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Forests provide us with important ecosystem services, such as 
climate regulation and the protection of soil and water resourc-
es. Still, it has proven difficult to protect the world’s forests 
through intergovernmental agreements. As an alternative to 
such agreements, forest certification schemes were introduced 
in the 1990s to establish principles for responsible forestry. The 
frontrunner scheme, the Forest Stewardship Council (FSC), has 
received significant scholarly attention since it grants equal in-
fluence to environmental, economic and social interests, while 
excluding public agencies. This decision-making structure has 
made scholars argue that the FSC constitutes a legitimate and 
effective private governance arrangement. 

However, in Sweden, a country often described as a role mod-
el in forest certification, the FSC has received critique for failing 
to obtain legitimate processes and results, and recently three 
of five environmental groups have chosen to exit the Swedish 
FSC organization. This thesis therefore provides a critical as-
sessment of the legitimacy and the results of forest certification 
in Sweden. It identifies a number of factors, which today chal-
lenge the legitimacy of forest certification, and shows that the 
environmental impacts of forest certification remain uncertain.     
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Abstract   
 
In recent decades, political scientists have devoted substantial attention to 
the changing role of the state towards more inclusion of non-state actors in 
policymaking. This deliberative turn, or move towards governance, may 
signal inability to handle complex problems without cooperation with non-
state actors. On the other hand, governance is frequently credited with 
generating legitimate decision-making processes and results. In some 
instances, non-governmental actors have even taken the lead in 
policymaking. One archetype of such private governance, which has received 
significant scholarly attention, is forest certification. The Forest Stewardship 
Council (FSC) is frequently described as the most democratic and therefore 
legitimate forest certification organization since it grants equal voting rights 
to three stakeholder groups in the formulation of criteria for responsible 
forestry: environmental non-governmental organizations (ENGOs), social 
groups (indigenous peoples and labor organizations) and forest owners. 
However, in Sweden, a country often described as a role model in forest 
certification, the FSC has increasingly received critique for failing to generate 
legitimate processes and results, and recently three of five ENGOs have 
chosen to exit the FSC organization. Such processes of de-legitimation have 
received little attention in the forest certification literature. 

This thesis therefore provides a critical assessment of the legitimacy of 
forest certification in Sweden. Legitimacy is analyzed through concerned 
stakeholders’ perceptions of both procedural qualities (input legitimacy) and 
problem-solving capacity (output legitimacy). This study of legitimacy is 
combined with an assessment of the ability of certification to enhance 
environmental protection, defined as changes in both forest management 
practices and biophysical conditions. The thesis focuses not the least on 
legitimacy on the local level, which is where the actual implementation takes 
place. Today local studies of the legitimacy of forest certification are rare.   

Both quantitative and qualitative research methods are applied and a 
number of sources are analyzed: forest monitoring data, survey data, 
interviews with and documents produced by the participating stakeholders. 
Papers I and IV analyze the perceived legitimacy of forest certification, while 
Papers II and III analyze forest certification schemes’ ability to enhance 
environmental protection.  

The results show that a process of de-legitimation is occurring in Swedish 
forest certification. In particular, certification has lost legitimacy with 
ENGOs, which increasingly consider Swedish forest certification to lack both 
input legitimacy and output legitimacy. Moreover, although the Swedish FSC 
standard pays attention to reindeer husbandry, the results show that 
reindeer herders consider themselves to have limited power to influence 
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long-term forest planning and management (low output legitimacy). The 
forest industry, on the other hand, increasingly grants legitimacy to forest 
certification due to customer demands, which are created not the least by 
pressures from international ENGOs and by EU regulation. The results also 
show that Swedish forest companies have paid more attention to their 
environmental practices after obtaining certification. However, to what 
extent these changes result in positive environmental impacts remains 
uncertain, especially since forests in Sweden grow slowly, which requires 
analyses over time. There are also measurement problems resulting from the 
low certification rate among small-scale forest owners and from the fact that 
certified small-scale owners tend to be more active in their management.  

These findings highlight that research on private forest governance should 
not neglect the role of the state, neither as a buyer nor as a regulator. These 
findings also suggest that further research should pay attention to power 
asymmetries in private governance and develop methods for better 
understanding and evaluating the certification schemes’ environmental and 
social impacts.  
 
Keywords: accountability, corporate social responsibility, eco-labelling,  
forest certification, forest governance, forest practices, governance, 
legitimacy, national forest inventory,  private governance,  Sweden, 
voluntary standards 
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Svensk sammanfattning 
 
Sedan 1990-talet har statsvetare frekvent använt begreppet governance (nya 
styrningsformer) för att belysa hur statens förmåga att styra olika 
policyområden har förändrats under de senaste decennierna. Statsvetare 
framhåller ofta att de utmaningar som stater i västvärlden har ställs inför 
under senare år, exempelvis global uppvärmning och en ökad ekonomisk 
globalisering, har gjort det allt vanligare att inkludera nya aktörer i 
beslutsprocesser samt att delegera implementering till icke-statliga aktörer. 
Sådan deliberativ styrning har även framhållits som mer legitim och effektiv 
än traditionella styrformer. Ökat deltagande av icke-statliga aktörer kan 
därmed ses såväl som en pragmatisk lösning som en normativt önskvärd 
utveckling. Ökat deltagande behöver dock inte nödvändigtvis innebära att 
staten styr mindre, utan snarare att politikskapandet sker i interaktion 
mellan statliga och icke-statliga aktörer.  

 Inom miljöpolitik, och inte minst inom skogspolitiken, har en sådan 
utveckling varit påtaglig. Under de två senaste decennierna har 
internationella statliga försök att lösa global avskogning och ohållbart 
brukande av världens skogar misslyckats. Dessa misslyckanden har lämnat 
rum för framväxten av frivilliga privata styrsystem, på skogsområdet, inte 
minst i form av skogscertifiering. Certifiering innebär att någon, ofta en 
oberoende organisation, intygar att en produkt tillverkas eller behandlas 
enligt en viss standard. En skogsägare vars skogsbruk överensstämmer med 
kraven i en skogscertifieringsstandard kan därmed certifiera sin skog och 
miljömärka sina produkter, vilket köpare sedan kan spåra längs hela 
marknadskedjan. Skogscertifiering är ofta ett marknadskrav, framförallt på 
den europeiska marknaden 

Det skogscertifieringssystem som har ådragit sig mest uppmärksamhet 
från forskare är Forest Stewardship Council (FSC). FSC är en politiskt 
oberoende internationell medlemsorganisation som arbetar för ett ansvars-
fullt skogsbruk genom ett frivilligt ackrediteringsprogram för företag som 
bedriver skogsbruk eller tillverkar skogsprodukter. FSC grundades som svar 
på de misslyckade försöken att skapa en internationell skogskonvention vid 
FNs Riokonferens år 1992. Den ledande förespråkaren för FSC var Världs-
naturfonden, som vände sig till den privata marknaden för att hitta icke-
statliga lösningar för ett hållbart skogsbruk. Även sociala intressegrupper 
deltar i FSC, men politiska organisationer och statliga myndigheter tillåts 
inte delta. I FSCs principer och kriterier finns övergripande riktlinjer för hur 
skogsbruk ska bedrivas. Dessa anpassas på nationell nivå till varje lands 
regelverk och andra förutsättningar. FSC stipulerar bland annat naturvårds-
kriterier och sociala kriterier för hänsyn till framför allt urbefolkningar, 
vilket i Sverige innefattar renskötande samer i norra Sverige. FSCs principer 
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ska inte gå emot och har i vissa fall varit striktare än nationell lagstiftning. 
Genom att gå med i FSC åtar sig skogsägare alltså ofta att ta större miljö- och 
social hänsyn än vad som krävs i nationell lagstiftning.  

Under 1990-talet bildades även konkurrenter till FSC. I Europa initierades 
Programme for the Endorsement of Forest Certification Schemes (PEFC). 
PEFC bildades av skogsägarföreningar i Europa som ansåg att miljörörelsen 
och sociala grupper hade ett för stort inflytande över beslutsprocessen i FSC. 
I FSCs alla beslutsprocesser, såväl på internationell nivå som i de nationella 
arbetsgrupperna, ges lika rösträtt till de tre intressegrupperna: skogsägare, 
sociala grupper och miljöorganisationer. I PEFC är det däremot skogsägarna 
själva som fattar de slutgiltiga besluten, exempelvis om PEFCs skogsbruks-
standard, vilket i vissa delar har resulterat i lägre krav än de som ställs av 
FSC.  

Tidigare forskning har framhållit Sverige som ett föregångsland i certi-
fiering och idag är mer än 50 procent av den produktiva skogen certifierad 
(ca 11 miljoner hektar). Den höga certifieringsgraden beror till stor del på att 
skogsindustrin spelar en stor roll i den svenska ekonomin. Sverige är 
världens näst största exportör sammanlagt av papper, pappersmassa och 
sågade trävaror och en femtedel av de sågade trävaror som konsumeras i 
EU-länderna produceras i Sverige. Dessutom har Sverige en skogsvårdslag 
som bygger på frivillighet under ansvar och som fastställer att miljöhänsyn 
och produktion är två likställda mål. Detta innebär att skogsbolagen har 
stora möjligheter att själva påverka hur naturvårdshänsyn ska tas i 
skogsbruket, vilket har möjliggjort skogscertifiering. Ett ytterligare skäl till 
den höga certifieringsgraden i Sverige är att den svenska staten har utryck 
sig positiv till certifiering.  

Tidigare forskning har även framhållit FSC som ett exempel på en privat 
styrningsform med högt deltagande, hög legitimitet samt en effektiv 
styrning. De flesta studierna analyserar dock FSCs beslutsprocesser på den 
internationella arenan och har därmed inte tagit hänsyn till de olika 
aktörernas uppfattningar om beslutsprocesser och faktiska resultat på 
nationell och lokal nivå. Detta är anmärkningsvärt eftersom den faktiska 
implementeringen sker på lokal nivå och eftersom låg legitimitet på denna 
nivå därmed kan göra implementeringen ineffektiv. Studier av FSCs 
legitimitet på lokal nivå motiveras också av att svensk skogscertifiering 
under senare år har fått allt mer kritik från miljöorganisationer, både för att 
arbetsprocesserna inte har ansetts legitima och för att FSCs kriterier inte har 
ansetts gynna ett miljövänligt skogsbruk. Tre av de fem miljöorganisationer 
som deltog i grundandet av svenska FSC har därför valt att lämna denna 
organisation. Även i andra länder har det förekommit att miljöorganisa-
tioner kritiserat skogscertifieringen för att inte leverera avsedda fördelar. 
Trots detta finns idag få studier om varför skogscertifieringens legitimitet 
utmanas. 
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Därför prövar denna avhandling dessa antaganden om hög legitimitet och 
effektivitet. Legitimitet studeras utifrån de deltagande intressegruppernas 
(skogsägare, miljöorganisationer, rennäringen) föreställningar om huruvida 
och varför skogscertifieringssystemen har rätt att styra. Argumenten indelas 
i två kategorier: de som rör beslutsprocesser respektive resultat. Genom att 
undersöka varför intressegrupperna har dessa föreställningar om skogs-
certifieringens legitimitet beaktas faktorer på såväl den internationella 
nivån, som den nationella nivån och den lokala nivån där själva implemen-
teringen sker. Avhandlingen studerar alltså hur legitimitet kan konstrueras 
och utmanas bortom staten. Slutligen analyserar avhandlingen vilka resultat 
skogscertifieringen tycks få med avseende på skogsbolagens miljöarbete och 
den biologiska mångfalden och gör en kritisk granskning av tidigare 
forskningsmaterial och tillvägagångssätt. Avhandlingen analyserar olika 
datakällor, genomför intervjuer och enkäter med deltagande intressegrupper 
och tillämpar såväl kvalitativa som kvantitativa analysmetoder.  

Avhandlingens resultat visar att skogscertifieringens legitimitet idag i 
grunden utmanas, vilket kan påverka styrningens beslutsprocesser och 
resultat. De huvudsakliga skälen till att miljöorganisationerna har ansett 
skogscertifieringen sakna legitimitet, och därför har valt att hoppa av, rör 
såväl certifieringssystemets förmåga att skapa en balanserad agenda och 
transparenta beslutsprocesser som dess förmåga att nå konkreta resultat i 
skogsbruket. Under senare år har FSC-certifierade skogsbolags förmåga att 
öka naturhänsynen i skogsbruket kraftigt kritiserats av flera miljö-
organisationer. Därmed utmanas den rådande föreställningen att FSCs 
beslutsprocesser och resultat karaktäriseras av hög legitimitet. Avhandlingen 
visar även att rennäringen – vars brukanderätt ges ett utökat stöd i den 
svenska FSC-standarden – fortfarande anser sig ha mycket begränsade 
möjligheter att påverka skogsbruket i deras renbetesområden i norra 
Sverige. Samtidigt fortsätter dock skogsbolag att ansluta sig till och därmed 
legitimera skogscertifiering. Avhandlingen visar att detta inte minst beror på 
ökade marknadskrav, vilka i sin tur är en följd av både påtryckningar från 
internationella miljöorganisationer och offentlig reglering inom EU som 
stödjer certifiering. Resultaten visar därmed att legitimitet konstrueras både 
av uppfattningar om beslutsprocesser (input legitimitet) och av 
uppfattningar om resultat (output legitimitet). För att legitimitet ska kunna 
skapas och bibehållas i privata styrsystem behöver legitimitet alltså bevaras 
både mellan deltagande aktörer och i relation till de faktiska mål som detta 
styrsystem förväntas uppfylla. Resultaten visar vidare en tydlig 
legitimitetsdynamik – nämligen att legitimitet kan både vinnas och förloras 
samt att ett förlorat förtroende är svårt att reparera. Denna utveckling kan 
på längre sikt underminera trovärdigheten för certifierade produkter bland 
uppköpare, konsumenter och statliga aktörer. 



 

x 
 

Samtidigt visar avhandlingen att flera svenska skogsbolag har förändrat sitt 
interna miljöarbete under de senaste åren. Bland annat har skogsbolagen 
utvecklat nya rutiner för naturvårdsinriktad skötsel, anställt naturvårds-
specialister samt ökat antalet riktade utbildningsinsatser om hållbart skogs-
bruk. Avhandlingen visar dock att det är för tidigt att utvärdera långsiktiga 
effekter på den biologiska mångfalden av ett certifierat skogsbruk, framför-
allt eftersom skogen växer och förändras långsamt. Detta gör att långsiktiga 
effekter behöver studeras över tid. Det finns dessutom andra faktorer som 
försvårar mätningen av effekterna på den biologiska mångfalden, exempelvis 
den låga certifieringsgraden bland privata skogsägare samt att de som 
certifierat sitt skogsbruk tenderar att vara mer aktiva i sitt brukande än de 
privata skogsägare som inte har certifierat sitt skogsbruk.  

Avhandlingens resultat indikerar att fortsatt forskning i större utsträck-
ning bör beakta privata styrformers upplevda legitimitet både i relation till 
beslutprocesser och i relation till resultaten av implementeringen på 
nationell såväl som lokal nivå. En annan fråga som bör tas i beaktande är 
huruvida det finns maktasymmetrier mellan olika intressegrupper, vilket kan 
göra att ett till synes demokratiskt system inte alltid upplevs som legitimt. 
Resultaten visar även att framtida forskning inte ska förbise statens stöd för 
certifiering, vilket ger en ökad legitimitet till denna privata styrform. 
Forskning behöver även kontinuerligt utveckla metoder för att undersöka 
vilka effekter ett certifierat skogsbruk har på den biologiska mångfalden.  
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A boy and a girl, each the child of sheepherders, used to play 
together in the forest, build houses out of flat stones, and pick 
berries. They were both born in the forest. The forest was 
their house. They lived in peace with everything there. The 
children thought of the lynx and the fox as their watchdogs, 
the weasel as their cat, hares and squirrels as their cattle. 
Owls and grouse were their canaries, the pines were their 
servants, and the young birch trees guests at their parties. 
They knew the hole where the snake lay curled in the winter; 
while bathing they had seen the watersnake come swimming 
through the clear water; but they were afraid neither of 
snake nor of wild animal; they belonged to the forest. 

 

                          Selma Lagerlöf – 
The Story of Gösta Berling 

[Transl. by Robert Bly] 



 

 
 

 



Governing forest use in a changing world 
 

1 
 

Governing forest use in a changing world 
 
During the last decades, the capacity of states to command and control 
societies has been challenged by global issues such as climate change and 
economic globalization (Held and McGrew 2000, Pierre and Peters 2005). 
The state has thereby moved from relying largely on top-down command and 
control to governance, which is characterized by the participation of non-
state actors in political agenda setting and decision-making (Rhodes 1996, 
Bodansky 1999, Pierre and Peters 2000, Rosenau 2002, Kooiman 2003, van 
Kersbergen and van Waarden 2004, Pierre and Peters 2005, Bogason and 
Musso 2006). Scholars therefore depict the state rather as a facilitator and 
enabler for policy making than as an actor practicing command and control 
(Pierre and Peters 2005, Pierre 2009).   

Governance is frequently associated with inclusiveness, transparency and 
effectiveness in decision-making and policy implementation (Risse 2004, 
van Kersbergen and van Waarden 2004), a view which recently has been 
referred to as the deliberative turn (Bäckstrand et al. 2010). Scholars have 
however questioned whether the deliberative turn keeps these promises (van 
Kersbergen and van Waarden 2004, Papadopoulos 2003, Klijn and Skelcher 
2007, Sørensen and Torfing 2005, Bäckstrand et al. 2010). For instance, 
scholars have drawn attention to underlying power asymmetries in decision-
making, which pose challenges to the democratic ideal (Arts and van 
Tatenhove 2004, Colebatch 2009, Walters 2004, Zürn 2004, Bogason and 
Musso 2005, van Bortel and Mullins 2009, Davies 2011, Kjær 2011, Torfing 
et al. 2012). From such a view, governance may lack the same criteria it aims 
to correct in state-centric practices of governing. Such critique has been 
presented for instance regarding the environmental policy field (Lundqvist 
2004, Eckerberg and Joas 2004, Bäckstrand 2006, Bäckstrand et al. 2010, 
Tamm Hallström and Boström 2010, Newig and Fritsch 2009).     

In some sectors, non-governmental actors have even taken the lead in 
policymaking. Such policymaking is frequently referred to as private 
governance1 (Pattberg 2005a, Bartley 2007, Hysing 2009). This does not 
mean that the state is absent, but rather that the development and 
implementation of policy rely to a large extent on the problem-solving 
capacity of and the cooperation between non-governmental actors (Pierre 
and Peters 2005). Private governance is important not the least for the 
formulation of forest policies to halt deforestation, and such policies have 
received significant scholarly attention (Gulbrandsen 2004, Boström 2003, 
Cashore et al. 2004, Humphreys 2009, Arts and Buizer 2009, Bernstein and 
Cashore 2012). Private forest governance has become increasingly important 

                                                             
1 In this thesis, private governance is synonymous with non-state market driven (NSMD) governance. This 
latter term was coined by Cashore (2002). 
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over the last two decades, largely in response to public failures to halt 
deforestation. The trigger of this development was the failure of the 1992 
United Nations Conference on Environment and Development (UNCED), 
also known as the Rio Earth Summit, to adopt a binding international forest 
convention. At that conference, polarization emerged between industrialized 
and developing countries, and no convention was adopted. Instead, the 
world’s governments have repeatedly formed non-binding agreements on 
sustainable resource use under the auspices of the UN (Humphreys 2006, 
Visseren-Hamakers and Glasbergen 2007).2 Such agreements have however 
proven insufficient to halt deforestation (Humphreys 2006). The challenge 
of deforestation persists due to growing demands for food, timber, and 
biofuels, which compete with demands for other ecosystem services, such as 
climate regulation and the protection of soil and water resources (FAO 2010, 
Agrawal et al. 2008, McDermott et al. 2010). Today more than 50 percent of 
the world’s forest area is managed and used in various production cycles 
(FAO 2010).  

