previously discussed debate: why do 

participants develop or join a VEGA? 

To conclude, as with the contextual conditions discussed, and as Table 2 illustrates, the 

literature on the structural conditions of VEGAs introduces many hypotheses, but not all are (yet) 

evidenced. Furthermore, as Table 2 also illustrates, this literature also provides a range of 

counterclaims to these hypotheses, resulting in conflicting findings or claims regarding some of the 

conditions presented. 
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5 To what extent do VEGAs achieve their goals? 

To policy makers and practitioners the most relevant debate on VEGAs may very well be the one 

addressing whether VEGAs achieve their goals in improving their participants’ environmental 

performance. Scholarship discusses both positive and negative outcomes of VEGAs (Selznick 1994, 

Ogus 1995, Andrews 1998, Baldwin and Cave 1999, Mol et al. 2000) – as do policy reports (EEA 1997, 

OECD 2003, BEUC/ANEC 2006). On the one hand, these arrangements are expected to result in the 

institutionalization of legal norms (Stone 1975, Ashby et al. 2004); and, as a result of market and 

regulatory benefits, promote beyond compliance behaviour by participants (Arora and Cason 1996, 

Lyon and Maxwell 2000). On the other hand, they are expected to circumvent and undermine 

governmental regulation and legislation (Núñez 2001, Lenox and Nash 2003); and, to disguise poor 

environmental performance (Bartly 2003, Lyon and Maxwell 2006) by ‘serv[ing] a window-dressing 

function that provides both market legitimacy and reduced legal liability’ (Krawiec 2003, p. 487). The 

outcome of this fourth debate in the literature is somewhat discouraging: repeatedly studies find 

that participants of such mechanisms do not show better environmental performance than non-

participants (for overviews, see Lyon and Maxwell 2007, Morgenstern and Pizer 2007, Darnall and 

Sides 2008) (exceptions are, Potoski and Prakash 2005, Prakash and Potoski 2006). Three potential 

and somewhat related causes are highlighted in the literature. 

First, a major concern is the level of participants’ compliance with a mechanism’s rules. 

Various studies discuss both a lack of enforcement of such instruments and a lack of disciplining 

when non-compliance is found (Rivera and de Leon 2004, Darnall and Carmin 2005, Delmas and 

Keller 2005, Lyon and Maxwell 2007). Here the literature generally agrees that some form of third-

party monitoring is necessary to ensure a VEGA’s performance – see further the discussion of the 

literature above.  

Second, VEGAs may attract free-riders. Some firms may be attracted to the potential 

rewards of a VEGA (reputation, clientele), but ultimately diminish the effects of a VEGA as their 

actual intentions are not to improve their environmental performance (Welch et al. 2000). At least 

this reasoning may provide an understanding of why a VEGA’s early years’ success dampens when 

new firms join the regime in later years (Rivera and De Leon 2004, Delmas and Keller 2005, Lyon and 

Maxwell 2007). A study by Arora and Cason (1996), however, counterclaims this assumption and 

finds no evidence of declining success rates over time.  

Third, a VEGA may merely be used to ‘greenwash’ a firm’s or a group of firms’ environmental 

performance (Lyon and Maxwell 2006, Delmas and Montes-Sancho 2007). Greenwash may be 

defined as: ‘the selective disclosure of positive information about a company’s environmental or 

social performance, without full disclosure of negative information on these dimensions’ (Lyon and 

Maxwell 2006, p. 6). Note that greenwash is not the same as poor environmental performance, or 

failing to report negative information. Greenwash ‘involves the additional step of selectively 

choosing to report positive information’ (Lyon and Maxwell 2006, p. 6).  

Do these negative findings imply that we should fully abolish VEGAs in environmental 

policies? Some literature is hopeful, and presents claims as to why we should not. From a normative 

point of view, this literature argues that VEGAs should ultimately assist as many firms as possible to 

improve their environmental performance, and should not focus on ensuring that participants 

perform better than non-participants (cf. Lyon and Maxwell 2007). Even without an improvement in 

the environmental performance of participants over non-participants, VEGAs may very well have an 

impact. An example is the diffusion effect of the experiences with the VEGA (Lyon and Maxwell 

2007): the information on the VEGA and the experiences with it will gradually diffuse among 
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participants and non-participants. As a result, non-participants may implement the VEGA without 

actually joining it. This may result in the better environmental performance of non-participants and, 

related, a diminishing of the differences in environmental performance between participants and 

non-participants over time. The possibility of such spill-over effects from one firm (e.g. participant) 

to another (e.g. non-participant) have been addressed by Reid and Toffel (2009), who find that 

‘shareholder activism directed at a single firm can spur industry-wide changes in practices’ (Reid and 

Toffel 2009, p. 1172). Other examples of how VEGAs can make an impact are: the testing of new 

methods of production; the setting of a focal point; technical assistance; the training of staff; the 

collection and storage of, and access to information; and the establishment of peer-networks (Lyon 

and Maxwell 2007, Darnall and Sides 2008). 

