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Title: Progress of private commitments to sustainability across disparate approaches 

Some major corporations have been making commitments to sustainability, and more 

specifically to zero deforestation, a target included under SDG 15: Life on Land. The capacity of 

the private sector for achieving zero deforestation targets is critical for advancing sustainable 

supply, yet safeguarding inclusion of smallholders and equitable benefit sharing. Yet concern is 

arising since it is likely that a large portion of companies will miss this target. There are several 

factors which explain why the corporate sector is not able to achieve zero deforestation, yet with 

variations across commodities and regions. I explore what are the Theories of Change 

underpinning these commitments, and their assumptions, in order to understand what are the 

major barriers that are preventing the achievement of these commitments This analysis is based 

on literature review and expert knowledge across five commodities (i.e. oil palm, coffee, cocoa, 

soy, beef). I identify three approaches to private sector commitments on zero deforestation: 1) 

individual company or group-level adoption of voluntary standards; 2) sector-wide supply chain-

based interventions; and 3) mixed supply chain and territorial initiatives at jurisdictional level. 

The main implementation challenges of these approaches are the limits of voluntary standards, 

traceability systems that are difficult to implement, selective actions that cannot deliver at scale, 

associated leakage effects, and persistence of segmented supply chains. These three approaches 

have evolved to deal with such challenges; however, progress requires committed companies to 

increase implementation efforts, other supply chain actors to adhere to commitments, and 

governments to harness the potential of jurisdictional approaches. This work makes explicit the 

progress and failures of different approaches to the light of their own Theories of Change, and 

suggest what interventions hold the most potential to achieve outcomes, and whether adjustments 

are needed to overcome scalability issues over time.