The failed attempt to obtain a binding forest convention spurred 
environmental non-governmental organizations (ENGOs) to initiate forest 
certification schemes (Cashore et al. 2004, Gulbrandsen 2004). Such private 
governance was introduced in 1993 with the establishment of the Forest 
Stewardship Council (FSC). This frontrunner was established by a number of 
prominent international ENGOs (particularly the World Wide Fund for 
Nature, WWF), industry associations, and social groups (labor organizations 
and indigenous groups). The FSC constitutes a special form of private forest 
governance since it grants equal voting weight to these three groups of 
stakeholders, while explicitly excluding the direct involvement of state 
agencies and party-political organizations (Boström 2002, Cashore et al. 
2004). It established international principles and criteria for environ-
mentally and socially responsible forestry3 with a clear focus on the 
preservation of old-growth forests and indigenous peoples’ land use rights. 
Today, certification labels are frequently used by producers and retailers as 
verification that the timber, pulp or paper they sell origin from well-
managed forests (Overdevest 2004). Thereby the lack of an adequate inter-

                                                             
2 Intensive negotiations at the UNCED resulted in ‘soft’ international law on forest management (The Forest 
Principles and chapter 11 in Agenda 21, ‘Combating Deforestation’) and in the Convention on Biological 
Diversity (CBD). Also, after these negotiations, suggestions on how Sustainable Forest Management (SFM) 
could be achieved were presented by other UN bodies. Suggestions were made from 1995 to 1997 by the 
Intergovernmental Panel on Forests (IPF) and from 1997 to 2000 by the Intergovernmental Forum on Forests 
(IFF) (Gulbrandsen 2004). The concept of Sustainable Forest Management however remains contested. A 
number of thematic elements have hence been acknowledged by UNFF and FAO and these include: the extent 
of forest resources, biological diversity, forest health and vitality, productive functions of forest resources, 
protective functions of forest resources, socio-economic functions and finally, legal, policy and institutional 
frameworks that support the above mentioned themes (FAO 2008). 
3 Responsible forestry is a term coined by the FSC organization. It acknowledges environmentally 
appropriate, socially beneficial and economically viable use of the world’s forests (www.fsc.org)  
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governmental response to sustainable forestry indirectly led to the creation 
of the FSC. In other words, forest certification schemes “fill in what 
governments are not (yet) willing or able to regulate” (Visseren-Hamakers 
and Glasbergen 2007, p. 409).  

The support of the state is nonetheless important, and this has been 
pointed out as an explanation to why the FSC and its European competitor, 
the industry-initiated Programme for the Endorsement of Forest 
Certification Schemes (PEFC), have gained their largest share of adoption in 
northern countries, which are characterized by a well-functioning state 
administrative system (Boström 2003, Cashore et al. 2004). Research has 
described Sweden as a first-mover country and a role model, where forest 
certification gained early support from the state, the forest industry, ENGOs 
and the Swedish Sámi Association (indigenous organization) (Cashore et al. 
2004, Gulbrandsen 2005a). Sweden is today the world’s second largest 
combined exporter of overall paper, pulp and sawn timber (Swedish Forests 
Industries Federation 2011) and was the first country to adopt an 
internationally approved FSC standard (Cashore et al. 2004). At present, no 
less than 50 percent of Sweden’s productive forests are certified 
(approximately 11 million ha) (Johansson and Lidestav 2011), as compared 
to the global average of approximately 10 percent (Gulbrandsen 2004, FSC 
International 2011, PEFC International 2011).4 One explanation for the early 
adoption of certification in Sweden is that Swedish governmental forest 
policies have traditionally been developed through a co-operative decision-
making process, including economic, social and political interests (Donner-
Amnell 2004, Appelstrand 2007). In other words, governance is not an 
entirely new phenomenon in Swedish forest policy (Stjernquist 1973, 
Eckerberg 1987). Also, in Sweden, the government explicitly acknowledges 
‘freedom with responsibility’, meaning that the forest companies are given 
room to influence how environmental considerations should be secured in 
forest management, creating incentives for the adoption of forest 
certification (Boström 2003, Appelstrand 2007, Lister 2011).  

Given the image of Sweden as a role model, some recent occurrences in 
Swedish forest certification may seem rather surprising. Like in some other 
countries, the FSC’s decision-making model and its results have been 
criticized by ENGOs over the last years5 (Lööf and Sahlin 2009, Tas and 
Rodrigues 2009, Sahlin 2010, Greenpeace International 2008). In Sweden, 
however, three of the five member ENGOs have withdrawn from the Swedish 

                                                             
4 Initially, the aim of the FSC was to halt deforestation in the tropics but this aim has been difficult to achieve. 
Certification rates are accordingly substantially higher in some other areas, particularly in Europe, which 
covers 43 percent of the total FSC-certified woodland (64 million ha), making Europe the most FSC-certified 
region in the world (Gulbrandsen 2004, FSC International 2011). Also the PEFC holds a strong position in 
Europe with 30 percent of the total PEFC certificates (72 million ha) (PEFC International 2011).  
5 See the critical FSC-Watch www.fsc-watch.org, which is an independent observer of the FSC organization.   
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FSC organization (Johansson 2012a). The present state of the Swedish 
forests also gained increasing media attention in 2012 when one of Sweden’s 
largest daily newspapers criticized the current state of Swedish forest policy 
for being weak and deregulated, favoring economic profit rather than forest 
protection (Zaremba 2012). Such critique indicates that conflicts over 
environmental and social goals remain unsolved even in Swedish forestry.  

These developments stand in sharp contrast to the present state of 
research on the legitimacy of the FSC. Though this research has pointed out 
challenges to the FSC, particularly in developing countries (for instance 
Chan and Pattberg 2008, Schepers 2010), it has, in general, claimed that the 
FSC represents a ‘good’ governance model, which has resulted in perhaps the 
most effective, advanced and democratic organization for socially and 
environmentally responsible business (Chan and Pattberg 2008. See also 
Dingwerth 2007, Gulbrandsen 2008a, Schepers 2010, Auld and 
Gulbrandsen 2010, Meidinger 2011). This research has primarily analyzed 
the legitimacy of certification by comparing decision-making processes to 
pre-determined democratic criteria (e.g. Dingwerth 2007, Auld and 
Gulbrandsen 2010, Meidinger 2011). Previous research has also tended to 
focus more on why certification schemes gain rule-making authority (e.g. 
Cashore 2002, Cashore et al. 2004, Bernstein and Cashore 2007) than on the 
challenges, which may cause a loss of legitimacy (cf. Tamm Hallström and 
Boström 2010, Bernstein 2011). The Swedish ENGOs’ withdrawals however 
show that there is a need for more research on when and why participating 
actors perceive a governance system as legitimate or, as in the case of exiting 
ENGOs, as illegitimate.  

Furthermore, previous research on the legitimacy of forest certification 
has drawn attention to how the FSC International attempts to create 
legitimate decision-making procedures and secure democratic accountability 
at the transnational level (Dingwerth 2007, Chan and Pattberg 2008, 
Gulbrandsen 2008, Auld and Gulbrandsen 2010, Meidinger 2011, Tamm 
Hallström and Boström 2010). However, research on why and when forest 
certification is perceived as legitimate needs to also include the local level 
since this is where the actual standard implementation takes place. This is 
important not the least since a low degree of legitimacy may result in 
ineffective policy implementation (Zachrisson 2009, Tamm Hallström and 
Boström 2010). The research which considers power asymmetries in forest 
certification has indicated, but not yet thoroughly assessed, that the FSC may 
lack legitimacy with local stakeholders (cf. Sandström and Widmark 2007, 
Driscoll 2006, Roberge et al. 2011).  

The recent critique of Swedish forest certification also highlights the issue 
of environmental impacts. Whether forest certification actually produces 
biophysical improvements is an issue which previous research has tended to 
avoid, probably due to the difficulties of gathering systematic and reliable 



Governing forest use in a changing world 
 

5 
 

forest data (Overdevest 2010). Instead, researchers have usually examined 
certification schemes’ environmental impacts by drawing on certification 
rates, policy effectiveness (the stringency of the written schemes) or 
institutional effectiveness (the organizational structure and decision-making 
process of certification organizations) (Gulbrandsen 2005b, Auld et al. 2008, 
Overdevest 2010, Tikina and Innes 2008, Clark and Kozar 2011, Schlyter et 
al. 2009, Newsom et al. 2006). Sweden however offers both systematic and 
reliable data on forest use, which allows at least for an elaborate discussion 
of the environmental impacts of forest certification (Johansson and Lidestav 
2011).  

Research on these central issues may support policy recommendations on 
how forest certification schemes can be used more effectively in frontrunner 
countries, such as Sweden, where attempts are being made to establish 
certification as a supplement to existing forest policies and laws (Hysing 
2009, Lister 2011). 
 
Purpose of the thesis  
The overall purpose of this thesis is to analyze to what extent and under 
which circumstances private governance in the form of forest certification 
schemes may generate legitimate decision-making processes and results. 
The primary focus is on the legitimacy of forest certification as perceived by 
the participating stakeholders. Thereby the present thesis understands 
legitimacy as the acceptance of a governance system (Bernstein 2005, 
Bernstein and Cashore 2007). This is not to neglect the normative tradition, 
which compares decision-making processes in certification organizations to 
pre-determined democratic criteria (Dingwerth 2007, Auld and Gulbrandsen 
2010, Meidinger 2011). Rather the thesis follows the notion that such 
traditions must be combined since “the key to legitimate governance is in 
their convergence” (Bernstein 2005, p. 141). This thesis therefore examines 
not only to what extent forest certification systems are accepted, e.g. 
considered legitimate, but also why and, in particular, the role of certain pre-
determined criteria.  

As regards the pre-determined criteria of legitimate governance, the 
present thesis traces not only perceptions of procedural aspects of 
certification (input legitimacy), but also the perceived results of certification 
(output legitimacy). The thesis thereby acknowledges that both forms of 
legitimacy must be taken into account since a high degree of output 
legitimacy may compensate for a low degree of input legitimacy and vice-
versa (Scharpf 1999, Bäckstrand et al. 2010, Leach and Sabatier 2005, 
Koontz and Thomas 2006).  

Finally, in order to contextualize the participating stakeholders’ 
perceptions of results, this thesis additionally makes assessments of the 
environmental results of forest certification. These combined aspects of 
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certification schemes’ legitimacy and results are examined in the case of 
Swedish forest certification. 

The overarching purpose is divided into three research questions, which 
will be employed to analyze the results of the thesis: 

 
1. Under which circumstances can the legitimacy of forest 

certification be constructed and sustained? 
 
The first question regards which factors contribute to the acceptance, in 
other words the legitimacy, of forest certification. The present thesis thereby 
relates to previous research on why the forest industry has adopted forest 
certification. Previous research has emphasized factors such as the threat of 
ENGOs to name and shame forest industries for unsustainable forest use, 
which has resulted in a strong customer demand for certified products in the 
European market (Cashore et al. 2004, Gulbrandsen 2005a). Previous 
research has also pointed out that certification has gained its largest share of 
adoption in the northernmost countries, which are characterized by a high 
level of economic development. This includes a strong capacity to enforce 
laws, but also vertically integrated forest industries and a high dependence 
on foreign markets (Cashore et al. 2004, McDermott et al. 2010).  

This thesis however pays particular attention to a recent change in forest 
industries’ certification strategies, which potentially may increase the 
legitimacy of forest certification in the market. In the late 1990s and early 
2000, forest industries adopted either the NGO-initiated FSC or the 
industry-initiated PEFC. Over the last years, however, some major forest 
industries have certified their forest management and products under both 
the FSC and the PEFC standard. The causes and effects of the recent trend 
among forest companies to modify long-established certification strategies 
have yet received little scholarly attention (Paper III). 

The present thesis also pays particular attention to the role of the state 
since important research findings in this aspect call for further attention. It 
is known that the Swedish state was of importance for the uptake of forest 
certification during the 1990s, when it expressed support for forest 
certification as an appropriate means for forest companies to take 
environmental responsibility of their work (Boström 2003, Hysing 2009, 
Lister 2011). Less is known about how public regulation, such as binding 
European Union (EU) regulation and ‘green’ procurement policies, interact 
with certification requirements, i.e. how they support and thereby potentially 
affect the occurrence of certification in the European market (cf. Overdevest 
2010, Gulbrandsen 2010, Cashore and Stone 2012, Overdevest and Zeitlin 
2012). The importance of public regulation and procurement policies for the 
legitimacy of forest certification is therefore given attention in the present 
thesis (Paper III). 
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2. Which factors may challenge the legitimacy of forest certification? 
 
Previous research has paid little attention to de-legitimation of forest 
certification, i.e. situations where legitimacy is challenged and undermined 
(definition from Steffek 2009). Some related research has analyzed why 
certification rates remain low in the southern hemisphere (for instance 
Schepers 2009, Chan and Pattberg 2008). As regards the northern countries, 
the FSC in particular has been considered highly legitimate. However, the 
withdrawal of three of the five ENGOs, which initially participated in the 
Swedish FSC, shows that there is a need for research on why certification 
may lack legitimacy also as regards the northern countries. The majority of 
the research on the legitimacy of forest certification has however either 
analyzed legitimacy by comparing certification organizations to pre-defined 
criteria (Dingwerth 2007, Auld and Gulbrandsen 2010, Meidinger 2011) or 
analyzed why forest certification is perceived as legitimate by participating 
stakeholders (Cashore et al. 2004, Bernstein 2011, Tamm Hallström and 
Boström 2010). Some have noted challenges to the legitimacy of the FSC, 
such as the growth of competing schemes, the costs of certification and 
illegal logging (Schepers 2010, Chan and Pattberg 2008, Dingwerth 2007), 
but have not analyzed processes of decreasing legitimacy. To understand the 
recent development of forest certification in Sweden, the present thesis 
follows scholars such as Tamm Hallström and Boström (2010), Bernstein 
(2011) and Sandström and Widmark (2007), which have noted power 
asymmetries between the three groups of stakeholders, which participate in 
forest certification.6  

Furthermore, this thesis contributes to the present state of research by 
analyzing how stakeholders perceive the legitimacy of certification on the 
national as well as the local levels (Papers I and IV), whereas previous 
research has examined certification schemes’ legitimacy primarily on the 
international level. This thesis thereby provides a critical assessment of 
forest certification schemes’ legitimacy on multiple levels.    
 

3. To what extent can the adoption of forest certification schemes 
enhance environmental outputs and impacts in forestry?  

 
Whether a certified forest management actually produces biophysical 
improvements is an issue, which so far has been left largely unanswered by 
political scientists. Previous studies have drawn attention to the fast growth 
of certification schemes, which indicate a potential to improve 

                                                             
6 Scholars have also noted another kind of power asymmetry in forest certification, namely between certified 
forest owners in the northern and southern hemispheres (Schepers 2010, Chan and Pattberg 2008, Dingwerth 
2007, Tamm Hallström and Boström 2012, Boström 2012). This kind of power asymmetry is however not in 
the scope of the present thesis. 
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environmental protection in forestry, yet little such empirical evidence has 
been presented in the forest certification literature (Auld et al. 2008). The 
environmental impacts of forest certification schemes thereby remain 
methodologically and empirically understudied, though some studies on this 
topic exist (Sverdrup-Thygeson et al. 2008, Schlyter et al. 2009, Lõhmus and 
Kraut 2010, Eriksson and Hammer 2006, Rametsteiner and Simula 2003, 
Newsom et al. 2006, Elbakidze et al. 2011). There are practical reasons for 
this shortage in that studies of environmental impacts require considerable 
gathering and analysis of effect data, which in turn often requires multi-
disciplinary approaches. The case of Sweden however offers, through the 
National Forest Inventory (NFI), both systematic and reliable public data on 
forest use. Combined with survey data and interviews, this data allows for an 
elaborate discussion of the environmental results of certification.  

The environmental results of certification are examined both in terms of 
outputs, defined as changes in management practices (Papers II and III) and 
in terms of the environmental impacts, defined as changes in biophysical 
conditions (Paper II).7 The results of such analyses are compared to the 
participating stakeholders’ perceptions of results. This is done in order to 
examine whether these perceptions, divergent or not, find support in public 
monitoring data. The present thesis thereby sheds new light on the potential 
of forest certification to enhance environmental protection by analyzing 
developments in Swedish forestry.  

 
Contributions of the thesis 
The present thesis makes both theoretical and empirical contributions to the 
field of private forest governance.   

This thesis makes three theoretical contributions. The first theoretical 
contribution is gained by analyzing a private forest governance system 
during a period, when its stakeholder dialogue was, at least partly, 
interrupted which allows for a study of ways in which legitimacy may be 
limited. Thus this thesis analyzes not only under which circumstances such a 
governance system may gain legitimacy with participating stakeholders, but 
also when such legitimacy may be lost (Papers I and IV). Previous research 
has devoted little attention to the factors, which may challenge the legitimacy 
of a private forest governance system. Perhaps most importantly, previous 
research has paid little attention to how power struggles between 
stakeholders manifest on national and local levels. This research has rather 
focused on how certification schemes may gain legitimacy from concerned 

                                                             
7 This definition of environmental impacts follows Rametsteiner and Simula (2003), Newsom et al. (2006), 
Auld et al. (2008), Schlyter et al. (2009), Johansson and Lidestav (2011) and Hain (2012). Changes in 
biophysical conditions have been labeled differently by other researchers. Bäckstrand (2006), Koontz and 
Thomas (2006) and Elbakidze et al. (2011) denote such changes as environmental outcomes. For a distinction 
between environmental outcomes and outputs, see Koontz and Thomas (2006) and Angelstam et al. (2010). 
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constituencies in order to establish themselves as long-term governance 
alternatives (Cashore 2002, Cashore 2004, Bernstein and Cashore 2007) or 
to the merits of the FSC’s deliberative decision-making process, which 
supposedly generates legitimacy (Dingwerth 2007, Meidinger 2011). These 
two research traditions have slightly different focus: while the former 
analyzes the legitimacy of forest certification as perceived by some of the 
participating stakeholders, the latter points out which characteristics a 
private forest governance arrangement must have in order to be considered 
legitimate. The present thesis contributes to both these research traditions in 
the analysis of why forest certification in Sweden is facing contestation by 
ENGOs and therefore de-legitimation. The second theoretical contribution is 
that this thesis enhances our understanding of the perceptions of legitimacy 
on multiple levels. Although social scientists in the field of forest policy and 
private forest governance increasingly have paid attention to power 
asymmetries and actor constellations in the international arena, few studies 
examine the consequences of such challenges on multiple levels, in particular 
how complexities of use rights and ownership are managed within the FSC 
framework (cf. Sandström and Widmark 2007, Keskitalo 2008, Keskitalo et 
al. 2009, Tikina et al. 2010, Tamm Hallström and Boström 2010, Widmark 
and Sandström 2012). Previous research has primarily focused on the 
development of legitimacy at the national or international level, thereby 
neglecting the local level. Including also the local level allows for an 
improved understanding of the merits and limitations of forest certification 
since the local level is where the actual implementation takes place. This is 
important since there are few studies of decreasing legitimacy on the local 
level (Paper IV). At the same time, however, it is important to realize that the 
Swedish forest industry encompasses some of the world’s largest exporters of 
forest products. This means that this thesis not primarily traces market 
forces in play in Sweden, but also in the wider European market, to which 
Swedish timber products are largely exported (Paper III). This thesis thereby 
analyzes the legitimacy of forest certification from a multi-level perspective.    

The third theoretical contribution is to combine perceptions of input 
legitimacy with perceptions of output legitimacy. These two aspects of 
legitimacy have seldom been analyzed in combination in empirical studies of 
the legitimacy of forest certification.8 To combine them is however essential 
for a comprehensive understanding of why forest certification manages or 
fails to gather support. As regards input legitimacy, the thesis traces 
perceptions of procedural aspect of decision-making processes such as 
participation and transparency. As regards output legitimacy, this thesis 
traces perceptions of changes in the environment as well as changes for 
reindeer husbandry and changes in market access for certified products 

                                                             
8 An example of such research includes for instance Tamm Hallström and Boström (2010).  
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(Papers I-IV). It is important to analyze not only perceptions of 
environmental and social aspects of forest certification since forest 
certification should also generate visible market impacts and economic value 
for forest owners (Gulbrandsen 2005b, Schepers 2009).  