 

6 Conclusion and discussion: where next in studying VEGAs? 

Current theorizing holds that in some circumstances VEGAs are effective alternatives, supplements 

or complements to existing state-centred environmental legislation (Gunningham and Grabosky 

1998, Cashore et al. 2004, Potoski and Prakash 2009) – though, in others they are not (Alberini and 

Segerson 2002, Koehler 2007, Borck and Coglianese 2009). This review article has provided insights 

into a range of studies on VEGAs and their findings by discussing four related debates in the 

literature: (i) the level of voluntarism in these arrangements and their interaction with 

environmental state legislation; (ii) the contextual conditions that affect the development of VEGAs 

and their participants’ willingness to join; (iii) the structural conditions that affect the performance 

of VEGAs; and, (iv) the actual effectiveness of VEGAs in ensuring an increase in their participants’ 

environmental performance.  

From this review two broad conclusions may be drawn. First, the different debates all have a 

different focus and hence present different findings – especially as each debate logically leads to its 

own success criteria. In studying these debates, when to assess a VEGA as successful and when not 

remains unclear. First, the debate on voluntarism tends to assess a VEGA as successful if it meets or 

moves beyond existing environmental state legislation. Subsequently, the debate on contextual 

conditions tends to assess a VEGA as successful if it moves from the developmental stage into 

implementation and if it attracts (i) enough participants to limit the transaction costs of joining to a 

reasonable level, and (ii) enough consumer demand to make participation rewarding. Then, the 

debate on structural conditions tends to assess a VEGA as successful if its participants comply with 

its regulations. Finally, the debate on goal achievement tends to assess a VEGA as successful if the 

arrangement, overall, results in an improvement in the environmental performance of its 

participants over non-participants 

Focusing on a single debate seems of little avail in answering the question as to whether 

VEGAs may truly provide effective alternatives or complements to state legislation. Scholars in the 

field are challenged to take a broader view in assessing VEGAs and move beyond the individual 

debates. A more critical stance in these debates might help us to better understand whether, when, 

and how VEGAs can actually make a difference in addressing the environmental challenges we face. 

A broader view may further provide a better understanding of how VEGAs perform in pluralistic 

settings of different environmental policy tools – voluntary and coerced – as is often the case in 

regulatory practice (e.g. Gunningham and Grabosky 1998, Holzinger et al. 2006, Hey et al. 2007). 

The second major conclusion from this review is that the literature presents many claims 

and hypotheses on the performance of VEGAs, but limited evidence exists to support or falsify them. 

Also, many of the claims, hypotheses and findings presented in the literature are conflicting in 
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nature – see Tables 1 and 2. An underlying reason for the conflicting findings presented may be 

found in the tendency in the literature to study contextual conditions in isolation from structural 

conditions. If we truly want to understand whether and how VEGAs may be alternatives, 

supplements or complements to environmental state legislation we need to study the interaction 

between these contextual and structural conditions (for an excellent example of a study that does 

so, see Mikler 2009) – in other words: what works where, and how? 

 That context matters and that structure matters has become clear from earlier studies on 

VEGAs. Instead of re-stressing these points, future scholarship in this field may wish to 

comparatively study similarly structured VEGA’s in different contextual settings, and differently 

structured VEGA’s in similar contextual settings. This may provide policy makers and practitioners 

with the necessary insights into when and where to expect that a VEGA may be successful in 

improving its participants’ environmental performance; it may help to gain a better understanding as 

to why VEGAs appear common in approach in certain institutional settings, whereas they appear less 

so in others (EEA 1997, OECD 2003); and it may enable sophisticated conceptualization and theory 

development on how VEGAs emerge, develop and cause their effects. 

In reviewing the literature on VEGAs, it became clear that the bulk of the literature is 

composed of single VEGA, single industry, or single country studies. Comparative analyses that 

either follow a ‘most different system design’ (cf. Hopkin 2010) or a ‘compound research design’ (cf. 

Levi-Faur 2006) are in short supply. Such research designs do, however, provide for stronger 

arguments to generalize findings on causal links between variables than the oft applied ‘most similar 

system’ designs in contemporary VEGA studies. Future research may aim to compare VEGAs in 

different countries and sectors to gain a better understanding as to whether VEGAs develop and 

operate following a general pathway, or whether country or sector characteristics are of importance 

(for valuable cross-country and cross-sector studies, see Mol et al. 2000, Orts and Deketelaere 2001, 

Morgenstern and Pizer 2007). 

