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Abstract 
Given growing concerns concerning the chocolate sector's long-term future, increasingly more 
private-sector, public-sector and civil-society stakeholders have become involved in initiatives 
aiming to make cocoa production more 'sustainable'. While ‘sustainability’ is a frequently used 
term, the socio-economic, environmental and commercial priorities different cocoa-chocolate 
stakeholders associate with it vary considerably, ranging from improving livelihoods via 
addressing global environmental challenges to safeguarding cocoa supply long-term. By contrast, 
the narratives stakeholders employ to advertise their engagement predominantly revolve around 
mission-driven objectives such as improving producer livelihoods or protecting the planet. In this 
way, the commercially tinged motives of safeguarding supply and high cocoa quality, which are 
key drivers given long-term projections of cocoa demand outstripping supply, rarely find 
prominent mention, despite their key role in shaping producers’ and cooperatives’ realities.  
 
This paper aims to explore the links and interactions between the drivers underlying stakeholders’ 

engagements, the way stakeholders represent them narratively, and the way both combine to 

produce realities on the ground. It argues that while commercial drivers are increasingly 

prominent, representations prioritise the socio-economic and environmental dimensions, with 

the narratives different stakeholders employ demonstrating remarkable similarities, unlike actors’ 

diverging commercial, socio-economic and environmental drivers. The paper builds on 

perspectives from stakeholders across the cocoa-chocolate production network, including cocoa 

producers, cooperatives, NGOs, development agencies, chocolate companies and consumers. It 

draws on the author's doctoral research in cocoa sustainability initiatives incorporating 

conservation or carbon measures, encompassing semi-structured interviews, focus-group 

discussions, documentary analysis and participant observation in producer countries and Europe. 
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