Additionally, the present thesis makes four empirical contributions to the 
field of private forest governance. The first two contributions regard the 
environmental results of forest certification. First, this thesis examines to 
what extent forest certification schemes can foster new environmental 
practices among forest owners (Papers II and III). Second, this thesis 
examines to what extent forest certification can effectively enhance 
environmental protection in Swedish forestry (Paper II). Both these issues 
are understudied, not the least for methodological reasons. Paper II employs 
a novel approach. Whereas previous studies mainly have drawn attention to 
the quality of the written certification standards, rather than their actual 
capacity to improve biophysical conditions, Paper II analyzes forest moni-
toring data and survey data from certified forest owners. Methodologically 
the assessments of environmental outputs and impacts contribute to our 
understanding of how and to what extent environmental outputs and 
impacts can be empirically examined in forest certification. Third, the study 
of legitimacy on a local level in northern Sweden (Paper IV) constitutes also 
an empirical contribution to the understanding of the merits and limitations 
of private forest governance. This is an important contribution since there 
are few local studies, which consider both environmental and social aspects. 
Finally, the fourth empirical contribution is that this thesis analyzes how 
forest certification interacts with Swedish and EU regulation to shape the 
legitimacy of forest certification. This is an important issue since public 
regulation may create incentives to support certification, but may also 
maintain distributions of property rights, which create difficulties for 
certification organizations to reach their goals (Keskitalo et al. 2009). Still, 
such empirical studies of interaction between certification and public 
regulation are today rare (cf. Sandström and Widmark 2007, Cashore and 
Stone 2012). 

To summarize; the most important contribution of the present thesis 
consists in adopting a combination of perspectives on forest certification 
schemes’ legitimacy in order to explore to what extent certification schemes, 
partly in combination with public regulation, can maintain legitimacy with 
participating stakeholders and foster new environmental practices. 
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Outline of the thesis  
This thesis consists of two main parts; first, an introductory chapter and, 
second, four appended papers, each of which can stand alone. The 
introductory chapter consists of five sections. Following the first section, 
which has presented the background, purpose, research questions, and 
contributions of the thesis, the second section presents the analytical 
framework, which has guided the empirical examinations in the four 
appended papers. This section summarizes previous research and 
understudied issues in the literature on forest certification. The third section 
introduces the research design and methods and justifies the choice of the 
Swedish case study. Merits and limitations of the research design are also 
discussed. The fourth section presents the case study context. This part 
includes an introduction to Swedish forestry and forest policy as well as the 
development of forest certification in Sweden. The fifth section discusses and 
analyzes the findings of the four papers in relation to understudied issues in 
this field of research and provides suggestions for future research. The 
second part of the thesis consists of the four appended papers, each 
contributing to the present state of research on private forest governance.   
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Private governance and the construction 
of legitimacy  
 
Governing as governance  
Since the 1990s political scientists have frequently used the term governance 
to signify that a variety of actors, particularly non-governmental 
organizations (NGOs), private business and political institutions interact in 
decision-making at the global, national and local levels (e.g. Rhodes 1996, 
Stoker 1998, Rosenau 2002, Kooiman 2003, Pierre and Peters 2000). At its 
most general level, governance has been conceptualized as “steering and 
control of society and the economy through collective action that aims to 
achieve common goals” (Torfing et al. 2012, p. 2). However, scholars have 
understood and analyzed governance in several different ways. Examples of 
governance range from top-down implementation where power sharing 
remains with a limited number of authorities, to bottom-up processes 
characterized by non-hierarchical constellations of independent actors, 
including non-governmental actors (Peters and Pierre 2001, Hooghe and 
Marks 2003, Treib et al. 2007). In other words, governance has altered a 
relocation of authority, either upwards, downwards or sideways (Rosenau 
2002, Hooghe and Marks 2003).  

In the political science literature scholars have debated whether 
governance denotes ‘governance without government’ (Rosenau 2002, Pierre 
and Peters 2005) or a ‘hollowing out of the state’ (Rhodes 1994). In the 
governance without government perspective networks, partnerships and 
international markets are seen as important actors and governance therefore 
occurs largely independently of government (Rosenau 2002). This form of 
governing might be seen as more open and democratic than traditional 
government, especially since a variety of interested parties can participate 
(Pierre and Peters 2005). The term hollow out mainly refers to the changes 
that have taken place in western democracies, where the traditional 
hierarchical state and its sovereignty in the decision-making process have 
been challenged by non-state actors operating in society (Rhodes 1994). 
Pierre and Peters (2005) thus argue that the hollow-out concept, where the 
traditional government has become incapable of governing, refers to changes 
in the Westminster conception where the state traditionally has been strong 
and centralized. They separate the ‘hollow’ conception from the ‘enabling’ 
conception which they claim is more Scandinavian and where the state still 
remains a crucial actor.  

Recently, scholars have reformulated the definition of governance to 
include “the complex process through which a plurality of social and political 
actors with diverging interests interact in order to formulate, promote, and 
achieve common objectives by means of mobilizing, exchanging, and 
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deploying a range of ideas, rules, and resources” (Torfing et al. 2012, p. 14). 
From such a view, governance is commonly viewed as emerging from the 
bottom-up, or through interactive processes, where participation is a 
cornerstone for legitimate policy outcomes. Governance may therefore be 
conceptualized as a normative prescription – something that should be 
adopted and achieved to enhance effectiveness, transparency and 
accountability in policy-making (Pierre and Peters 2005). But governance 
may also be seen as an empirical observation, in which participation, 
dialogue and transparency is increasingly manifested in public policies and 
strategies (Jordan 2008, Bäckstrand et al. 2010). Yet how such policy-
making plays out in decision-making forums and to what extent they can 
alter more legitimate policy outcomes still remains uncertain (Bäckstrand et 
al. 2010, Koontz and Thomas 2006, Torfing et al. 2012). This form of 
bottom-up governance is nonetheless commonly viewed as more democratic 
and effective than traditional forms of government, characterized by 
command and control where policy was developed and implemented by state 
officials and experts. This ‘deliberative turn’ in agenda setting and policy 
implementation has gained profound interest among scholars and 
policymakers where transparent, accountable and deliberative decision-
making often has been alleged as a better alternative than the slow and 
resource-constrained state machinery, which has failed to handle complex 
problems (Bodansky 1999, Pierre and Peters 2005, Bäckstrand et al. 2010).  
However, there seems to be a consensus among scholars that the state 
remains important, although it may not employ command and control, 
governing occurs in the ‘shadow of hierarchy’ where the state remains a 
coordinator and facilitator (Scharpf 1999, Pierre and Peters 2005). 
Governments thereby enable participatory decision-making both on a global 
arena and domestically, and no single actor alone can account for 
contemporary governance (Büthe and Mattli 2011, Torfing et al. 2012), 
especially when it comes to preserving natural resource systems (Ostrom 
1990). In other words, the state is not being entirely replaced; rather there is 
a change in the methods of steering policy outcomes (Pierre and Peters 
2005).  

The deliberative turn has been especially recognised in the environmental 
policy field, where different actors have promoted better environmental 
regulations at local-, regional-, national- and transnational levels (Jordan et 
al. 2003, Eckerberg and Joas 2004, Bäckstrand et al. 2010). The 
development of international and national environmental policy thereby 
relies to a larger extent on bargaining and negotiations among state and non-
state actors to achieve policy goals, rather than on formal authority. This 
development has made governance processes increasingly multi-level, i.e. 
involving actors and institutions on more than one administrative level 
(Keskitalo and Pettersson 2012). In this field of research, public-private 
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partnerships (Pattberg et al. 2012), multi-stakeholder dialogues (Bäckstrand 
2006), transnational environmental regimes (Biermann and Pattberg 2008), 
non-state market driven governance (Cashore 2002), voluntary standards 
(Vogel 2007), private governance (Pattberg 2005b), co-management 
(Zachrisson 2009) and network governance (Carlsson and Sandström 2008) 
exemplifies the myriad of governance approaches that may be applied to 
studies of resource use. These governance approaches may be seen as 
interactive forms of governance which are part of a new and emerging reality 
that challenge and transform the role of the state in governing the society 
and economy (Torfing et al. 2012). It has been argued that such bottom-up 
governance arrangements can reduce the ‘implementation deficit’ in 
contemporary environmental politics by connecting local practice and global 
rules in a flexible and decentralized manner (Bäckstrand 2008). At the same 
time, it should be recognized that decision-making within environmental 
governance still remains highly influenced by scientific advice and expert 
knowledge (Gulbrandsen 2008b, Bäckstrand 2003, Maletz and Tysiachniouk 
2009).    

An inherent problem with governing as governance is, nevertheless, that 
non-state actors do not derive authority, i.e. legitimate power, from the 
democratic electoral process (Pierre and Peters 2005). Accountability can be 
conceptualized in different ways but in general terms it “implies that some 
actors have the right to hold other actors to a set of standards, to judge 
whether they have fulfilled their responsibilities in light of these standards, 
and to impose sanctions if they determine that these responsibilities have 
not been met” (Grant and Keohane, 2005, p. 29). In a hierarchical sense the 
state is accountable to its citizens via democratic representation, such as 
parliamentary elections and political decisions are considered legitimate 
when they rely on the consent of the people (Coicaud 2002). In the modern 
world democracy has become the hallmark of what constitutes legitimate 
government and in this case leaders and policies can be replaced following 
specific democratic procedures, especially free and fair elections (Buchanan 
2002, Bodansky 1999). In effect, it may become more difficult for citizens to 
hold policymakers accountable, especially when non-governmental actors 
account for a large share of policy implementation (Pierre and Peters 2005). 
This implies that new forms of governance, in particular where there is a 
reduced role of the state, must ensure new ways of organizing accountability 
(Sundström et al. 2010). 

In recent years scholars have critically discussed the actual ability of 
governance to ensure accountability, legitimacy and effectiveness in policy-
making and implementation (van Kersbergen and van Waarden 2004, 
Papadopoulos 2003, Klijn and Skelcher 2007, Sørensen and Torfing 2005). 
For instance, scholars have drawn attention to underlying power 
asymmetries in decision-making, which poses challenges to the democratic 
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ideal (Arts and van Tatenhove 2004, Colebatch 2009, Tamm Hallström and 
Boström 2010, Walters 2004, Zürn 2004, Bogason and Musso 2005, van 
Bortel and Mullins 2009, Bäckstrand et al. 2010, Davies 2011, Torfing et al. 
2012). From such a view, governance may lack the same criteria it aims to 
correct in state-centric practices of governing (Lundqvist 2004, Bäckstrand 
2006, Newig and Fritsch 2009). For instance, powerful actors may dominate 
governing arrangements that are set up in order to achieve consensus (Kjær 
2011).  
 
Governing as private governance  
In recent years scholars have increasingly drawn attention to the rise of 
organizations that issue certificates and eco-labels in such sectors as organic 
food production, sustainable fisheries and forests (Boström and Klintman 
2008, Gulbrandsen 2008a), which is assumed to engage consumers in the 
quest for responsible production and consumption (Micheletti 2003, 
Micheletti et al. 2004). Examples such as the Nordic Swan, the Forest 
Stewardship Council, the Marine Stewardship Council and the Fair Trade 
Labelling Organization as well as initiatives from the European Union, are 
just a number of constantly emerging standard setting organizations with 
certification and/or eco-labelling schemes (Gulbrandsen 2006, Borraz 
2007). This has opened up for a scholarly discussion of the role of market-
steering and ‘politics via markets’ (Lipschutz and Rowe 2005). These 
organizations essentially aim to socially and environmentally regulate the 
global marketplace and they not only create a niche market for sustainable 
products, but also actively promote their standards as appropriate and 
legitimate across the market (Bernstein and Cashore 2007, Bernstein and 
Hannah 2008). This constitutes, it has been asserted, “an attempt to create 
political legitimacy in the contemporary global market order through the 
creation of non-state regulatory frameworks” (Lipschutz and Rowe 2005, p. 
10).  

Today, corporations commonly engage in Corporate Social Responsibility 
(CSR) by taking part in voluntary environmental and social programs (e.g. 
certification schemes), which aim to establish sufficient levels of 
transparency and accountability for corporations, investors and consumers 
(Vogel 2005). Certification schemes represent a sub-set of the broader field 
of CSR but are more similar to state-based regulatory systems since they 
include a pre-determined standard which corporations are assessed against 
via third-party auditing (Bernstein and Hannah 2008). They also demand 
stakeholder collaboration, which can bring legitimacy and credibility (Arts 
2004, Koenig-Archibugi 2004). Companies may thereby use certification 
schemes as a way to increase their competitive advantage in the market 
(Cashore et al. 2004). However, forest industries cannot be legally fined for 
non-compliance (Cashore 2002).  



Private governance and the construction of legitimacy 
 

17 
 

This development implies that business has altered a new political role in 
society and may represent new alternatives to political parties and interest 
groups, whereby citizens are encouraged to articulate and promote their 
interests to society, businesses, and government through the market 
(Micheletti et al. 2004, Scherer and Palazzo 2011). This follows from an 
increasing significance of economic globalization in which production and 
consumption activities have shifted from the local and national level to the 
global scale (Vogel 2010). As regards global forest governance, the 
increasingly important role of civil society has its roots in the limitations of 
traditional governance instruments in a globalized forest economy, and 
private governance is seen as an innovation to overcome these limitations 
(Glück et al. 2005). In particular the FSC has captivated the research interest 
of social scientists. Scholars have assessed its democratic legitimacy by 
examining the prevalence of procedural criteria such as transparency and 
participation (Dingwerth 2007, Chan and Pattberg 2008, Gulbrandsen 
2008a, Auld and Gulbrandsen 2010) and institutional effectiveness 
(Gulbrandsen 2005b). Findings from these studies suggest that that the 
FSC’s governance model, including broad-based stakeholder consultations 
and third-party auditing, increases legitimacy and accountability in global 
forest governance and effectively promotes environmental and social 
considerations in forestry.  

The general critique directed towards today’s governance has also been 
discussed in the literature on private governance, which often includes the 
participation of NGOs and multinational corporations (MNCs) (Steffek 
2009). Traditionally, relations between NGOs, especially environmental 
organizations, and business corporations have been antagonistic and 
imagining collaborations between them in order to solve global (environ-
mental) problems seen as difficult, perhaps even impossible to establish. 
These different types of actors have different interest and aims and 
therefore, they also commonly have different views on what is needed when 
it comes to addressing complex issues and problems. The industries have 
customers and stockholders to satisfy, whereas it has been assumed that 
non-governmental organizations work for other goals, separated from the 
markets urge for profit maximizing (Falkner 2003, Ossewaarde et al. 2008). 
However, business corporations and NGOs are facing crucial (but different) 
legitimacy problems and at the same time they are vital stakeholders in the 
process of governance. For instance, NGOs have been criticized as lacking 
legitimacy and accountability to the public (Edwards and Hulme 1995, 
Ossewaarde et al. 2008, Collingwood 2006, Lister 2003).  

The growing importance of non-governmental actors in governing society 
has also inspired scholars within CSR to critically assess the role and power 
of business corporations, in particular the motives behind their environ-
mental strategies (Levy and Newell 2002, Levy 2008). Levy and Newell 
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(2002) argue that corporations primarily use voluntary schemes to protect 
their legitimacy as responsible political actors in society and to portray 
themselves as ‘green’, although their business practices may deviate from the 
required standards or voluntary policies. From such a view, power has 
shifted from the political to the economic sphere (Bäckstrand et al. 2010). 
Levy and Newell (2002) extend Gramsci’s work on political struggles within 
civil society to include an analysis of corporate engagement with 
environmental regimes and how business interests seek to sustain their 
market position, legitimacy, and influence on government policy regarding 
environmental challenges. This approach suggests a strategic conception of 
power in which the power and influence of business is contested and 
challenged by environmental and social actors. Although business plays a 
key role, civil society should be understood to be a field of political struggle 
in which actors compete for influence over rules, institutions, norms and 
policies that structure global markets. However, NGOs can become key allies 
with the industry when they promote market solutions to environmental 
problems and engage in private partnerships, such as certification. NGOs 
might hence gain a position to outmaneuver powerful corporations by 
appealing to moral principles and consumer demands (Levy 1997, Levy and 
Newell 2002, Levy 2008).  

Although the academic discourse on forest governance during recent years 
have been surrounded by procedural qualities for good forest governance, 
including participation, transparency and accountability, the broader 
normative trend to view environmental protection as compatible with liberal 
economic goals still prevails (Bäckstrand et al. 2010). It has been argued that 
forest certification rests on an economic rationality which generates 
economic incentives for firms practicing responsible business (Kronsell and 
Bäckstrand 2010). This is visible in the support for market-based policies 
and instruments, such as public-private partnerships and certification 
schemes (Pattberg et al. 2012, Bernstein and Cashore 2012). In other words, 
retailers and consumers are supposed to put pressure on firms with 
unsustainable practices to alter new behavior. However, this economic 
rationality has made Levy (1997) suggest that environmental managements 
is much more about political than environmental sustainability. The 
increasing participation of non-governmental actors in policy-making 
thereby raises critical questions about representation, power and legitimacy 
(Scott 2000, Parkinson 2003, Bäckstrand 2006).  
 
Constructing and contesting legitimacy  
Political legitimacy has traditionally been defined as the right to govern 
according to justifiable rules (Beetham 1991). Moreover, it has been argued 
that governance “must logically include a mediating role exercised by 
institutions that are perceived as legitimate” (Pierre and Peters, 2005, p. 3, 
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emphasis added). The concept of legitimacy is, however, not only related to 
the concept of political (state-centred) authority and it remains one of the 
most contested concepts in social science literature (Hurrelmann et al. 
2007). Legitimacy can be seen from a normative view, commonly found in 
theories of international relations, and from a sociological view, with 
scholars originally drawing on the writings of Weber (1978) (Buchanan and 
Keohane 2006). In a normative sense, an institution is legitimate if it has a 
formal right to rule where the exercise of power confirms to normative 
criteria, e.g. transparency and accountability. From a sociological stand-
point, an institution (i.e. its exercise of power) is legitimate if it is accepted 
and widely believed to have the right to rule (Buchanan and Keohane 2006, 
Black 2008, Beetham 2001). Drawing on the latter assumption, Suchman 
(1995) has defined legitimacy from a sociological approach as “a generalized 
perception or assumption that the actions of an entity are desirable, proper, 
or appropriate within some socially constructed system of norms, values, 
beliefs, and definitions” (p. 574, italics added). In a similar vein, Black argues 
that “Legitimacy […] lies as much in the values, interests, expectations, and 
cognitive frames of those who are perceiving or accepting the regime as they 
do in the regime itself. As such, legitimacy can differ significantly across time 
and space, and between actors, systems, and contexts (Black, 2008, p. 145). 
However, a stable belief among individuals of the systems normative 
rightfulness and thereby an acceptance of the norms and rules as binding, 
constitute the necessary foundation of legitimacy (Hurd 1999, Steffek 2003). 
In other words, there is a clear distinction to be made between when a 
governance system should be regarded as legitimate and whether it is 
regarded as legitimate by relevant constituencies (Black 2008, Matti 2009).  

The FSC was initiated as an instrument to promote responsible forestry 
and to enhance the maintenance of biological diversity (Rametsteiner and 
Simula 2003), which indicates that the organization and certified forest 
owners face profound expectations to demonstrate positive environmental 
impacts (Tamm Hallström and Boström 2010, Gulbrandsen 2010). Whereas 
previous research on the legitimacy of private forest governance has drawn 
significant attention to the normative legitimacy of certification schemes 
(e.g. Dingwerth 2007, Chan and Pattberg 2008, Auld and Gulbrandsen 2010, 
Meidinger 2011), this thesis is concerned with legitimacy in the latter sense; 
i.e. why (or why not) a governance arrangement has been perceived as 
legitimate by participating stakeholders (Bernstein and Cashore 2007, 
Bernstein 2011, Steffek 2009, Black 2008, Raines 2003, Tamm Hallström 
and Boström 2010). From such as view, rule is legitimate when its subjects 
(participants in the system of rule) believe it to be so and studies of 
legitimacy should therefore examine legitimacy through the belief systems of 
the relevant actors (Clark 2003, Jentoft 2000, Hurd 1999). This thesis 
recognizes this assumption, but it does not report ‘commonly held beliefs’ as 
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strictly defined in a Weberian9 (sociological) sense. Rather it aims at 
understanding the different reasons why different stakeholders find forest 
certification to be legitimate or illegitimate (Jentoft 2000, Steffek 2009). 
From such a view, legitimacy is defined as “the acceptance and justification 
of shared rule by a community” (Bernstein 2005, p. 142. See also Cashore 
2002, and Bernstein and Cashore 2007). This definition draws attention 
both to Weberian (empirical) notions of actors’ acceptance of authority and 
to Habermasean notions of whether authority is justified and possesses 
legitimacy. This thesis thereby examines both to what extent forest 
certification is accepted and why.  