Furthermore, current literature falls short in combining qualitative and quantitative data. 

The majority of literature cited is either based on qualitative or quantitative data. As such, future 

studies on VEGAs may be based on mixed-method research designs. This would allow either the 

testing of findings from qualitative data and generate more robust generalizations; or, would 

provide a richer understanding of generalizations derived from quantitative data by providing an in-

depth insight into the causal relationships traced (cf. Hopkin 2010).  

 In summary, existing literature has made an important contribution to our understanding of 

VEGAs, and how contextual and structural conditions may affect their performance. Despite these 

insights into the strengths and limitations of VEGAs, the literature remains relatively undiscerning in 

terms of specifying (i) whether or not VEGAs make effective alternatives or complements to 

environmental legislation in addressing contemporary environmental risks; and (ii) which 

combinations of conditions are most crucial in raising the performance of VEGAs.  
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1. Another way of addressing such developments is to look at the function of a VEGA in relation to 

existing legislation (Ten Brink, 2002): VEGAs may have a ‘bridging function’ towards existing 

legislation; a ‘support function’ to help the implementation of legal requirements; or, an 

‘independent function’ when there is no direct relation between the VEGA and existing legislation. 

 

2. Other classifications exist. Darnall and Carmin (2005), for instance, use a slightly different 

terminology by discussing mission requirements, administrative requirements, and conformance 

requirements. Mission requirements relate to the expression of value and goal statements, the 

development of plans and targets to reach these goals, and a management plan to steer the process 

of reaching these goals. Administrative requirements relate to the requirements on documentation 

that are needed for communication on and transparency of participants’ behaviour. Conformance 

requirements relate to monitoring, rewarding and disciplining.
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Tables – Table 1 Contextual conditions 

 

Contextual 
condition 

Claim/hypothesis Evidenced Counterclaims 
/counterevidence 

Current or future 
state legislation or 
regulation 

Non-state actors engage in the development of or participate in VEGAs to prevent 
implementation of additional or future governmental regulation. 
(Young 1994, Scott 2001, 2002, MacDonald and Richardson 2004, Schulz and Held 
2004, Bernstein and Hannah 2008, Thatcher and Coen 2008, Dibden and Cocklin 
2010, Green 2010) 

(Maxwell et al. 2000, 
Khanna and Anton 
2002, Rivera and De 
Leon 2004, Reid and 
Toffel 2009) 

(Welch et al. 2000) 

 State actors engage in the development of or participate in VEGAs to limit public 
policy costs. 
(Esty and Chertow 1997, Darnall and Carmin 2005, Short and Toffel 2010, Segerson 
and Miceli 1998, Delmas and Terlaak 2001, Bartly 2003, Darnall and Carmin 2005) 

(Lyon and Maxwell 
2007) 

 

Market conditions Non-state actors engage in the development of or participate in VEGAs when the 
cost of doing so outweighs the cost of not doing so. 
(Howarth et al. 2000, Croci 2005) 

(Porter and Van der 
Linde 1995, Arora and 
Cason 1996, Khanna 
and Zilberman 1997, 
Altman 2001, Delmas 
and Terlaak 2001) 

(Bagnoli and Watts 
2003, Bartly 2003, p. 
435) 

 Non-state actors engage in the development of or participate in VEGAs in response 
to consumers’ demands for better environmental performance – ‘green 
consumerism’. 
(Arora and Gangopadhyay 1995, Feddersen and Gilligan 2001, Florida and Davison 
2001, Heyes and Maxwell 2004, Baron and Diermeier 2007) 

(Cairncross 1992, 
Arora and Cason 1995, 
1996, Khanna and 
Damon 1999, Khanna 
and Anton 2002) 

(Darnall and Carmin 
2005) 

 Non-state actors engage in the development of or participate in VEGAs in response 
to investors’ demands for better environmental performance – ‘green investors’. 
(Hoffman 2001, Khanna and Anton 2002, Graff Zivin and Small 2005) 

(Hamilton 1995, 
Khanna et al. 1998) 

 

 Non-state actors engage in the development of VEGAs to hinder their industry 
competitors. 
(Barrett 1991, Salop and Scheffman 1991, Welch et al. 2000) 
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Tables – Table 1 Contextual conditions – CONTINUED 

 

Societal pressures State or non-state actors engage in the development of or participate in VEGAs in 
response to NGOs’ demands for better environmental performance. 
(Jenkins 1983, Arora and Cason 1996, Hoffman 1999, King and Lenox 2000, Khanna 
and Anton 2002, Bartly 2003, Rivera and De Leon 2004, Baron and Diermeier 2007, 
Den Hond and De Bakker 2007, King 2008, Mayer and Gereffi 2010) 