It is further assumed that different actors may hold different views on 
which criteria or weightings of inputs (e.g. participation), outputs (e.g. 
changed practices) or substantive criteria (e.g. fairness) of legitimacy that is 
the most important one, but such criteria may also vary over time (Bernstein 
2011). Even so, actors may generate their own normative environment, 
which nonetheless is related to the wider economic, social and political 
system including for example notions of free trade, social justice and 
decentralization (Bernstein and Cashore 2007, Bernstein 2011). 

Private forms of governance, such as the FSC, continually need to achieve 
legitimacy in order to establish themselves as long-term supplements to 
already existing regulatory laws and policies (Cashore et al. 2004, Bernstein 
and Cashore 2007, Bernstein 2011, Black 2008). Forest certification 
organizations must therefore actively develop and maintain decision-making 
processes which can manage disputes between antagonistic parties. Cashore 
(2002) and Bernstein and Cashore (2007) argue that forest certification 
schemes strive to gain legitimacy derived from external audiences such as 
the open market, consumers, NGOs and those they aim to regulate i.e. forest 
owners and forest industries. Achieving legitimacy from a vast array of 
stakeholders essentially determines a certification scheme’s ability to 
establish itself as a long-term alternative for the promotion of 
sustainable/responsible forestry. In the long run, legitimacy may be derived 
from the evolution of shared norms. The actors involved in forest 
certification develop such norms by purposely steering themselves toward 
collective goals and values, enhancing adaptation, inclusion and learning 
over time and across the wide range of stakeholders (Bernstein and Cashore 
2007). According to Bernstein and Hannah (2008), the legitimacy of 
certification can be enhanced when these systems tap into the broader norms 
of society, where states intact with transnational and civil society actors. 
Forest certification schemes may thereby progress through three phases; 1) 
initiation, 2) building widespread support, and 3) the resultant political 

                                                             
9 For a critical reflection of Weber’s conception of legitimacy, see e.g. Grafstein (1981) and Beetham (2001). 
For a critical discussion of the limits of democratic (normative) legitimacy, see e.g. Bernstein (2011).  
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legitimacy, in which “the full range of stakeholders within a targeted sector 
recognize their membership in a political community that grants an NSMD10 
system authority to govern” (Bernstein and Cashore 2007, p. 361). At this 
stage, power struggles between actors do not end but stakeholders have 
recognized the governing system as a legitimate arena in which disputes can 
be mediated and policy problems addressed (Bernstein and Cashore 2007).  

Before such consensus is reached, however, the path towards legitimacy is 
potentially vulnerable, and continues over time. This is problematic not the 
least since it has been argued that governance arrangements that fail to 
generate compliance with norms and rules may face a process of contestation 
where the existing legitimacy is undermined, i.e. the actors’ normative 
evaluation of the governance arrangement may lead to de-legitimation. If 
such a development would take place, the obstacles involved in constructing 
legitimate governance arrangements with enduring stakeholder interactions 
are evident.  

In this thesis, the analysis of legitimacy rests on the assumption that social 
forces and power dynamics are at play when certification schemes are 
determined legitimate or not (Tamm Hallström and Boström 2010, 
Bernstein 2011). Empirical studies on certification schemes’ legitimacy 
thereby need to analyze how different aspects of legitimacy are perceived 
among the participating stakeholders and how decision-making processes 
manage power relations (Sandström and Widmark 2007, Tamm Hallström 
and Boström 2010). Whereas previous studies on private forest governance 
mainly have analyzed the quality of the written certification schemes (policy 
effectiveness), this thesis suggests that stakeholders’ perceptions of 
legitimacy determine not only why they came to support forest certification 
as a suitable alternative for sustainable forest use (which may vary 
significantly between stakeholders) but also why the FSC in Sweden is facing 
contestation from its founding ENGOs. An empirically oriented approach to 
the study of legitimate rule-making focuses on the reasons why or why not 
stakeholders hold that a governance system has the right to exercise power 
(Beetham 1991, Steffek 2009).  

This thesis thereby calls for a broader approach to the study of legitimacy 
to also provide empirical evidence of the importance of perceived outputs of 
governance and not merely its procedural fairness (Scharpf 1999, Bäckstrand 
et al. 2010, Steffek 2009). According to Steffek (2009), the governance 
arrangements goals, procedures and results are the matters most commonly 
debated in a public discourse among various actors. In other words, a 
governance arrangement “will only remain legitimate as long as there is 

                                                             
10 Certification schemes were initially labeled non-state market driven (NSMD) governance (Cashore 2002, 
Cashore et al. 2004).  
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agreement on the values to be realized, the means to be employed and the 
procedures to be followed” (Steffek 2003, p. 264).  

The following section outlines the operationalizations of input legitimacy 
and output legitimacy, which have guided the empirical examinations in the 
four appended papers, and summarizes previous research and understudied 
issues in the field of forest certification research.   

 
Perspectives on legitimacy in empirical examinations  
This thesis partly draws attention to the processes by which it is determined 
whether forest certification is perceived as a legitimate private governance 
arrangement promoting socially, environmentally and economically 
sustainable/responsible forestry. Basically, there are two alternative 
approaches to the study of legitimacy; the sociologically oriented approach 
and the normative approach. The sociologically oriented approach suggests 
that scholars should remain precautious with using predetermined criteria 
on what constitutes legitimacy (Clark 2003, Bernstein 2011). Rather, 
perceptions of legitimacy result from interactions between stakeholders who 
accept the authority of governance with legitimizing norms and discourses 
that prevail in a specific context (Bernstein 2011, Clark 2003). This thesis is 
largely rooted in this approach since it allows the participating stakeholders 
to determine whether forest certification is legitimate. In other words, the 
focus is on the stakeholders’ perceptions of forest certification schemes. 
However, the thesis partly draws on the normative approach, which 
stipulates pre-determined criteria against which a researcher can determine 
whether a governance system is legitimate (cf. Dingwerth 2007, Bäckstrand 
2006). The thesis bears resemblance with this approach since it employs the 
broad pre-determined categories of input legitimacy and output legitimacy 
to guide interviews with the concerned stakeholders. Thereby factors are 
taken into account which according to the governance literature must be in 
place in order to generate not only democratic and legitimate decision-
making procedures, but also effective results (Scharpf 1999, Bäckstrand 
2006, Tamm Hallström and Boström 2010, Torfing et al. 2012, Lövbrand et 
al. 2009, Bäckstrand et al. 2010). This means that the thesis is neither 
strictly positioned within the sociological (empirical) tradition nor in the 
normative understanding of legitimacy, but in a combination of the two 
(Clark 2003, Bernstein 2011).  

Furthermore, following Bernstein (2005, 2011) and Tamm Hallström and 
Boström (2010) this thesis employs a critical perspective to the study of 
legitimacy (including power dynamics). Attention is thereby drawn to both 
certification schemes’ ability to enhance environmental protection and social 
justice and their shortcomings in achieving these aims.  

Additionally, previous research has generally focused on why and how 
certification standards in different countries have been negotiated and 
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adopted (e.g. Cashore et al. 2004, Gulbrandsen 2005a, Gulbrandsen 2005b, 
Boström 2002). This indicates that research has focused on analyzing 
collaborative processes (e.g. Gulbrandsen 2008a, Pattberg 2005a, Dingwerth 
2007) rather than the results of such collaboration in terms of environ-
mental impacts. It is however sometimes assumed that a high degree of 
output legitimacy can compensate for the lack of input legitimacy although 
input legitimacy remains relevant (Scharpf 1999). This thesis therefore takes 
both these forms of legitimacy into account.  
 
Input legitimacy  
Whether a governance system is perceived as legitimate often depends on 
normative principles such as perceived access to participation, transparency, 
and accountability mechanisms but also justice and fairness of the decision-
making process (Jentoft 2000, Buchanan and Keohane 2006, Beetham 
2001, Steffek 2009, Bäckstrand 2006). Input legitimacy is therefore 
examined through the stakeholders’ perceptions of decision-making 
processes, including the following democratic criteria: inclusion of con-
cerned groups, equality of participation and equal influence, responsiveness, 
transparency (openness) and accountability (Bäckstrand 2006, Steffek 
2009). Input legitimacy in this sense may influence the output legitimacy 
since equal participation and accountability mechanisms can increase the 
governance arrangements’ results through deliberative mechanisms such as 
stakeholder consultations (Bäckstrand 2006). Responsiveness means that 
the concerns of participants are given equal consideration. Drawing on his 
work on the democratic legitimacy of transnational rule-making organiza-
tions, Dingwerth (2007) also stresses the importance of democratic control 
(e.g. which opportunities do selected groups have to access existing control 
mechanism?) and the discursive quality (how do dominant discourses affect 
the decision-making process? Which role do alternative discourses play?).  

In recent years scholars within the field of forest governance have 
analyzed power asymmetries (Tamm Hallström and Boström 2010, 
Sandström and Widmark 2007) and discursive change and continuity within 
forestry by drawing on discourse theory (Baldwin 2003, Bäckstrand and 
Lövbrand 2006, Arts and Buizer 2009, Humpreys 2009, Arts 2012, Vainio 
and Paloniemi 2012, Winkel 2012). According to Hajer (1995), a discourse 
will naturally contain a ‘storyline’ about how problems came to be (or came 
to be overcome) and what should therefore be done (or not done). Paper IV 
defines discourse in a broad manner, including how competing ideas and 
norms, as well as coalitions, rules and power affect social processes and 
results of forest certification (cf. Hajer 1995, Humphreys 2009).  

In order to reveal power asymmetries between forest owners, ENGOs and 
reindeer husbandry, Paper IV draws on Steffek’s (2009) conceptualization of 
discursive legitimation. The paper examines stakeholders’ perceptions of 
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legitimacy in terms of goals, procedures and results, including forces of de-
legitimation, in northern Sweden. Stakeholders’ perceived ability to affect 
forest planning and management on a local level is therefore given primary 
attention. One arena in which it becomes particularly relevant to assess 
discursive settings is in stakeholder consultations between forest owners and 
land users with specific claims to social considerations (reindeer husbandry). 
Central aspects to examine in such consultations are how and to what extent 
forest management and power relations can change within the framework of 
FSC certification (Paper IV) but also the perceived ability of ENGOs to take 
part in national and local arenas for stakeholder dialogue (Papers I and IV).  

 
Output legitimacy  
As certification rates increase, certification schemes have faced increasing 
expectations to demonstrate positive changes in forest management (Tamm 
Hallström and Boström 2010, Overdevest 2010). This is to highlight the 
importance of output legitimacy, which concerns the actual results of forest 
certification. However, it should be acknowledged that ENGOs, reindeer 
husbandry and forest owners may hold different views on what certification 
shall accomplish in terms of environmental and social impacts, which 
baseline that should be used to measure results, i.e. if sustaining a scheme is 
‘good enough’, or if it continually should improve practices and behavior 
(Gulbrandsen 2005b). At the same time, forest certification should generate 
visible market impacts and economic value for forest owners (Gulbrandsen 
2005b). This thesis therefore traces perceptions of three types of results of 
forest certification: changes in the environment and environmental manage-
ment practices, changes for reindeer husbandry, and market access. 

This is achieved both through analyses of documents issued by the 
involved stakeholders and through interviews with representatives of these 
organizations. Interview questions include which goals these organizations 
seek to reach through certification and whether these goals have been 
reached. By seeking such information, researchers can give stakeholders the 
opportunity to express if certification schemes have made any difference as 
regards the effects that they have anticipated and desired, but one should 
remain precautious with interpreting these answers as evidence of actual 
results. It should also be borne in mind that certification additionally may 
have other indirect or unintended effects (Tamm Hallström and Boström 
2010). Forest owners’ perceptions of outputs and willingness to participate 
in certification are examined in Papers II-IV (cf. Cashore et al. 2004, 
Gulbrandsen 2005a). ENGOs’ and reindeer husbandry’s perceptions of 
outputs and impacts are examined in Papers I and IV. 

This thesis therefore additionally seeks to contextualise the interview 
results regarding output legitimacy through analyses of the environmental 
outputs and impacts.  
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Environmental outputs and impacts 
The environmental results of forest certification have been analyzed in 
different ways. Previous studies have drawn attention to the fast growth of 
numbers of certification schemes (e.g. Gulbrandsen 2005b, Schlyter et al. 
2009), but according to Tamm Hallström and Boström (2010), focusing on 
such figures is an insufficient measure of legitimacy.   

Results of certification have also been analyzed by drawing on the regime 
literature, which partly overlaps with the study of certification impacts 
(Gulbrandsen 2005b). Regime effectiveness has been defined in terms of 
institutional effectiveness, policy effectiveness and environmental 
performance/impacts (e.g. Young et al. 1999, Underdal and Young 2004). 
The two first approaches to effectiveness have largely guided the analyses in 
previous research on certification schemes’ potential to enhance environ-
mental protection in forestry (Gulbrandsen 2005b, Auld et al. 2008). This 
means that studies drawing on the effectiveness literature generally examine 
implementation (e.g. efforts to implement targets and goals), compliance 
(the adherence to norms and rules and procedural and substantive 
obligations) but seldom measure their environmental impacts (Bäckstrand 
2006).11  

One of the most important starting points of this thesis is that little 
empirical evidence exists that certification schemes improve environmental 
impacts (cf. Rametsteiner and Simula 2003, Auld et al. 2008, Sverdrup-
Thygeson et al. 2008, Johansson and Lidestav 2011, Elbakidze et al. 2011). 
Others have noted that examining the environmental impacts of private 
governance arrangements is a methodologically complex issue, left 
unanswered by political scientists (Kronsell and Bäckstrand 2010, 
Overdevest 2010). As to date, certification outputs are commonly used as 
measures of environmental impacts, although no biophysical monitoring 
data has been provided (cf. Gulbrandsen 2005b, Newsom et al. 2006, 
Schlyter et al. 2009, Rametsteiner and Simula 2003). This thesis emphasizes 
that the measurements of such outputs provide conditions for potential 
environmental impacts, but cannot alone provide empirical evidence for 
environmental impacts defined in terms of biophysical improvements. This 
thesis therefore attempts to examine both the environmental outputs of 
certification, defined as changes in management practices (Papers II and III, 
definition from Koontz and Thomas 2006, and Angelstam et al. 2010) and 
the environmental impacts, defined as changes in biophysical conditions 
(Paper II, definition from Auld et al. 2008). 

                                                             
11 For a critical discussion of the effectiveness literature and its focus on hard law treaty provisions, see 
Bernstein and Cashore (2012). These authors suggest that we should shift from a focus on ‘compliance’ and 
‘effectiveness’ to ‘influence’. This argument is motivated by the current existing combined international 
regimes and governance arrangements which aim to steer domestic policy or corporate practices.   
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Environmental outputs are analyzed in Paper III and partly Paper II. 
Paper III explores what capabilities industries in the supply chains of timber 
producers have to adjust to certification requirements, which may hold the 
potential to increase environmental outputs (changes in internal manage-
ment practices) and, in the long-run, potentially environmental impacts. The 
paper proposes that an analysis of whether forest certification actually holds 
the potential to improve environmental outputs should search for firm 
characteristics, which are necessary for actual implementation of CSR 
policies. The study draws on Andersen and Skjoett-Larsen (2009), who 
stipulate four contingency factors, which enhance the implementation of any 
CSR strategy throughout supply chains: knowledge enhancing mechanisms 
(employee training and knowledge), knowledge controlling mechanisms 
(third-party auditing), firm-specific assets (financial resources, stable supply 
networks and reputation) and corporate history (the history of working with 
environmental performance). While knowledge enhancing mechanisms and 
knowledge controlling mechanisms may serve as direct measures of how the 
investigated corporations organize their internal environmental manage-
ment practices (environmental outputs), firm-specific assets and corporate 
history are factors which strongly influence environmental outputs and 
impacts. All four factors may therefore serve as estimates of whether a 
certified forest management may result in improvements in environmental 
outputs (Paper III).  

Paper II analyzes environmental outputs in terms of changes in private 
forest owners’ management practices after the adoption of certification, 
including self-reported harvesting and silviculture activities. Paper II also 
presents a novel approach to the study of certification schemes’ 
environmental impacts by analyzing whether certification schemes can 
contribute to increased amounts of dead wood, broad-leaved trees and old 
forests as stipulated in certification standards and national policy goals. The 
paper applies this approach to a study of forest certification in Sweden and 
suggests that the measurement of environmental impacts may appropriately 
include an assessment of official monitoring data combined with survey data 
from certified forest owners, which can indicate the present state of 
environmental practices and biophysical improvements.    

Summary of operationalizations 
Table I provides a summary of the operationalizations used in the present 
thesis to represent input legitimacy and output legitimacy. Additionally, this 
table presents the measures of environmental outputs and impacts. 
 



Private governance and the construction of legitimacy 
 

27 
 

Table I.  Operationalization in the four appended papers of input legitimacy 

and output legitimacy, environmental outputs and impacts.  

Paper Input 
legitimacy  

Output 
legitimacy 

Environmental 
outputs and 
impacts 

Level  Method of 
investigation 

Paper I Perceptions of  
inclusion of 
concerned 
groups, equality 
of participation 
and equal 
influence, 
responsiveness, 
transparency 
(openness), 
accountability 
(third-party 
monitoring), and 
power 
asymmetries  

Perceptions of 
environmental 
improvements  
(impacts) and of 
changes in 
management 
practices 
(outputs) 
 
Perceptions of 
market access 

--- National Document 
analysis 

Paper II --- Perceptions of 
environmental 
improvements  
(impacts) and of 
changes in 
management 
practices 
(outputs) 
 
Perceptions of 
market access 
 

Impacts: Changes 
in environmental 
parameters/ 
biological diversity 
(dead wood, old 
forests and broad-
leaved trees) 
 
Outputs: Changes 
in management 
practices 
(behavior) 

National Monitoring data; 
survey data 

Paper III --- Perceptions of 
environmental 
improvements  
(impacts) and of 
changes in 
management 
practices 
(outputs) 
 
Perceptions of 
market access 

Outputs: Changes 
in management 
practices 
(behavior) 

National/ 
European 

Interviews; 
document 
analysis 

Paper IV Perceptions of  
inclusion of 
concerned 
groups, equality 
of participation 
and equal 
influence, 
responsiveness, 
transparency 
(openness), 
accountability 
(third-party 
monitoring), and 
power 
asymmetries 

Perceptions of 
environmental 
improvements  
(impacts) and of 
changes in 
management 
practices 
(outputs) 
 
Perceptions of 
changes for 
reindeer 
husbandry 
 
Perceptions of 
market access 

--- Local Interviews; 
document 
analysis 
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As can be seen from the table, input legitimacy is operationalized as 
perceptions of  inclusion of concerned groups, equality of participation and 
equal influence, responsiveness, transparency (openness), accountability 
(third-party monitoring), and power strategies and asymmetries. Output 
legitimacy is operationalized as perceptions of environmental improvements 
(impacts) and of changes in management practices (outputs), changes for 
reindeer husbandry, and market access. However, Papers II and III analyze 
output legitimacy, but not input legitimacy. The reason for excluding input 
legitimacy is that these two articles analyze the perceptions of forest owners 
and that previous research has shown that forest owners generally 
participate in certification because of how they perceive the results of 
certification. More precisely, forest owners have been considered to 
participate because certification enhances market access, for instance by 
reducing the threat of ENGOs to name and shame forest owners for 
unsustainable forest use, which has resulted in a strong customer demand 
for certified products in the European market (Cashore et al. 2004, 
Gulbrandsen 2005a). Perceptions of changes for reindeer husbandry is not 
studied in these articles since the analyses of perceptions of certification in 
Paper II focus on PEFC-certified forest owners and since Paper III analyzes 
not the least a forest owner in southern Sweden, which is not a reindeer 
herding area. Papers II and III additionally make assessments of the 
environmental outputs and impacts of certification by analyzing changes in 
biological diversity and changes in forest owners’ environmental practices. 
 
Previous research and understudied issues in private forest 
governance  
Previous research on forest certification can briefly be divided into three 
stages. First, the initial research in the late 1990s and early 2000 examined 
factors that influence forest company preferences for the FSC or competing 
forest certification schemes in Europe and North America. More specifically, 
this research sought to bring clarity to the phenomenon of non-state power 
in global standard setting and provided hypotheses and assessments on why 
this governance turn had occurred in global forest governance (Elliott and 
Schlaepfer 2001, Boström 2002, Cashore et al. 2004, Gulbrandsen 2005, van 
Kooten et al. 2005, Sasser et al. 2006, Keskitalo et al. 2009, Boström and 
Tamm Hallström 2010). This research sought to examine the potential and 
effectiveness of the FSC to halt the growing degradation of the world’s forests 
by giving primary attention to its drivers, namely social movements and 
environmentally concerned markets, and the role of the state in this process 
(Elliott and Schlaepfer 2001, Rametsteiner 2002, Boström 2003, Cashore et 
al. 2004, Cashore et al. 2007, Gulbrandsen 2005a, Gulbrandsen 2005b, 
Pattberg 2005a, Pattberg 2005b, Meidinger 2006, Bartley 2007). Second, a 
growing body of literature captivated by the FSC’s emergence and potential 
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has sought to analyze the democratic quality, i.e. legitimacy, of the FSC 
organization and competing certification schemes. In particular, the 
tripartite decision-making model, of which the FSC organization is a 
forerunner, which grants one-third of the votes each for the participating 
ENGOs, social organizations and industry associations, has gained 
significant scholarly attention among political scientists (e.g. Dingwerth 
2007, Chan and Pattberg 2008, Gulbrandsen 2008a, Auld and Gulbrandsen 
2010). Finally, scholars have, although only to a limited extent, drawn 
attention to power relations within the FSC framework, and thereby also 
challenged the FSC’s ability to guarantee equal participation and 
transparency in decision-making (Driscoll 2006, Sandström and Widmark 
2007, Tamm Hallström and Boström 2010). It should also be acknowledged 
that in recent years, the literature on forest certification in developing and 
transitioning countries has increased, although this literature still remains 
limited in scope, probably due to the low rates of certificates in such 
countries (e.g. Gullison 2003, Cashore et al. 2006, Espach 2006, Ebeling and 
Yasúe 2009, Cerutti et al. 2011, McGinley and Cubbage 2011, Hain 2012). 
This thesis however draws on the profound literature on certification in 
northernmost countries (such as Sweden, Finland, Norway, Canada and the 
USA). This is motivated by the aspiration to analyze the effects of 
certification in countries with a comparatively long history of certification 
and where certification is an important component of the forest industries’ 
environmental and social responsibility.       

Drawing on an extensive review of previous research on certification in a 
northern context, this thesis has defined four understudied issues. Each of 
these four issues guides one of the four papers of this thesis. 

First, the ways in which certification schemes gain rule-making authority 
and legitimacy from concerned constituencies in frontrunner countries like 
Sweden, Canada and the US, have received profound scholarly attention (e.g. 
Cashore et al. 2004, Bernstein and Cashore 2007, McDermott et al. 2010, 
Gulbrandsen 2004). More recently, research focusing on analyzing the FSC’s 
democratic quality by drawing on (normative) democratic legitimacy has, in 
general, claimed that the FSC represents a ‘good’ governance model which 
has resulted in perhaps the most effective, advanced and democratic 
organization for socially and environmentally responsible business (Chan 
and Pattberg 2008. See also Dingwerth 2007, Gulbrandsen 2008a, Auld and 
Gulbrandsen 2010, Meidinger 2011). This research has primarily examined 
how FSC International as a non-profit member-based organization tries to 
create legitimate decision-making procedures and secure democratic 
accountability at the transnational level, rather than national and local 
levels. This image must now be scrutinized since the results of forest 
certification have been questioned and ENGOs have withdrawn their support 
for forest certification. Previous research has tended to ignore underlying 
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power asymmetries between business, ENGOs, and indigenous groups and 
how inequalities in terms of use rights and ownership influence stake-
holders’ ability to gain access to and affect resource use (cf. Tamm Hallström 
and Boström 2010, Sandström and Widmark 2007). Analyzing power 
relations in forest certification may therefore provide a more pragmatic 
description of the present state of the implementation of forest certification 
schemes.  

Second, researchers have primarily evaluated environmental impacts by 
focusing on policy effectiveness (i.e. the stringency of the written schemes) 
or institutional effectiveness (the organizational structure and decision-
making process of the FSC organization) (Gulbrandsen 2005b, Auld et al. 
2008, Schlyter et al. 2009, Overdevest 2010) rather than assessing the actual 
environmental results of certification schemes at the forest management unit 
(cf. Sverdrup-Thygeson et al. 2008, Elbakidze et al. 2011, Johansson and 
Lidestav 2011, Lõhmus and Kraut 2010, Hain 2012). In other words, 
researchers have sometimes assumed that if a forest company achieves a 
forest management certificate, it will automatically change environmental 
and social behavior (Schlyter et al. 2009, Newsom et al. 2006). This research 
gap may be due to the difficulties in gathering systematic and reliable forest 
data (Overdevest 2010), but previous research has nonetheless drawn far-
reaching conclusions on the environmental impacts of certification, drawing 
on insufficient evidence (cf. Schlyter et al. 2009). By doing so, researchers 
risk reproducing a scientific knowledge based on assumptions rather than 
empirical observations, which may constrain a fruitful discussion of the 
merits and limitations of certification schemes’ ability to enhance environ-
mental protection in forestry. Such assumption thus tend to overlook that 
obtaining a forest certificate may not be a large adjustment for many forest 
owners, but might instead reflect current practice and expectations (cf. 
Lidestav and Berg Lejon 2011).  

Third, previous research on the role of certification in Swedish forest 
policy has primarily examined how the state supported certification in the 
late 1990s by advocating certification as an appropriate means for forest 
companies to take environmental responsibility for their production, 
including how the state provided expertise and policy advice on indicators 
for sustainable forestry (Hysing 2009). Another focus has been how 
certification schemes supplement the Swedish Forestry Act (SFA) (Boström 
2003, Hysing 2009, Lister 2011). There has however been only little research 
on how certification schemes interact (see McDermott et al. 2009) with 
Swedish forest policy and binding European Union (EU) regulation and the 
consequences for certification schemes’ legitimacy, e.g. affect the uptake of 
certification in countries with an already high level of adoption (Johansson 
2012b). Only recently have scholars started to discuss the potential of public 
regulation and ‘green’ public-sector procurement policies to increase 
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certification uptake in Europe and elsewhere (Overdevest 2010, Gulbrandsen 
2010, Cashore and Stone 2012, Overdevest and Zeitlin 2012). Some of this 
research has focused on EU regulation. In 2010 the European parliament 
enacted a new legally binding EU Timber Trade Regulation which aims to 
ensure that timber products in the European market are not the result of 
illegal harvesting (European Commission 2011). Valid from 2013, it is 
estimated that this regulation might increase the uptake of certification 
schemes, but research has yet to provide empirical assessments on whether 
such direct support through regulation has influenced certification uptake 
among European large-scale producers and retailers (cf. Cashore and Stone 
2012, Overdevest and Zeitlin 2012). The present thesis sheds new light on 
how Swedish forest certification interacts with Swedish as well as EU 
regulation since Sweden is an important supplier of forest products in the 
European market. 

Fourth and finally, a large amount of research on forest certification has 
examined the evolution and legitimacy of certification schemes on a 
transnational or national level (e.g. Cashore et al. 2004, Gulbrandsen 2004, 
Gulbrandsen 2005a, Pattberg 2005a, Pattberg 2005b, Dingwerth 2007, 
Gulbrandsen 2008a, Tamm Hallström and Boström 2010) although it is on 
the local level the actual standard implementation takes place (Rametsteiner 
2009, Keskitalo et al. 2009, Roberge et al. 2011, Malets 2011, McDermott 
2012). Moreover, although social scientists in the field of forest policy and 
governance in recent years have increasingly drawn attention to power 
asymmetries and discourses (e.g. Humphreys 2009, Steffek 2009, Arts and 
Buizer 2009, Arts 2012, Vainio and Paloniemi 2012), remarkably few studies 
discuss the role of power asymmetries and competing discourses on a local 
level and how complexities of use rights and ownership is managed on a local 
level within the FSC framework (cf. Sandström and Widmark 2007, 
Keskitalo 2008, Keskitalo et al. 2009, Tikina et al. 2010).  

This thesis explores and analyzes these understudied issues in four 
papers, ranging from assessments including the European level to the local 
level in northern Sweden, which have been guided by the thesis purpose and 
research questions.  
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Research design and methods 
 
A combination of approaches 
Most of the investigations in this thesis explore to what extent, why, or why 
not forest certification is perceived as legitimate by concerned stakeholders. 
Other investigations focus on developing methods to assess the environ-
mental outputs and impacts of certification. It is however not within the 
scope of the thesis to judge the stakeholders’ views on whether, why or why 
not the certification systems are legitimate.  

To analyze such diverging issues, this thesis has employed a mixed-
methods research design by combining both quantitative and qualitative 
research methods (Bryman 2006). This combination of methods made it 
possible to examine both perceptions of inputs, outputs and impacts 
(legitimacy) and actual environmental outputs and impacts. 
 
An embedded single-case design 
This thesis employs a case study method as a suitable choice for analyzing 
forest certification schemes’ legitimacy. More specifically, it analyzes the case 
of Swedish forest certification, which is motivated by four reasons: (1) 
Sweden has an unusually long history in forest certification, which allows for 
analyses of how the search for legitimacy has influenced the actual impacts 
of forest certification, (2) because of the early adoption and rapid growth of 
forest certification, Sweden has frequently been described as a role model in 
forest certification, (3) the Swedish history nonetheless shows repeated 
examples of conflict over the goals and scope of the two certification systems, 
which qualifies the Swedish case as a potential case for de-legitimation of 
certification, and (4) despite repeated conflicts, Swedish forest certification 
uptake continues to increase among forest industries, implying that Sweden 
will remain an important country in forest certification also in the future. In 
this thesis forest certification in Sweden was thereby considered a critical 
case (Yin 2009) or crucial case (Gerring 2007a, 2007b) of private forest 
governance. According to Yin (2009), a single critical case can “represent a 
significant contribution to knowledge and theory building” (p. 47). Further-
more, Gerring (2007a) suggests that the case is crucial when “it is most, or 
least, likely to fit into a theoretical prediction” (p. 115).  

Given Sweden’s early adoption of certification with strong state support, 
the high degree of privately owned forests including defined property rights, 
and the Swedish forest industry’s dependence on foreign exports and its 
strong position in the European market, where there is increasing demand 
for certified forest products (Paper III), it was suggested that examining the 
adoption and implementation of certification in Sweden can be classified as a 
crucial most-likely case (Gerring 2007a) for forest certification. If it is not 
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successful in Sweden, where will it succeed? It must however be noted that 
Swedish forests have been intensively managed during the past 50-100 
years, and only small remnants of natural forest are left (Gustafsson et al. 
2010, Moen and Keskitalo 2010). This means that Sweden’s long history of 
intensive management has resulted in few remaining areas of natural forests, 
which for instance is not the case in Canada. This development can partly be 
explained by the fact that a majority of Sweden’s forests are privately owned, 
as compared to e.g. Canada and the US, where large parts are still state-
owned and includes large areas of protected forests (Gustafsson et al. 2012). 
It should also be noted that the high proportion of privately owned forests 
together with the rights of the indigenous Sámi to practice migratory 
reindeer husbandry, might render Swedish forest certification comparatively 
conflict prone in an international perspective. Whether this is so has 
however not been empirically investigated in international comparative 
studies. Also, the fact that there are only few remnants of natural forests left 
has created conflicts between ENGOs and forest owners (Sahlin 2010). 

This thesis drew particular attention to the effects of the FSC scheme. This 
was motivated by the fact that previous research has suggested that the FSC 
represents perhaps the effective multi-stakeholder organization for environ-
mentally and socially responsible business (Chan and Pattberg 2008). The 
distinctiveness of the FSC organization in environmental governance has 
also been described by Boström (2012) in the following way: “the case of the 
FSC is crucial, in that if an organization with such strong ambitions faces 
difficulties and challenges, it is likely that difficulties and challenges will also 
emerge in many other cases of integrative transnational and local 
sustainability projects” (p. 4).      

Case study research has nevertheless received substantial critique during 
the last decades. The difficulties in drawing generalizations from the results 
and low external validity have been frequently debated in the literature (cf. 
Esaiasson et al. 2003, Lijphart 1971, Eckstein 1975). However, the debate on 
case study research has also changed over time (Bennett and Elman 2006). 
Scholar have also drawn attention to the merits of the case study approach, 
including its potential to generate new hypotheses and advancing theory 
development (Lijphart 1971, Flyvbjerg 2006, Gerring 2004, George and 
Bennett 2005, Yin 2009, Stake 2005).  

This study of forest certification was not restricted to one certification 
scheme or one level of analysis, though particular attention was devoted to 
the FSC’s because of its deliberative model. Furthermore, even though this 
thesis certainly does focus on one single case, the multi-level characteristics 
of certification (founded at the international level, adopted at the national 
level and implemented at the local level) implies that there are good 
prospects for comparison also within the case. This within-case-comparison, 
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including more than one unit of analysis, also classifies this research design 
as an embedded case study design (Yin 2009, p. 50).    
 
Qualitative application and analysis  
The qualitative approach included the undertaking of 27 semi-structured 
interviews with representatives from the Swedish forest industry (SCA, 
Södra Skogsägarna, Sveaskog, Holmen skog and Norra skogsägarna), the 
National Property Board (manager of state owned land), Swedish ENGOs 
(the Swedish Society for Nature Conservation and Protect the Forest) and 
one reindeer herding district (RHD) (indigenous Sámi) and European forest-
products retailers (Papers III and IV). The interview questions were open-
ended with thematic question related to (but not restricted to) input 
legitimacy and output legitimacy where respondents were given a wide 
margin of possible ways to define legitimacy. For example, a common 
question addressed to all respondents was: In your opinion, what are the 
potential merits and limitations of certification schemes? Given the 
respondents answers, they were asked to expand on and further outline 
concrete examples of when or to what extent those merits or limitations 
affect environmental, economic and/or social impacts, as intended by the 
goals stated in the certification schemes.  

This thesis combined interviews with key persons and experts within their 
field (Papers III and IV) with document analysis, and quantitative data 
(Papers I and II). However, there is always a risk for biased interpretation by 
the researcher. As Gerring (2004) points out “ What one finds is contingent 
upon what one looks for, and what one looks for is to some extent contingent 
upon what one expects to find” (p. 351). Indeed, research is by no means 
simply an empirical endeavor (Gerring 2004). Since the interviews were 
semi-structured (Kvale and Brinkmann 2009), it was up to the respondents 
to define potential merits and limitations of certification, although the 
questions were guided by a theoretical framework. The unit of analysis 
(Södra Skogsägarna and SCA in Paper III and the County of Västerbotten in 
Paper IV) were also strategically selected (see the method section in each 
paper). Furthermore, respondents within the companies were directly 
responsible for the integration of certification requirements in the company. 
In general, respondents from the forest industry gave a very similar view of 
the current state of certification in Sweden (Papers III and IV). A larger 
amount of respondents would indeed have strengthened the validity of the 
results. However, given the overall results of the thesis, it is unlikely that a 
larger share of interviews would have contributed in a significant way to the 
conclusions drawn. It was also in some instances difficult to find 
respondents which were willing to participate, especially among European 
retailers (Paper III). More so, when respondents were selected in Sweden, 
several potential interviewees were contacted, but generally I was advised to 
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contact one or two relevant persons within the companies, an ENGO or the 
RHD (Papers III and IV).12  

Furthermore, it should be acknowledge that all major forest companies 
have an FSC-certified forest management whereas three of Sweden’s four 
forest owner associations mainly include forest owners with a PEFC-certified 
forest management (including Norra Skogsägarna which was a part of Paper 
IV). In general, respondents did however find it difficult to differentiate the 
two schemes. Most companies have general policies on nature conservation, 
which are written in accordance with the FSC and PEFC standards (Papers 
III and IV). It was therefore difficult to make comparison between the two 
schemes, rather the focus lies on the different levels of analysis (European, 
national and local). In order to obtain this focus, these semi-structured 
interviews were combined with a document analysis, including newspapers 
and magazine articles, documentation from the companies and stakeholders 
involved (e.g. nature conservation policies, forest policies, guidelines etc.) 
and previous research on private forest governance.  

   
Quantitative data analysis   
A number of previous studies have attempted to relate the adoption of 
certification schemes to improvements in environmental conditions. 
However, few studies focus on the actual environmental impacts of forest 
management practices (cf. Sverdrup-Thygeson et al. 2008, Eriksson and 
Hammer 2006, Lõhmus and Kraut 2010, Elbakidze et al. 2011, Hain 2012). 
Previous studies on potential environmental impacts of forest certification 
schemes (sometimes referred to as outcomes) have primarily assessed the 
results after inspections from third-party auditing13 (see Auld et al. 2008, 
Newsom et al. 2006, Rametsteiner and Simula 2003). Results from previous 
studies indicate that forest managers tend to change their practical forest 
work when required, i.e. when a forest owner has to make changes in order 
to get a certificate in the first place, or to sustain an existing one. A problem 
with relying on data from a third-party auditor is that the inspections include 
rather small samples from forest owners that might own extensive areas. 
Such inspections do not address potential differences in forest conditions 
between certified and non-certified forest areas. It should be acknowledged 
that auditors tend to verify the certification standards very differently 
(Rametsteiner and Simula 2003), which calls for a more comprehensive 

                                                             
12 Although the Swedish FSC devotes social considerations to both reindeer husbandry and workers’ rights, 
this thesis excludes workers’ rights since this is well-covered by existing Swedish legislation and regulations 
(Boström 2012, Keskitalo et al. 2009).  
13 Forest certification schemes rely upon an evaluation being undertaken by a third-party by performing on-
the-ground inspections of forest land and accessing whether a forest owner or company is capable of reaching 
certain performance criteria. If a company is able to fulfil such criteria, a certificate is issued by the third-
party auditor and customers can trace eco-labelled timber along the markets supply chain (Cashore et al. 
2004, Nussbaum and Simula 2005). 
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approach. Third-party auditors’ neutrality has also been questioned by 
ENGOs (Paper IV). 

In Paper II a new approach to the study of certification schemes’ 
environmental impacts was examined by a combination of three data sets: 1) 
the Swedish National Forest Inventory (NFI) including long-term forest 
monitoring data for different ownership categories, corresponding to the 
interim targets for enhanced biological diversity and forest conditions for the 
national quality objective Sustainable Forests; 2) the Swedish Database for 
Forest Owner Analysis (Fortlöpande markägaranalys) measuring small-
scale forest owner management behaviour and numbers of PEFC-certified 
private forest owners (Berg Lejon et al. 2011); and 3) data from a follow-up 
survey including attitudes towards certification and forest management 
activities, sent out to all those small-scale forest owners with certified 
properties in 2005 and 2006 (from the Swedish Database for Forest Owner 
Analysis).   

Our examination of potential environmental impacts of the spread of 
forest certification schemes (FSC and PEFC) was based on the four interim 
targets stated in the Sustainable Forests objective for ‘enhanced biological 
diversity’ as suitable indicators. The four targets include the progress of dead 
wood, broad-leaved trees, old broad-leaved trees, and old forests, which we 
attempted to relate to the rules and regulations prescribed by forest 
certification standards (i.e. standards assumed to be voluntary). Indeed, 
similar goals for prescribed levels of areas set aside for nature conservation 
and for increasing the amount of dead wood and broad-leaved trees are 
mentioned in the certification standards and in the NEQOs (National 
Environmental Quality Objectives) set by the Swedish parliament. 

The Swedish National Forest Inventory (NFI) has been undertaken since 
1923. The main purpose of the NFI is to assess the state of, and changes in, 
forest resources in Sweden, including different kinds of tree species, how 
they grow and how stands are managed. The inventory, which is a part of the 
official statistics in Sweden, includes more than 10 thousands of plots, 
clustered in tracts which either are surveyed only once or repeatedly, i.e. 

permanent tracts (Hägglund 1985, SLU 2002). A majority of these plots are 
inventoried in the field during the period of the year when the ground is bare 
(National Forest Inventory 2008). From the middle of the 1990s (at the time 
when the NEQ’s were adopted), detailed information regarding the number 
of old forests, the number of broad-leaved trees, and the amount of dead 
wood has been monitored. These long-term data can be used to analyze 
differences in forest cover over time and between regions, distinguishing 
among state-owned forests, company forests and small-scale privately 
owned forests. We used NFI data to assess the achievement of the interim 
targets for enhanced biological diversity, which were dead wood (m3 sk/ha), 
broad-leaved trees (> 25 %), old broad-leaved trees (60 or 80 years old > 25 
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%) and old forests (120 or 140 years old). Data for the periods 1998-2002 
and 2003-2007 were analyzed and presented as estimated mean values for 
2000 and 2005, with 95 percent confidence intervals, for forest land owned 
by private small-scale owners, large-scale companies, and other owners. Due 
to categorical data, we had only three groups. The state-owned forest 
company Sveaskog (the largest forest owner with 3.3 million ha of 
productive forest land) is included in the group large-scale forest companies 
(due to classified data). In the other owners’ category, we find mainly public 
forests, such as forest owned by the National Property Board or 
municipalities. The data presented include areas with productive forests and 
exclude areas already protected, such as nature reserves or national parks. 