(Bartly 2003, Reid and 
Toffel 2009) 

 

 Non-state actors engage in the development of or participate in VEGAs in response 
to their employees’ demands for better environmental performance – ‘green 
workers’. 
(Lyon and Maxwell 2007, Brekke and Nyborg 2008, Briscoe and Safford 2008) 

(Bartly 2003)  

Firm and industry 
characteristics 

Innovative industries are more likely to develop VEGAs than non-innovative 
industries. 
(King and Lenox 2000, Welch et al. 2000, Khanna and Anton 2002, Weber and 
Hemmelskamp 2005) 

(Arora and Cason 
1996) 

(Videras and Alberini 
2000) 

 Industries with strong internal competition are more likely to develop VEGAs than 
industries with less strong or no internal competition. 
(Arora and Cason 1996, Khanna and Anton 2002, Rivera and De Leon 2004, Weber 
and Hemmelskamp 2005) 

(Porter and Ronit 
2006) 

 

 Firms with an international orientation are more likely to develop or participate in 
VEGAs than firms with a non-international orientation. 
(Bansal and Hunter 2003) 

  

 Firms with a high organizational capability are more likely to develop or participate 
in VEGAs than firms with a low organizational capability. 
(Olson 1965, Rees 1988, Parker 2002, Baarsma et al. 2003, Potoski and Prakash 
2009) 

(Wilson 2004)  

 Firms are more likely to participate in VEGAs when these set low entry barriers. 
(Arora and Cason 1996, Darnall and Carmin 2005, Short and Toffel 2010) 

  

 Firms with a strong past environmental performance are most likely to participate in 
VEGAs than firms with a poor past environmental performance. 
(Bansal and Hunter 2003) 

(King and Lenox 2000) (Welch et al. 2000, 
Rivera and De Leon 
2004, Delmas and 
Keller 2005, Lyon and 
Maxwell 2007) 
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Tables – Table 2: Structural conditions 

 

Structural condition Claim/hypothesis Evidenced Counter 
claims/evidence 

Rules VEGAs’ rules should be adequate – i.e. when complied with, this should result in 
goal achievement. 
(cf. Osborne and Gaebler 1992, Porter and Ronit 2006) 

  

 VEGAs’ rules should be feasible – i.e. participants should be able to meet these 
rules. 
(Greer and Downey 1981, Scholz 1984, Van Rooij 2006, cf. Darnall and Sides 
2008) 

  

 VEGAs’ rules should provide certainty – i.e. there is little misunderstanding of 
the meaning of the rules. 
(cf. Bardach and Kagan 1982, Van der Heijden 2009) 

  

 VEGAs’ rules should be adaptable – i.e. be flexible to deal with unforeseen 
circumstances. 
(cf. Bardach and Kagan 1982, Van Rooij 2006) 

  

 Stringent rules generate credibility. 
(Potoski and Prakash 2009) 

  

Monitoring and 
enforcement 

Without enforcement participants will not comply with VEGAs’ rules. (Rivera and De Leon 
2004, Darnall and 
Carmin 2005, Delmas 
and Keller 2005, Lyon 
and Maxwell 2007, 
Bailey 2008) 

 

 Self-enforcement by VEGAs’ participants does not result in compliance by 
VEGAs’ participants. 
(King and Lenox 2000) 

  

 Third-party or government monitoring positively influence compliant behaviour 
by VEGAs’ participants. 
(Núñez 2001, Cashore et al. 2004, DeMarzo et al. 2005, Bartle and Vass 2007, 
Lyon and Maxwell 2007) 

(Potoski and Prakash 
2004, 2005, Darnall 
and Sides 2008) 
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Tables – Table 2: Structural conditions – CONTINUED 

 

Disciplining non-
compliance 

Sanctioning when non-compliance is found positively influences compliant 
behaviour by VEGAs’ participants. 
(Lenox and Nash 2003, Darnall and Carmin 2005) 

 (King and Lenox 2000, 
Short and Toffel 2010) 

Reward scheme Participants join VEGAs to obtain information on improving their environmental 
performance.  
(Bansal and Hunter 2003, Lyon and Maxwell 2007) 

  

 Participants join VEGAs to develop close relationships with and influence state-
regulators. 
(Magagna 1988, Hunold 2001, Bischop and Davis 2002, Baranzini and Thalmann 
2004) 

  

 Participants join VEGAs to gain public recognition. 
(Arora and Cason 1996, Bansal and Hunter 2003) 

  

 Participants join VEGAs because it is financially profitable to do so. 
(Howarth et al. 2000, Croci 2005) 
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