The Swedish Database for Forest Owner Analysis compiles data from the 
Swedish Forest Agency’s annual nationwide survey regarding harvesting, 
silviculture and self-activity (individual owner operations) on small-scale 
forestry properties. Since 1999, the occurrence of certification standards has 
also been reported. From the total number of small-scale forest management 
units (some 200 000), a stratified sample of approximately 2 200 was 
selected each year. The sample is stratified by county and holding size, from 
the target population of small-scale forest management units in Sweden. 
Within each stratum, the management units are sampled randomly. The 
design of the database allowed us to make regional comparisons (according 
to regions defined by the forest owner association catchment areas) in the 
extent of certification and to relate this to management behaviour. It should 
also be acknowledged that this database was created during the writing 
process of Paper II. Detailed information on the database is reported in Berg 
Lejon et al. (2011).  

To investigate whether forest owners actually changed their forest 
management after certification, a follow-up survey with complementary 
questions regarding forest certification was undertaken in 2009. The follow-
up mail survey was sent out by mail in the first week of February 2009 to a 
total of 637 forest owners (certified in 2005 or 2006) and the response rate 
was initially just less than 50 percent. A reminder was sent out in March and 
the response rate increased to 71 percent. In the survey, the forest owners 
were asked about their reasons for having their forests certified, and to what 
extent they had changed forestry practices in order to meet certification 
requirements (for a detailed description see Lidestav and Berg Lejon 2011). 
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Case study context: Swedish forestry and 
forest policy  
 
Sweden consists of 28 million hectares (ha) of forest land (23 million ha of 
productive forests) and is the largest forest country in Europe (Swedish 
Forest Agency 2012). Approximately 50 percent of the forest is owned by 
approximately 320 000 private forest owners, private-sector corporations 
own 25 percent, the state (including state-owned corporations) owns 17 
percent, and the remainder (8 percent), is owned by other private and public 
owners, including the church, municipalities and county councils (Swedish 
Forest Agency 2012). The Swedish forest region can be classified in three 
regions; the nemoral zone (southern deciduous forest region), the 
boreonemoral zone (southern region of coniferous forests) and the boreal 
zone (northern coniferous forest region). The northern part of Sweden’s 
coniferous forest include the taiga belt stretching across northern 
Scandinavia, Russia and Canada where two species, Norway Spruce (Picea 
abies L.) and Scots pine, (Pinus silvestris L.) count for more than 80 percent 
of the timber supply (Arnborg 1990).  

Since the end of the 19th century forests have been an economically 
valuable resource although increasing optimization of harvesting rates in the 
boreal forests have led to changes in the landscape, including decreases in 
old-growth forests and deciduous trees. Today the forests are dominated by 
young and dense stands, which have reduced the habitats for many 
endangered species (Linder and Östlund 1998, Moen and Keskitalo 2010, 
Gustafsson et al. 2010). Large-scale forestry is thereby of high economic 
importance for the Swedish economy accounting for 12 percent of the 
Swedish export income (129 billion SEK in 2010) (Swedish Forests 
Industries Federation 2011). Today, Sweden is the world’s second largest 
combined exporter of overall paper, pulp and sawn timber (Swedish Forests 
Industries Federation 2011).  

Approximately 3-4 percent of the forest land is formally protected (e.g. 
nature reserves and national parks), and exempted from intensive forestry 
(Environmental Protection Agency and Statistics Sweden 2010). 
Approximately 5 percent of the productive forests are also voluntary 
protected, but this figure lacks long-term guarantee (Moen and Keskitalo 
2010). However, most of the country’s protected areas are situated in the 
alpine or subalpine areas, and only 1.6 percent of the forests below the 
subalpine border are formally protected (Angelstam et al. 2010, Moen and 
Keskitalo 2010). 

Swedish forest policy has during the last century occasionally changed 
direction, particularly due to international demands for timber and the 
effects of large-scale forestry (Eckerberg 1987, Enander 2007). During the 
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end of the 19th century discussions concerning Swedish forest policy focused 
on the threat to long-term forest production, resulting from lack of 
replanting after harvesting operations (Schlyter and Stjernquist 2010). 
During this time a majority (60 percent) of the forest was owned by private 
small-scale forest owners. The forest acts in the 1920 and 1930 were highly 
influenced by deliberative ideals and voluntary measures, although the aim 
was to safeguard long-term forest sustainability (Schlyter and Stjernquist 
2010). In the 1950’s Swedish forestry intensified and large-scale clear cuts, 
mechanization and fertilization were introduced in Swedish forestry. In the 
new forestry acts during 1979-1983, Swedish forestry became highly 
regulated in order to ensure timber production through clear cut loggings 
(Enander 2007). This however, led to conflicts with the emerging environ-
mental movement and the forest industry’s intensive forest management 
(Eckerberg 1987).  

In order to strengthen environmental protection in forestry substantial 
changes in Swedish forest policy were politically manifested in the beginning 
of the 1990s and early 2000. A new Swedish forest policy was passed by the 
Swedish parliament in 1993 and valid from the first of January 1994, the 
Forest Act declares that the protection of environmental values is as 
important as the production of timber (Appelstrand 2007). This law was also 
a response to the previous regulatory period, which was considered a major 
policy failure. The law states that the forest sector itself is responsible for 
environmental considerations in forest management, i.e. Swedish forest 
policy assigns ‘sectorial’ responsibility for the environment in terms of 
‘freedom with responsibility’, and the law only prescribes the minimum 
standards of behavior (Appelstrand 2007, Kjellin 2001). Since the 1992 
UNCED meeting in Rio, the concept of sustainability has broadened and this 
was also reflected in the revised Swedish forestry policy that went into effect 
in 1994, including notions of multiple-use forestry. It recognizes that 
sustainable forestry must not only ensure a stable yield of timber, but also 
preserve biological diversity. This policy change also created a window of 
opportunity for certification adoption (Boström 2003, Lister 2011).  

In 1992 and 2005 the Swedish parliament adopted 16 national 
environmental quality objectives and 72 interim targets. As a way to increase 
environmental protection in the forestry sector, the Swedish Forest Agency 
formally adopted in March 2005 the Sustainable Forests objective, including 
overall policy objectives and 13 interim targets (Swedish Forest Agency 
2005). Still, however, the National Environmental Objectives Council’s 
assessment in 2008 reports that nine of the 16 environmental objectives, 
including the objective Sustainable Forests, will be very difficult, if not 
impossible, to attain within the defined time frame (year 2020) (Swedish 
Environmental Protection Agency 2008).  
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A new political hallmark was further manifested in March 2008 when the 
Swedish government submitted the bill A forest policy in line with the times 
to the parliament suggesting minor changes to the current forest policy, e.g. 
by continually stressing the importance of increased forest growth as well as 
environmental protection (Swedish Government Bill, 2007/08:108).14 In 
2011, the Minister for Rural Affairs launched the Forest Kingdom, a new 
action plan for sustainable use of forests. The proposal is based on the two 
forest policy objectives and includes four goals: more forest raw materials, 
biodiversity preservation, social values and gender equality (Ministry for 
Rural Affairs 2011). Taken together, the recent developments make the 
Swedish forest policy highly decentralized and expressed through voluntary 
measures and policy goals. Using ‘soft’ measures such as information and 
advice from the Swedish Forest Agency to forest owners, the state has kept 
relying on the current use of freedom with responsibility (Stjernquist 1973, 
Sundström 2010).  

Despite regulatory changes in the 1990s, Swedish forestry has over the last 
decade experienced continued conflicts and disputes over environmental and 
social goals, which have its roots in the multiple-use of forests (Eckerberg 
1987, Beland Lindahl 2008). During the 1970 the ENGO critique of large-
scale forestry intensified (Eckerberg 1987). This critique still prevails today 
(Papers I, III and IV). In recent years the conflicts surrounding nature 
conservation and timber production has intensified. As stated previously, the 
Swedish Forest Act assigns equal importance to timber production and 
biological diversity, although this continues to be contested. The ENGO 
critique has been exaggerated by the Swedish government’s decision to 
investigate the possibilities for intensive cultivation of forests (Sahlin 2011). 
In 2008 the government commissioned the Swedish University of 
Agricultural Sciences to “investigate the possibilities for intensive forestry on 
abandoned agricultural land and on forested land of low value for nature 
conservation” (Larsson et al. 2009, p. 7).  The final report states that there is 
“a significant amount of forested area which could be used for intensive 
forestry” (Ibid). Although negative effects on biodiversity were detected, the 
report suggested that intensive forestry should be allowed. The SSNC 
however remains very critical toward this development (Sahlin 2011). Still, 
one should acknowledge that Swedish forests are used for many different 
purposes, inducing timber production, tourism, recreation and reindeer 
husbandry.  

Reindeer husbandry, a traditional pastoral practice of the indigenous 
Sámi, covers roughly 40 percent of the total Swedish land area and about 75 
percent of the forest area in northern Sweden. Reindeer husbandry is of high 

                                                             
14 Environmental NGOs have claimed that this new policy (valid from first of January 2009) leads to 
increased timber production and threatens biological diversity (Greenpeace Nordic 2008).   
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cultural importance for the Sámi and the boreal forests constitute important 
grazing areas for migratory reindeer husbandry (Sandström and Widmark 
2007). Approximately 2000-2500 reindeer herders active in 900 enterprises 
and organized in 51 reindeer herding districts15 gain their primary income 
from reindeer husbandry, most importantly meat sales (Sami Parliament 
2011, Ministry of Agriculture 2003). This figure can be compared to the 
magnitude of forestry in the same areas in northern Sweden. Previous 
research has identified that the total reindeer husbandry area includes some 
40 000 private forest properties, including also large-scale forest companies 
(cited in Keskitalo 2008, p. 124).  

Current Swedish law guarantees that members of RHDs have the right to 
use land for reindeer herding and grazing, hunting and fishing. This means 
that the Sámi have usufructuary rights to practice reindeer husbandry on all 
public and private land within defined local reindeer grazing areas in 
northern Sweden (Sandström and Widmark 2007). This right is based on 
customs from time immemorial, i.e. that the land was used continuously for 
a long period of time. This is a civil right and protected under the Swedish 
constitution (Lantto and Mörkenstam 2008). However, reindeer husbandry 
has difficulties claiming this right and some of the areas used for grazing are 
still challenged in court (Lantto and Mörkenstam 2008, Sandström and 
Widmark 2007, Keskitalo 2008). This is due to the double privileges on the 
land. Sámi use rights and forest ownership rights were often established by 
settler populations from the 16th century and onwards (see Lantto and 
Mörkenstam 2008 for a detailed historic record).   

In order to potentially reduce conflicts between reindeer husbandry and 
forest companies, consultations procedures were introduced by the Swedish 
parliament in 1979. Consultations is compulsory for forest owners before 
they apply for felling permits to the Swedish Forest Agency and shall include 
all affected areas with planned forest management, including final fellings, 
soil scarification, fertilizations and road constructions (Sandström and 
Widmark 2007). During summer reindeer graze alpine vegetation in the 
mountain range close to the Norwegian border (year-round grazing areas) 
while they during winter time rely on lichen-rich pine in the boreal forests 
towards the Gulf of Bothnia (Moen and Keskitalo 2010). This means that 
intensified forest operations negatively affect ground lichen-rich areas which 
are of considerable importance for reindeer husbandry (Berg et al. 2008, Löf 
et al. 2012). According to Swedish law, forest companies have to consult 
reindeer husbandry on year-round grazing areas but today FSC-certified 
                                                             
15 In order to practice reindeer husbandry, all reindeer herders must be members of a reindeer herding 
district (RHD) (sameby) (according to Swedish law). A RHD is an economic organization representing their 
members’ interests. Forest districts have an east-west geographical grazing area ranging from the mountain 
border to the coastal area and divided into summer and winter areas (Sandström and Widmark 2007). 
However not all Sámi people practice reindeer husbandry: Sweden has approximately 20.000 Sámi people, 
although this figure remains uncertain (Sami Information Centre 2010). 
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forest companies in northern Sweden also have to consult reindeer 
husbandry on winter grazing areas, thereby extending the Swedish law 
(Swedish FSC Council 2010). 

Forest certification, at least the FSC, is therefore seen not only as a 
voluntary policy but also as a potential tool to limit conflicts and advance 
environmental protection in forestry. Today, Swedish forest policy is, to a 
large extent, implemented with the support of forest certification schemes 
and certification may thereby constitute a stronger impact on forest 
management practices than current law (Boström 2003, Keskitalo and 
Pettersson 2012, Futter et al. 2011). A number of rules and regulations 
concerning issues such as voluntary set-asides of valuable forests, logging of 
old-growth forests and consultations between the forest industry and 
reindeer husbandry thereby exceed the explicitly-stated requirements found 
in the Swedish Forestry Act (Boström 2002).  
 
The development of forest certification in Sweden  
The initiation of the FSC in Sweden started in the mid-1990s as ENGOs saw 
certification as a faster and more responsive arena for environmentally 
sustainable forestry than traditional government processes. The Swedish 
Society for Nature Conservation (SSNC) joined the World Wide Fund for 
Nature (WWF) and in 1994 the two organizations established a reference 
group working on a Swedish FSC standard, highlighting the strong role of 
ENGOs in initiating the FSC in Sweden. By 1995, the reference group 
consisted of representatives from WWF, SSNC, the Swedish Church and the 
forestry industry as well as the Swedish Sámi Association (SSR). At the same 
time the Swedish Federation of Forest Owners, speaking for small-scale 
private forest owners, decided to join as well (Cashore et al. 2004). Also, no 
public authorities were invited to join this group (Hysing 2009). 

The first Swedish national FSC standards was submitted to FSC 
International in 1997 and ratified in January 1998. This was the first national 
FSC standard adopted by FSC International. Forest companies were initially 
reluctant to accept certification, but active market-based campaigns 
eventually attracted the industry (Boström 2002). The increasing pressure 
from the European market, notably forest product retailers in Germany and 
the UK originally derived from environmental groups, persuaded large-scale 
forest companies such as Svenska Cellulosa Aktiebolaget (SCA), Europe’s 
largest private forest owner, to support the FSC. Forest companies feared 
boycott campaigns by environmental groups as well as the risk of losing 
European market shares, and therefore obtaining FSC certification was 
perceived as a market pressure by forest companies based in export 
dependent countries like Sweden (Boström 2002, Cashore et al. 2004). 

Nevertheless, the process of establishing a Swedish FSC standard had 
witnessed two major drop-outs; Greenpeace and the Swedish Federation of 
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Forest Owners. The Swedish state and state-owned company Sveaskog 
endorsed the FSC-standard and Boström (2003) contends that the Swedish 
state viewed certification as legitimate and welcome. In contrast, the forest 
owner associations, as opposed to large-scale forest companies, were 
reluctant to agree to FSC provisions whereby the different stakeholders 
would have equal decision-making power, and decided to withdraw from the 
preparatory process. It should be noted that private forest owners in the 
north of Sweden were more doubtful about the FSC than those in the south. 
Their opposition was exacerbated by the broader customary rights of 
reindeer husbandry (indigenous Sámi) that were suggested in the FSC-
standard, which was not relevant for forest owners in the south of Sweden. 
In parallel, but on different grounds, Greenpeace also left the process, 
arguing that a membership would constitute an industry ‘sell out’. 
Greenpeace strongly opposed the allowance of intensive forestry methods, 
including clear-cutting and the use of pesticides (Lister 2011). 

However, the Association of Southern Sweden Forest Owners (Södra 
Skogsägarna), in possession of its own sawmills, pulp and paper mills felt an 
increasing European market pressure for certified forest products and the 
association initiated an alternative to the FSC in Europe with suitable 
standards but greater flexibility adapted to small-scale forestry (Cashore et 
al. 2004). As a result, Swedish forest owner associations were central players 
in the creation of a competing European certification scheme, namely the 
Pan European Forest Certification Scheme (PEFC), which later gained 
international recognition and was renamed the Programme for the 
Endorsement of Forest Certification Schemes (PEFC). This resulted in the 
continuation of two different independent organizations: 1) the FSC initiated 
by NGOs and socially concerned retailers and 2) the PEFC initiated by 
industrial forestry associations. This division indicated the different and 
competing interest groups involved in the process of establishing private 
forest governance in Europe. The structure of the forest sector, in which 
large forest companies and private forest owners have well-organized 
associations that can speak with one voice, also had an impact of the 
adoption of two different certification schemes. 

In 2002 several environmental NGOs were critical towards the initiation 
of PEFC and claimed that the PEFC was not a credible forest certification 
scheme, especially due to its governance structure of strong power exercised 
by forest owner associations. A number of NGOs in Sweden argued that the 
FSC was the only credible forest certification scheme, and this position 
gained support from Swedish and international environmental 
organizations, large-scale forest corporations and the Sámi association. More 
recently, critical concerns have also been raised against the environmental 
impacts of the Swedish FSC-standard and in 2010 one of the founders of FSC 
Sweden, the Swedish Society for Nature Conservation (SSNC), decided to 
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withdraw its membership from the Swedish FSC Council (Swedish Society 
for Nature Conservation 2010). Although the certification schemes have 
become more similar during the last years, especially due to the PEFC’s 
ratcheting up of its environmental standard, substantial differences persist, 
such as the FSC’s demands for stakeholder consultations with the indigenous 
Sámi (Gulbrandsen 2008a).16  

Approximately 11 million ha of Sweden’s productive forests are FSC-
certified (FSC International 2011) and in early 2012 approximately 11 million 
ha was also certified under the competing PEFC scheme (50 percent of 
Sweden’s productive forests) (PEFC International 2011). Some forest 
companies have thus dual-certified their forest management, i.e. adopted 
both certification schemes in response to diversified customer demands in 
the European market (Paper III).  
 
Overview of appended papers 
 
I. Challenges to the legitimacy of private forest governance – 

the development of forest certification in Sweden 
The purpose of this study is to explore how stakeholders’ search for 
accountability has influenced the legitimacy of forest certification schemes, 
drawing on developments in Sweden. Substantial scholarly attention has 
been given to the effectiveness and legitimacy of private forest governance, 
especially the FSC. In general, political scientists have claimed that this 
governance arrangement has a large potential of leading to more transparent 
and democratic decision-making in forest management, especially since 
concerned stakeholders have equal votes in the development of certification 
standards. It has also been suggested that such cooperation between forest 
corporations and ENGOs may develop shared norms for responsible 
forestry, which may render the certification process stable. However, 
scholars have not devoted much attention to the barriers posed to such a 
governance system before it has reached such a stage. At least initially, 
conflicts are likely to occur since the concerned stakeholders are accountable 
to different constituencies. Such differences must be effectively managed 
within a governance system since it may otherwise fail to generate 
compliance with norms and rules, in turn undermining its existing 
legitimacy.  

To analyze how stakeholders’ search for accountability has influenced the 
legitimacy of forest certification schemes, the study draws on the theoretical 
foundations of governance, legitimacy, and accountability. Both primary and 

                                                             
16 For a detailed description of the two standards, see Swedish FSC Council (2010) and Swedish PEFC Board 
(2012).  
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secondary sources from the 1990s up to 2010 were analyzed, including 
reports from forest corporations and ENGOs. 

The results show that stakeholders in the FSC organization in Sweden 
have continuously disagreed on the input and output legitimacy of forest 
certification, though the positions have changed over time, eventually 
making ENGOs reject forest certification schemes. Two critical periods have 
been identified, namely, 1) the initiation phase (1990s) when the FSC and 
PEFC were strongly questioned by either NGOs or business interests, and 2) 
between 2007 and 2010 when a new open media conflict arose. The study 
argues that conflicts during those two periods are explained by the fact that 
the concerned stakeholders are accountable to different constituencies, 
thereby affecting the stakeholders’ views on certification schemes’ 
achievements and limitations. The repeated conflicts have therefore been 
fuelled by the stakeholders’ search for public reputational accountability and 
market accountability. Thereby forest certification in Sweden has, at least 
temporarily, left the suggested path to the evolution of shared norms. 
Furthermore, this paper argues that it is vital that concerned stakeholders 
recognise the FSC’s legitimacy both in terms of input legitimacy and in terms 
of output legitimacy, otherwise further stakeholders may choose to exit, 
reinforcing the difficulties and constraining the search for community 
granting and legitimacy.  

This study thereby challenges a common view found in previous research 
on private forest governance, namely that studies of how FSC International 
as a non-profit member-based organization tries to create legitimate 
decision-making procedures and secure democratic accountability at the 
transnational level are sufficient to claim that certification is democratic and 
effective. Rather, scholars increasingly need to examine the ability of multi-
stakeholder organizations to manage accountability on a national level, 
where unresolved conflicts ultimately can challenge cooperation and 
legitimacy. 
 
II. Can voluntary standards regulate forestry? – Assessing the 

environmental impacts of forest certification in Sweden 
This article examines to what extent forest certification schemes enhance 
environmental protection, drawing on data for Swedish forestry. Our starting 
point was from the beginning made explicit, namely, that previous research 
has drawn conclusions from rather limited observations.  

Current Swedish forest policy is built on ‘freedom under responsibility’ in 
which the forest sector is responsible for taking environmental 
considerations in forestry, although the law does not explicitly state how and 
to what extent this should be done. Since the end of the 1990s public and 
private forest owners have been certified either under the FSC or the PEFC 
and today forest policy is increasingly implemented with the support of 
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forest certification standards. But studies that examine actual environmental 
impacts of forest certification scheme are rare, although the cause-effect 
relationship between certified areas and data on actual forest cover needs 
proper testing. 

 Previous research mainly focuses on processes, such as the uptake of 
certification schemes, rather than environmental impacts, and the effects on 
forest biodiversity and landscape protection still remain uncertain. Most 
previous research lacks on-the-ground (ecological) data and relies on small 
samples and/or third-party evaluations, e.g. corrections requested by a 
third-party certifier, which are based only on small samples.  

So, can we observe substantial improvements in forest management 
practices after the initiation of certification, or may certification cause only 
minor adjustments for many owners and primarily reflect current practices 
and expectations? In this article we developed a novel approach to the study 
of Swedish forest certification schemes’ environmental impacts. We drew our 
results on three different data sets, namely: 1) the Swedish National Forest 
Inventory (NFI), 2) the Swedish Database for Forest Owner Analysis, 
presenting data on small-scale forestry practices and certification, and 3) a 
follow-up mail survey addressed to private small-scale forest owners with 
certified forest properties.  

The results from our NFI analysis indicated some minor improvements in 
forest conditions, corresponding to the interim target for enhanced 
biological diversity (dead wood, broad-leaved trees and old forests). The 
improvements were less evident on large-scale forest properties (certified in 
accordance with the Forest Stewardship Council scheme) than on small-scale 
private forest properties (mainly certified in accordance with the Pan-
European Certification Scheme). However, results from the follow-up survey 
showed that more harvesting activity had taken place on certified small-scale 
forest properties than on non-certified properties. This challenges a common 
assumption that a high degree of certification will have positive impacts on 
environmental conditions. Our data analyses could not demonstrate 
causality between forest certification and environmental protection though 
several different sources were employed. Such findings highlight the 
difficulties with current methods and points to the importance of developing 
methods for monitoring and evaluating forest management practices on both 
certified and non-certified forest land. 
 
III. Why do forest companies change their CSR strategies? 

Responses to market demands and public regulation 
through dual-certification   

During the 1990s, forest companies responded to market demands by 
certifying either under the FSC or under the competing industry-initiated 
PEFC. However, in recent years, forest companies in major forest 
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jurisdiction have increasingly certified under both the FSC and PEFC. This 
paper explores the causes and effects of the recent trend among large-scale 
forest companies to modify long-established CSR strategies. More precisely, 
the aim is twofold. First, the aim is to explore why large-scale forest 
companies and industries have come to dual-certify their forest management 
and products and thereby embrace certification schemes which they actively 
rejected only a decade ago. Second, the aim is to explore whether these forest 
companies and their supply chains fulfill criteria which are known to be 
associated which improvements in corporate environmental practices. If so, 
this change of strategies may contribute to improved environmental impacts 
in the future.  

Previous research has confirmed that forest companies adopt forest 
certification schemes either to meet customer demands and/or to avoid 
being targeted by transnational environmental group networks. Recent 
research has also discussed the potential of public regulation and public-
sector procurement policies to increase certification uptake in Europe and 
elsewhere, but empirical studies of whether companies have actually 
responded to such public initiatives by adopting forest certification schemes 
are still rare. Furthermore, why the strategy of dual-certification has 
occurred has received little, if any, attention from scholars. This strategy 
became evident in Sweden in 2009 when the Association of Southern 
Sweden Forest Owners (Södra Skogsägarna) adopted FSC certification 
although it had previously rejected such certification and had been one of the 
main initiators of the PEFC. Conversely, Europe’s largest private forest 
owner, SCA (Svenska Cellulosa Aktiebolaget), which had been one of the first 
companies in the world to adopt FSC certification in the 1990s, adopted the 
PEFC in 2011. Sweden provides a valid case for further investigation since 
the major Swedish forest industries are among the largest in Europe and 
forest companies have a history of forest certification, which goes back to the 
1990s, making Sweden a first-mover country in forest certification.  

Drawing on semi-structured interviews with producers and retailers, this 
study shows that measures taken by public bodies and ENGOs, such as the 
adoption of public procurement policies and of a new European Timber 
Trade Regulation (EUTR) and continued ENGO campaigns, have created 
changing and diversified customer demands, thereby increasing the 
occurrence of dual-certified forest industries. Furthermore, Södra’s ability to 
adopt the FSC certification standards was largely made possible by 
adjustments to the Swedish FSC standard in 2010, which introduced SLIMF 
indicators (Small and Low Intensity Managed Forest), making it easier for 
small-scale forest owners to certify under the FSC. Nevertheless, the reasons 
behind the final decision to adopt the FSC standard were external to the FSC, 
including measures taken by public bodies and ENGOs. Additionally, SCA, 
which was initially certified under the FSC, had to adopt also the PEFC to 
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maintain its shares of the French market, where the PEFC enjoys public 
support. This study thereby supplements previous studies, which discuss the 
potential of public regulation and procurement policies in forest certifica-
tion, by providing empirical support from a Swedish case study of the 
importance of public sector procurement policies and regulation for the 
uptake of certification schemes.  

This paper also investigated whether these forest companies and 
industries and their supply chains fulfill criteria which are known to be 
associated which improvements in environmental practices. The study 
applied supply chain theory to the study of forest certification schemes’ 
ability to alter environmental practices. The study drew on four contingency 
factors for successful CSR; knowledge enhancing mechanisms, knowledge 
controlling mechanisms, firm-specific assets and corporate history of 
environmental issues. While knowledge enhancing mechanisms and 
knowledge controlling mechanisms are direct measures of environmental 
outputs, firm-specific assets and corporate history are factors which strongly 
influence environmental outputs. If these factors can be observed 
throughout supply chains, it was considered possible that certification can 
improve environmental behavior. The results indicate that Södra and SCA, 
as well as their supply chains, are characterized by factors, which in supply 
chain management theory are known to enhance integrated practices of CSR. 
These criteria include in particular an environmental history on working 
with environmental management systems, stable supply networks, financial 
resources, and recurrent employee training. Furthermore, the results 
indicate that the recent changes in certification strategies may result in 
improved environmental outputs. For instance, the occurrence of employee 
training has increased due to dual-certification. Representatives of these 
organizations however argued that the first adoption of a certification 
standard required greater adjustments than the second one.  

The study thereby contributed to the present state of research by 
improving our knowledge of how forest industries experience changing 
demands for responsible forestry and why they employ the strategies they do 
to meet such demands. It also provided empirical support for the importance 
of public sector procurement policies and regulation for the uptake of 
certification schemes, highlighting that certification and public regulation 
should not be analyzed separately. 

 
IV. Towards democratic and effective forest governance? The 

discursive legitimation of forest certification in northern 
Sweden  

The purpose of this study is to examine how the perceived legitimacy of 
forest certification schemes is created as well as challenged among local 
stakeholders, taking into account both social and environmental aspects.   



J Johansson 
 

50 
 

In recent years, scholars have analyzed the FSC’s normative rightfulness 
(legitimacy), focusing on procedural fairness and democratic accountability. 
Such research has generally come to the conclusion that the FSC certification 
scheme represents a good governance model since it grants equal voting 
weight to forest owners, ENGOs and social groups (labor organizations and 
indigenous peoples). However, analysing the procedural fairness of a 
governance system provides only a partial aspect of the study of legitimacy 
since another aspect of legitimacy is how the system is perceived by the 
participating stakeholders. Another research tradition has analyzed why 
certification schemes have gained widespread support from concerned 
constituencies. However, while this research tradition points out why forest 
certification attracts support, it does not analyze why it sometimes fails to 
maintain support. This is an important issue since forest certification 
sometimes has difficulties to maintain support, even in the northernmost 
countries, where the support has traditionally been wide-spread. One 
possible explanation for the loss of support is that the decision-making 
process in private forest governance is not necessarily dynamic, but 
sometimes constrained by power asymmetries. This research gap needs to be 
filled not the least since a low degree of legitimacy may enhance local 
conflicts.  

The analysis primarily draws on Steffek’s (2009) conceptual framework 
on how legitimacy can be empirically examined in a forest policy discourse. 
Rather than merely focusing on the normative justification and procedural 
fairness of private governance, Steffek suggests that perceptions of goals, 
procedures and results guides an actor’s perceived legitimacy of a 
governance arrangement. This paper thereby analyzes how forest companies 
and stakeholders define the goals, view the procedures and evaluate the 
results of forest certification on a local level.   

The results rely on semi-structured interviews with forest companies, 
reindeer husbandry (indigenous Sámi) and ENGOs in northern Sweden. The 
results reveal that ENGOs question the FSCs decision-making process and 
results, while both ENGOs and reindeer husbandry see few opportunities to 
influence long-term forest management. These findings highlight the 
difficulties to manage power asymmetries in certification and the challenges 
involved when certification standards are translated from policy to practice.  
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Constructing and contesting the 
legitimacy of private forest governance: 
Impacts on and beyond the state?  
 
This section discusses and analyzes the findings from the four appended 
papers in order to answer the overall purpose of this thesis, which was stated 
in the following way: to analyze to what extent and under which 
circumstances private governance in the form of forest certification 
schemes may generate legitimate decision-making processes and results. 
This purpose was divided into three sub-questions: (1) under which 
circumstances can the legitimacy of forest certification be constructed and 
sustained? (2) Which factors may challenge the legitimacy of forest 
certification? (3) To what extent can the adoption of forest certification 
schemes enhance environmental outputs and impacts in forestry? The 
following three sections analyze the results of the thesis according to these 
three research questions. The final section discusses theoretical implications 
of these results and provides suggestions for future research.  
 
Constructing and sustaining the legitimacy of forest certification  
The first question concerns under which circumstances the legitimacy of 
forest certification can be constructed and sustained.  

Previous research has shown that forest industries commonly adopt 
certification schemes due to legal demands, competition for market shares 
and to enhance corporate reputation. In the Swedish forest industry, such 
incentives have been important for the rapid growth of certification schemes 
since the early 1990s. The adoption of certification was also made possible by 
changes in current forest policy in the 1990s, resulting in a de-regulation of 
Swedish forest policy. These factors are thereby well known to have been of 
importance during the 1990s, when forest industries adopted their first 
forest certification scheme. These persistent factors are however not 
sufficient to explain why major Swedish forest industries in recent years have 
certified under both the FSC and the PEFC. In particular, this thesis explored 
the role of the state in the creation of demand for certified forest products 
and how continued state support may influence the legitimacy of 
certification schemes in the European market. Overall, the thesis found four 
factors which contribute to the output legitimacy of certification as perceived 
by the forest industry.  

First, the results of this thesis show that public regulation and public 
procurement policies partly explain changing customer demands in the 
European market. More precisely, Paper III shows that the recent EU timber 
trade regulation (EUTR) and procurement policies have created new 
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incentives for the uptake of certification in Europe. This regulation may 
explain changes in customer preferences, which essentially influenced Södra 
Skogsägarna’s decision to adopt FSC certification alongside its previous 
PEFC certification. This was necessary in order to maintain market shares. 
In other words, it was not considered an option to neglect these changes in 
customer demand. The results from Paper III thereby indicate that the EU 
legitimatizes the uptake of certification in the European market. Further-
more, buyers in some market segments interpret the FSC as a more reliable 
option than the PEFC. These choices may be due to political or cultural 
differences or varying information as to what the different certification 
schemes guarantee. Paper III thereby supports the conclusion of Cashore 
and Stone (2012) and Overdevest and Zeitlin (2012) that public regulation 
and public procurement policies hold the potential to increase certification 
uptake. This development may thereby potentially increase and sustain the 
legitimacy of certification in the European market.   

Second, continued pressures from the international ENGO community 
continue to remain of considerable importance for the forest industry’s 
adoption of FSC and/or PEFC certification. Paper III illustrates the 
continued power of international ENGOs, which frequently name and shame 
companies in the media, thereby more or less forcing companies throughout 
European supply chains to adopt certification. ENGOs in Sweden, the UK 
and the Netherlands have promoted the FSC scheme during the last 15 years, 
making Swedish forest industries aware of the dangers with rejecting the 
FSC. This thesis thereby confirms the results of Cashore et al. (2004), 
Gulbrandsen (2005a), Keskitalo et al. (2009), Gulbrandsen (2006) and 
Boström and Tamm Hallström (2010). As pointed out earlier, the FSC was 
primarily founded as a response to the failure of governmental efforts to halt 
deforestation, which made ENGOs turn directly to the market with hopes of 
changing unsustainable practices. Yet, as will be discussed later on, the 
Swedish ENGO support for the FSC has changed in recent years.  

A third factor, which may sustain the legitimacy of certification, is partly 
related to both procurement policies and ENGO pressures, namely, 
prevailing and diversified market demands. As illustrated in Paper III, 
Swedish forest industries have increasingly been faced with both market 
demands and public demands for sustainable products, preferably marked 
with the FSC-label, resulting in dual-certification among forest industries. 
This thesis confirms that respondents from the Swedish forest industry 
continue to view certification as a defensive measure in maintaining existing 
European market shares. Market demands seem to be an important 
motivating factor also for private forest owners. Paper II showed that one 
third of the analyzed forest owners claimed that they had adopted 
certification primarily due to economic reasons.  
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Finally, a fourth factor explains why it was possible for Södra Skogsägarna 
to adopt FSC certification, thereby increasing the adoption of certification 
among small-scale forest owners in the south of Sweden. In 2010 the new 
Swedish FSC standard adopted indicators for Small and Low Intensity 
Managed Forest (SLIMF). These indicators made it easier for small-scale 
forest owners to certify under the FSC. In this context, active members of 
Södra argued for the FSC standard as a means to strengthen environmental 
protection but also to increase price premiums. Such reasons may indicate 
that private small-scale forest owners in the south of Sweden increasingly 
grant legitimacy to the FSC organization, which they actively rejected in the 
1990s.   

Of the participating stakeholder groups, the forest industry in particular 
considered the FSC to be a legitimate governance arrangement. Papers III 
and IV also indicate that national and local representatives of Sweden’s 
major forest companies consider the FSC’s notion of responsible forestry to 
be in accordance with their own ideas and norms on what responsible 
forestry entails in policy practice. In both these case studies, company 
representatives were mostly positive towards working with certification 
standards and saw certification as a tool to enhance environmental 
protection in forestry although specific knowledge of the FSC’s criteria and 
indicators were limited on the local level. It should also be recognized that 
many respondents viewed certification as a tool to better enhance the 
dialogue with ENGOs, local communities and reindeer husbandry (input 
legitimacy). Similarly, as much as one third of the private forest owners 
analyzed in Paper II claimed to have adopted certification primarily for 
environmental reasons. 

Nonetheless, certification schemes seem to continually gain legitimacy 
from the forest industry not the least through market demands. In other 
words, the forest industry assigned output legitimacy to forest certification 
primarily as it considered such certification to sustain market access. 
Without this continued market demand, it is unlikely that certification will 
prevail in its current form. External pressures from the market, including the 
adoption of public procurement policies, and the threat of boycotts from the 
international ENGO community, therefore remain of considerable 
importance for the industries choices to certify.  

Also reindeer husbandry assigned legitimacy to the FSC organization. In 
the county of Västerbotten, the respondents from reindeer husbandry 
reported that companies with a certified forest management are taking more 
consideration to reindeer husbandry due to the FSC. In effect, a majority of 
the reindeer herders indicated that they have become more positive towards 
the FSC in recent years, especially since the latest FSC standard devotes 
increased consideration to reindeer husbandry. This view was also a result of 
the fact that some reindeer herders have increasingly gained more 
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information about the FSC, although they still argued that they need more 
knowledge about the criteria concerning reindeer husbandry. However, as 
will be discussed in the next section, the actual ability of reindeer husbandry 
to affect long-term forest management in this area remains rather limited.     
 
Challenges to the legitimacy of forest certification 
The second question regards which factors that may challenge the legitimacy 
of forest certification.   

Since the founding of the FSC, scholars have drawn attention to its 
promise to increase stakeholder dialogue in standard-setting and practical 
policy implementation. This research has often confirmed that the FSC as an 
international multi-stakeholder organization scores high on its ambition to 
include stakeholders in an open and transparent decision-making process, 
even if shortcomings have been identified, e.g. regarding the inclusion of 
social groups from developing countries. Two issues deserve further 
scholarly attention. First, legitimacy has seldom been critically assessed 
through the views of the participating stakeholders (cf. Tamm Hallström and 
Boström 2010). Second, this field of research has in general overlooked that 
the legitimacy of forest certification may not only be gained but also 
challenged. This is so even where certification initially received wide-spread 
stakeholder support. In the present thesis legitimacy was examined through 
the views of forest industries, ENGOs and reindeer husbandry taking part in 
FSC and/or PEFC certification schemes. This approach made it possible to 
go beyond the rhetoric of the FSC’s deliberative ideal and examine why 
contestation has occurred in Sweden (Papers I and IV).  

The thesis has shown that a process of de-legitimation is occurring in 
Swedish forest certification. In particular, certification has lost legitimacy 
with ENGOs. Paper I showed that the Swedish ENGOs have continuously 
disagreed with the forest industry on the legitimacy of forest certification, 
though the positions have changed over time. The loss of legitimacy has been 
particularly evident over the last five years as the support for the FSC has 
been withdrawn from a number of ENGOs, namely Fältbiologerna, the SSNC 
and Friends of the Earth (FoE). The Swedish FSC standard was first adopted 
by FSC international in 1997, but the revision of the standard (which should 
be renewed every 5 years) came into force as late as 2010. Furthermore, one 
major consequence of the new standard was that one of the early founders of 
the FSC in Sweden, the SSNC, decided to withdraw its membership from the 
organization. Since the SSNC is a value-driven ENGO and accountable to its 
members, it may have been impossible for the SSNC to maintain its 
membership in the FSC following its immense public critique of the 
certification process. 

The ENGO critique has encompassed both input legitimacy and output 
legitimacy. The PEFC certification scheme was criticized by the ENGO 
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community in the early 2000s. With time, this critique has come to also 
include the FSC organization and FSC-certified forest management.  

As regards input legitimacy, the ENGOs have argued that the FSC 
certification standard is increasingly characterized by low transparency and 
stakeholder inclusiveness. The SSNC and FoE have purposely claimed that 
economic interests dominate the decision-making process, indicating power 
asymmetries (Paper I), which was also confirmed in the county of 
Västerbotten (Paper IV). Furthermore, ENGOs have argued that they have 
limited access to forest planning, indicating low levels of transparency. The 
power of the forest industry was commonly conceived as limiting the ability 
of ENGOs to affect nature conservation measures. In contrast to this view, 
the forest companies generally claim that they are responsive to the 
ecological knowledge among the members of the ENGO community, and 
that the SSNC exaggerates the lack of environmental protection in Swedish 
forestry (Papers I, III and IV). 

As regards output legitimacy, ENGOs have increasingly questioned forest 
companies’ willingness to alter environmental practices and change on-the-
ground forest management (Papers I and IV). The PEFC has also been 
critiqued for having a weak environmental standard and low stakeholder 
inclusiveness and transparency. Today certified forest companies are 
requested to set aside at least 5 percent for biodiversity conservation 
(although some companies have a higher goal), but the SSNC claims that at 
least 20 percent of Sweden’s productive forests need to be set aside for 
nature conservation purposes, otherwise Sweden will fail to meet 
international biodiversity targets. Substantial ENGO critique has also been 
given the FSC’s accountability mechanisms, including third-party auditing 
(Papers I and IV). The ENGOs argued that companies choose their own 
auditors, which makes the certification system corrupt (Paper IV). They have 
challenged the FSC’s legitimacy by questioning why no forest company has 
lost its forest management certificate (despite repeated major corrective 
requirements from third-party auditors).    

The thesis has also shown that the FSC partly lacks legitimacy with 
Swedish reindeer husbandry. Overall, the respondents from reindeer 
husbandry claimed that the forest companies have become more responsive 
to reindeer husbandry, which includes sustained grazing areas for migratory 
reindeers. However, respondents from reindeer husbandry argued that high 
participation, transparency and responsiveness in stakeholder consultations 
(input legitimacy) do not imply that the long-term results are in the best 
interest for reindeer husbandry (output legitimacy). Rather, this thesis has 
shown that the prevailing regulatory framework, in which the Sámi have 
usufructuary rights to practice migratory reindeer husbandry on public and 
private land in northern Sweden (rather than property rights), limits their 
capacity to control forest management (which is stated in the FSC standard) 
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(Paper IV). Although respondents from reindeer husbandry viewed 
consultations with the forest companies as a legitimate arena for dialogue, 
the FSC’s potential to reinforce their power and thereby their ability to affect 
long-term forest planning remains limited. Thereby the issue of power 
asymmetries was found to be of considerable importance not the least for 
reindeer husbandry. Together with other challenges, such as predators, 
mining and climate change, power asymmetries make reindeer husbandry an 
extremely vulnerable livelihood.      

To summarize; this thesis has recognized two major factors, which 
contribute to the de-legitimation of Swedish forest certification. The first 
factor is that ENGOs do not consider the practice of forest certification to 
correspond to all the criteria usually employed to determine the input 
legitimacy of forest certification, namely transparency and equal 
participation. Especially, ENGOs and reindeer husbandry argue that they 
cannot always participate on equal terms and that agenda setting and 
decision-making power remain with the forest industry. The second factor is 
that ENGOs, and to some extent reindeer husbandry, questioned the forest 
industries’ willingness to change forest management practices and 
considered themselves to have little influence over these practices. The forest 
industry and the ENGOs seem to have different perceptions of what a 
certified forest management shall accomplish for the state of the 
environment (Papers I, III and IV). Recent developments thereby show that 
Swedish forest certification does not correspond to the deliberative ideal.  

To contextualize these views, measurements of environmental outputs 
and impacts may be taken into account.  
 
Environmental outputs and impacts through forest certification  
The third and final question raised for empirical analysis is to what extent 
the adoption of forest certification can enhance environmental outputs and 
impacts in forestry. Although it is difficult to detect business-as-usual 
scenarios from actual behavioral change, this thesis combined qualitative 
interviews with survey data to trace changes in management practices after 
the adoption of certification in Sweden (Papers II and III). Potential 
environmental outputs and impacts were examined in large-scale forestry as 
well as small-scale (private) forestry.  

As regards environmental outputs, this thesis analyzed whether certified 
companies and forest owners have the potential to implement new 
environmental practices. Thereby, unlike the majority of previous research, 
it is not assumed that the adoption of certification per se causes behavioral 
change, i.e. changes in environmental outputs. Instead, it analyzed to what 
extent some certified companies and forest owners have the potential to alter 
their environmental outputs. Paper III applied findings from supply chain 
management theory as a methodological approach. This field of research 
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points out factors, which are commonly required for successful implemen-
tation of any CSR strategy. It was investigated whether these criteria are met 
in Sweden’s two largest producers of sawn timber, which have both been 
certified for a long time: SCA, which is Europe’s largest private forest owner 
and a multi-national hygiene and pulp- and paper company, and Södra 
Skogsägarna, Sweden’s largest forest owner association. This selection of 
companies allowed for comparisons between two industries which have 
recently started to dual-certify. Furthermore, one was an early adopter of 
FSC certification (SCA) and the other was one of the founders of the PEFC 
(Södra). The study found that Södra and SCA largely fulfill criteria, which 
enhance CSR implementation. These factors include having an environ-
mental history of working with environmental issues, stable supply 
networks, and training for employees and forest owners. Although these 
companies have different organizational forms (Södra is a cooperative and 
SCA is a joint-stock corporation) they both benefited from being large 
producers in the European market, including industries with financial 
resources. Nonetheless, in recent years, SCA Skog has received immense 
critique from ENGOs, claiming that this company does not utilize its full 
potential to meet the FSC standard.  

To estimate environmental outputs in small-scale forestry, Paper II drew 
on survey data of harvesting, silviculture and self-activity (individual owner 
operations) in Sweden. The analysis of this data provided a rather surprising 
result, namely that more harvesting and silviculture activity was reported on 
PEFC-certified small-scale forest properties than on non-certified properties. 
This finding may be due to a particularly strong proclivity among forest 
owners with a strong interest in forest management to obtain certification. 
This is likely since 36 percent of the forest owners in the follow-up mail 
survey claimed that they had adopted certification primarily due to economic 
reasons. Another possible explanation is that obtaining a PEFC certificate 
indirectly increases harvesting activities, since such certificates are 
accompanied by a forest management plan, which stipulates when and how 
the forest should be harvested. This finding is also confirmed and analyzed 
in more detail in Lidestav and Berg Lejon (2011). It reinforces the idea that 
certification is primarily about forest management, although with 
environmental considerations. Indeed, a majority of the forest owners in the 
survey reported that in the case of harvesting they had made environmental 
considerations in accordance with the PEFC standard. Moreover, both the 
FSC and PEFC standards stipulate that at least 5 percent of the productive 
forest land need to be set aside for nature conservation purposes. However, 
whether these areas set aside for nature conservation are areas with high 
conservation value remains contested (Papers I and IV). In this thesis, it was 
nevertheless confirmed that small-scale forest owners as well as some of the 
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forest companies have a higher goal than 5 percent, from 10 percent (SCA) to 
20 percent (Sveaskog).   

This thesis also estimated environmental impacts of forest certification. 
Paper II drew on biophysical monitoring data on potential increases in the 
amounts of dead wood, broad-leaved trees and old forests. This approach, 
combined with survey data, was a novel approach for estimating the 
environmental impacts of forest certification in Sweden. The paper argued 
that previous studies have relied on third-party inspection reports rather 
than on monitoring data. This is problematic since such inspections do not 
address potential differences in forest conditions between certified and non-
certified forest areas. Although it is difficult to obtain monitoring data and 
relate such information to the actual environmental impacts of certification, 
it was argued that previous research has drawn far reaching conclusions 
based on limited data sets. In Paper II, the NFI analysis indicated some 
minor improvements in forest conditions (dead wood, broad-leaved trees 
and old forests), which are part of the national interim target for enhanced 
biological diversity but also stated in certification standards. In particular, 
the volume of dead wood had increased in all owner categories in the south 
of Sweden. Two other results were rather surprising: first, forest land with 
higher proportions of broad-leaved trees was mainly found among small-
scale forest owners and, second, proportions of old forest had increased on 
small-scale private land. These results were surprising since such owners 
and such land is PEFC-certified, not FSC-certified. These results thereby 
contradict a commonly held assumption that, due to the higher degree of 
certification and strict environmental standard, improvements from 
certification should be more evident on large-scale forest land which is 
certified in accordance with the FSC standard. These results may indicate 
that whether a forest is managed by a private forest owner or by a 
corporation makes a greater difference than whether the forest is certified or 
not. Although Paper II relied on survey data combined with best available 
public monitoring data, we were still not able to conclude environmental 
impacts through forest certification in Swedish forestry, despite the relatively 
long history of forest certification schemes.  

Two conclusions may therefore be drawn. First, this thesis has shown that 
some Swedish forest companies have modified their internal environmental 
management practices after obtaining a certificate. Such changes may lead to 
future improvements in environmental impacts. However, numerous other 
independent variables may explain forest management behavior (e.g. 
gender, age, knowledge etc.), and such factors have not been taken into 
account in the present thesis. Therefore it should not be taken for granted 
that certification is the cause of the changes in management practices. 
Instead, further analyses are needed. Second, it is difficult at this point to 
determine whether certification improves environmental conditions. This is 
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so for one because of the low certification rate among small-scale owners and 
by the fact that private certified forest owners tend to be more active in their 
management. Also, forests in Sweden grow slowly. Potential changes in 
environmental conditions, such as the ones described in Paper II, thereby 
need to be analyzed over time. A few remarks should be made about how this 
approach can be improved. For instance, this thesis would have benefited 
from baseline data on the conditions that prevailed before certification was 
introduced. Unfortunately, however, the amounts of dead wood, old forests 
and broad-leaved trees have been monitored in the current form only since 
the late 1990s, i.e. approximately since the introduction of certification. It is 
therefore suggested that longer time series are necessary for detecting 
biophysical improvements.  
              
Concluding discussion  
One of the starting points of this thesis was the widespread notion that 
private forest governance, and in particular the FSC’s decision-making 
model, holds the potential to generate legitimate decision-making processes 
and results. Previous research on forest certification has traditionally 
analyzed legitimacy in terms of the prevalence of pre-determined democratic 
criteria or in terms of why different schemes have gained acceptance among 
forest companies in the northernmost countries. This thesis has instead 
drawn attention to the challenges, which occur when private standards are 
implemented in practice. Such challenges have received far less scholarly 
attention.   

The results show that the FSC’s deliberative process has been interrupted 
by the dropping-out of three Swedish ENGOs, challenging the legitimacy of 
the FSC. Hence, the potential for the Swedish FSC to (re-)gain legitimacy 
from this constituency remains uncertain. This development is largely a 
result of the fact that ENGOs and the forest industry have different goals and 
expectations regarding how forestry and environmental protection should be 
combined and how certification standards should be interpreted in practice. 
Throughout the time period analyzed in this thesis, ENGOs have drawn 
attention to the failure of forest companies to change their environmental 
practices. This critique may mirror that these ENGOs have interpreted the 
FSC standard differently from the companies, or that they depart form a 
different baseline, i.e. diverging views on which state of the environment that 
prevailed before certification was introduced. In contrast, forest companies 
have sought to prove improvements of their environmental practices and to 
communicate such improvements through various campaigns and 
environmental reporting systems. This thesis has shown that the arguments 
in this debate regard both input legitimacy and output legitimacy. This thesis 
has thereby illustrated that research may benefit greatly from combining 
these two concepts.  
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This thesis has however also shown that it is too early to say whether the 
forest owners or the ENGOs are the most accurate in their descriptions of the 
environmental impacts of forest certification. To determine whether or not 
forest certification standards have significant impacts on the state of the 
environment, research methods must be further refined.   

No matter who is right, the increased level of conflict between forest 
owners and ENGOs shows that forest certification in Sweden has, at least 
temporarily, left the suggested path to the evolution of shared norms, which 
grant legitimacy by a large variety of stakeholders (cf. Bernstein and Cashore 
2007). This result highlights that perceptions of legitimacy may vary 
significantly over time, meaning that private governance arrangements may 
generate as well as lose legitimacy with important stakeholders. Further-
more, the repeated critique from ENGOs poses challenges to the FSC’s 
trustworthiness, not the least since it may become unclear for retailers and 
customers what the FSC label can guarantee. These results challenge the 
notion that private forest governance is close to the deliberative ideal and 
show that even private governance arrangements may fail to generate 
legitimate decision-making processes and results, though they rely heavily 
on transparency and accountability and, as in the case of the FSC, grant 
equal voting weight to different stakeholder groups. The potential drawbacks 
of certification schemes have so far gained little scholarly attention, although 
political scientists have frequently discussed the limits of governing as 
governance. It is therefore an important theoretical contribution of the 
present thesis to have shown that private governance through deliberation 
may be considered illegitimate by the participating stakeholders. This result 
is likely to be relevant for other types of governance arrangements, which 
strive to achieve legitimate results by deliberative means. In that context it 
should be noted that ENGOs also in other countries have raised critique 
against the FSC (FSC-Watch 2012).   

These findings further suggest that power asymmetries remain a crucial 
determinant for how stakeholders perceive the legitimacy of forest 
certification. Consider the example of indigenous peoples’ rights. One of the 
key issues for the FSC is respect and recognition of indigenous peoples’ land 
use rights. However, when international organizations acknowledge such use 
rights, they may fail to foresee the myriad of constraints that such users face, 
such as national regulatory frameworks and competing industries. In 
Sweden, the indigenous Sámi have usufructuary rights to use public and 
private land for reindeer husbandry. However, this right is often in conflict 
with property rights, limiting the possibilities for reindeer husbandry to 
affect forest management and planning. This thesis has shown that reindeer 
husbandry has become increasingly aware of the rights, which they are 
granted through the FSC. However, although the consultations between the 
forest companies and reindeer husbandry have become more frequent, 
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reindeer husbandry still has little ability to affect current forest management 
as well as long-term forest planning and management.  Nonetheless, the FSC 
may be one of its most important tools for enhancing use rights. These 
findings confirm the conclusions drawn by Sandström and Widmark (2007) 
and Keskitalo (2008). Other studies indicate that also other social values, 
such as local development, are important in rural areas, which also indicates 
a complex issue of local use rights and why conflicts concerning natural 
resources often manifest at the local level (cf. Keskitalo and Lundmark 2010, 
Keskitalo 2008). The results in this thesis indicate that private governance 
arrangements, which rely heavily on the deliberative ideal, continually need 
to develop decision-making processes, which can manage equal 
participation, access to agenda setting and accountability in spite of power 
asymmetries. Put differently, the future legitimacy of the FSC in Sweden will 
depend on how the organization manages its internal conflicts. To secure 
equal participation may however be difficult because of the facts that the 
membership is voluntary and that the financial resources among some of the 
stakeholders are limited.  

The issue of indigenous peoples’ land use rights also illustrates the 
importance of the context, in which private governance is negotiated and 
implemented. Swedish forest policy entails a long history of public 
consensus-seeking with the forest industry and other stakeholders, including 
labor associations, environmental organizations and reindeer husbandry. 
During recent decades the public forest policy has evolved to rest on the 
notion of ‘freedom with responsibility’, and denotes equal importance to 
timber production and environmental protection. The de-regulation of the 
Swedish forest policy in the middle of the 1990s, together with the forest 
industry’s dependence on foreign exports, has made forest certification 
standards increasingly interlinked with Swedish forest policy. In recent 
years, however, critics have argued that the de-regulation has resulted in a 
rolled-backed state which is incapable (or uninterested) in dealing with 
forest conflicts, such as the ones over land use rights. In the 1990s hopes 
were high that the FSC could provide a new arena for stakeholder 
consultations and consensus building, thereby potentially limiting conflicts 
over environmental and social goals. This thesis shows that not even in 
Sweden - the role model of good forest governance - has forest certification 
reached a steady state, which indicates that forest certification in Sweden 
remains in a vulnerable phase. The Swedish case also illustrates that one 
should remain precautious to make general statements about what private 
governance can or should be able to accomplish, given that the prevailing 
regulatory frameworks differ between countries.  

The state makes a difference for the development of forest certification 
also in another way. Forest certification schemes have commonly been 
labeled private (non-state) forms of governance, although they have since 
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their initiation been legitimized and supported by the state. This thesis has 
shown that alongside other factors, such as ENGO campaigns, public 
regulation and procurement policies may spur the uptake of certification in 
the market. How states respond to external sustainability demands in an era 
of economic globalization thereby goes beyond merely expressing support. 
Such responses include the certification of public forests (as in the case of 
Sveaskog) and the adoption of public procurement policies, which favor 
certified products. Not the least importantly, forest certification schemes 
have gained increasing support from the EU. The importance of public 
support for forest certification challenges the notion of private forest 
governance as governance occurring independently of the state. 

These conclusions on the role of the state in private forest governance 
could be drawn because this thesis has analyzed the legitimacy of such 
governance on multiple levels, including the local, the national as well as the 
international level. It is an important contribution of this thesis to have 
shown that such a multi-level perspective is necessary for a comprehensive 
understanding of the interaction between private forest governance and the 
state.  

 
Future research  
In recent years the scholarly debate on private forest governance has grown 
significantly. Yet this thesis points to some research issues, which should be 
further investigated.   

In this thesis it was suggested that this field of research needs to 
increasingly combine and develop both quantitative and qualitative methods 
for evaluating the progress of certification schemes in terms of 
environmental and social improvements, such as increasing amounts of dead 
wood, or the results of stakeholder consultations on national and local levels. 
Future studies of certification schemes’ environmental impacts would 
preferably combine public monitoring data with a well-proven design and 
long time series (if accessible and reliable). This is important since the 
present thesis has found that private forest owners with a certified forest 
management are more likely to carry out final fellings and other types of 
management activities (Paper II), which means that research continually 
needs to pay attention to how environmental, social and economic values 
interact and to what extent biodiversity is strengthened in forestry with or 
without certification.  

The results of this thesis also remind us that building an international 
coalition of stakeholders for the promotion of responsible forestry is not the 
same as maintaining national and/or local support for private standards, 
especially since stakeholders hold different perceptions on what responsible 
forestry entails and how far certification can or should be used to achieve 
this goal. Indeed, the ways in which the words ‘responsible’ or ‘sustainable’ 
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are understood remain diverse among the stakeholder categories. How forest 
certification can build consensus to achieve legitimate and effective results 
are therefore highly relevant research issues, not the least since this thesis 
has shown that power asymmetries are a crucial determinant for whether 
forest certification is perceived as legitimate. Future research should 
therefore pay further attention to power asymmetries and how they can be 
managed and balanced within the FSC’s decision-making processes. Thereby 
future research would recognize not only the merits of the FSC’s deliberative 
ideal, but also its limitations.  

This thesis has also shown that a multi-level perspective is necessary for a 
comprehensive understanding of the interaction between private forest 
governance and the state. The results show that the new EU timber trade 
regulation has had an effect on retailer demands for certified timber in the 
European market. This finding signals that there are new incentives for 
gaining a certificate in the European market, especially since this regulation 
applies to all member states. Future research therefore continuously needs 
to pay attention to the ways in which public regulation and private 
certification schemes interact and how legality may be increased in the 
global market via the EUTR and certification schemes. Indeed, such 
interaction may increase certification uptake in Europe and elsewhere, but 
continued state support for certification may also provide legitimacy to this 
form of private governance (cf. Cashore and Stone 2012).  

Future research must therefore not neglect the role of the state as a 
facilitator for private governance. However, this thesis has also shown that 
the FSC’s notion of responsible forestry may also be constrained by existing 
power relations and national regulatory frameworks on land and use rights. 
Future research could thereby provide important recommendations on how 
forest certification may support existing forest laws in order to strengthen 
for instance indigenous peoples’ use rights and environmental protection (cf. 
Sandström and Widmark 2007, Cashore et al. 2007, Bernstein and Cashore 
2012). 

It should also be noted that both FSC certification and PEFC certification 
continue to increase, but with considerable differences in coverage across 
regions in the world. These differences mean that different markets prefer 
different labels, but why this is so is an issue which is yet insufficiently 
understood. 

Because of these and other unanswered issues about private forest 
governance, this research field continuously needs to attract the attention of 
scholars with different perspectives and approaches.  
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Forests provide us with important ecosystem services, such as 
climate regulation and the protection of soil and water resourc-
es. Still, it has proven difficult to protect the world’s forests 
through intergovernmental agreements. As an alternative to 
such agreements, forest certification schemes were introduced 
in the 1990s to establish principles for responsible forestry. The 
frontrunner scheme, the Forest Stewardship Council (FSC), has 
received significant scholarly attention since it grants equal in-
fluence to environmental, economic and social interests, while 
excluding public agencies. This decision-making structure has 
made scholars argue that the FSC constitutes a legitimate and 
effective private governance arrangement. 

However, in Sweden, a country often described as a role mod-
el in forest certification, the FSC has received critique for failing 
to obtain legitimate processes and results, and recently three 
of five environmental groups have chosen to exit the Swedish 
FSC organization. This thesis therefore provides a critical as-
sessment of the legitimacy and the results of forest certification 
in Sweden. It identifies a number of factors, which today chal-
lenge the legitimacy of forest certification, and shows that the 
environmental impacts of forest certification remain uncertain.     




