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ABSTRACT
When and how do international standards influence domestic policies? The literature identifies a range of ways international 
standards may relate to domestic regulations—including by exporting, substituting, supplanting, or bolstering national rules—
creating theoretical ambiguity. This article focuses, in particular, on whether, when, and how standards can help generate reg-
ulatory outcomes that are more rigorous than would otherwise be expected, given a jurisdiction's political economy. We define 
policy rigor to include both how substantively significant a policy is for regulated entities and also how stringently it is enforced. 
Positing a coherent international standards landscape in a given policy area as a key enabling condition, we highlight four mech-
anisms through which standards can increase policy rigor. Learning occurs when domestic actors, facing uncertainty, rely on 
international standards to understand how to achieve their goals. Normative benchmarking sees domestic actors using these 
standards as legitimate guides. Agenda-setting elevates the prominence of certain policy outcomes, aligning domestic coalitions 
around these standards. Harmonization happens when firms advocate for international standards to minimize multinational 
compliance costs and ensure a level playing field. To probe the plausibility of these mechanisms, our empirical analysis con-
trasts rules around climate-related disclosure and rules on carbon credits in five major economies with vastly different political 
economies around climate policy: Brazil, China, the EU, the United Kingdom, and the United States. Across these jurisdictions, 
domestic disclosure policies are increasingly rigorous, aided by a converging landscape of standards. Conversely, the fragmented 
carbon credits standards landscape limits these mechanisms, and greater variance in the rigor of domestic regulations is ob-
served. The findings contribute to theoretical debates on the relationship between transnational governance and national rules, 
highlighting specific pathways through which international standards may serve as a “conveyor belt,” bringing rigorous rules 
into domestic policy.

1   |   Introduction

In 2000, a small non-governmental organization (NGO) called 
the Carbon Disclosure Project (now CDP) began encouraging 
companies to publicly report on their greenhouse gas emissions 
and environmental policies. What began as a voluntary initia-
tive grew over time and in 2025, over 23,000 entities disclosed 
environmental data through CDP and more than 600 financial 

institutions with over US$127 trillion in assets requested envi-
ronmental data through the organization (CDP 2026).

This groundswell of voluntary action caught the attention of fi-
nancial regulators, and, in 2015, the G20 and Financial Stability 
Board established the Taskforce on Climate-Related Financial 
Disclosures (TCFD) to generate guidelines for high-quality 
corporate climate-related disclosures. These recommendations 
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were later subsumed under the International Sustainability 
Standards Board (ISSB) voluntary disclosure standards 
(TCFD 2024b).

Over this same period, climate-related disclosure has in-
creasingly become a legal obligation. Since France first began 
mandating climate-related disclosure in 2016, regulation has 
emerged in countries as diverse as Australia, Canada, China, 
the European Union, Hong Kong, India, Mexico, New Zealand, 
South Korea, Switzerland, the United Kingdom, and the United 
States. And while these rules vary, each shaped by their do-
mestic political economy, the alignment of 32 stock exchanges 
worldwide with the TCFD recommendations and the imprint of 
voluntary international standards on domestic disclosure regu-
lations is notable. As of 2025, 36 jurisdictions representing over 
60% of global GDP have adopted, are adopting, or are otherwise 
using the ISSB standards (IFRS 2025).

This flow from voluntary action, to orchestrated initiatives, 
to transnational standards, to domestic regulation has been 
described as a “conveyor belt” (Hale 2022). However, existing 
theories document a range of possible interactions between 
these types of governance (Abbott et  al.  2017; Green  2017; 
Malhotra et  al.  2019). The literature on the relationship be-
tween the last link in this chain, between voluntary standards 
and domestic regulation, is particularly rich. Scholars docu-
ment how transnational rules may serve to export, substitute 
for, supplant, or bolster national rules, among other interac-
tions. The result is theoretical ambiguity about the conditions 
under which voluntary standards can influence the rigor of 
national regulation.

This article therefore seeks to build our theoretical understand-
ing of the potential influence of international standards on 
domestic regulation. We theorize how and under what condi-
tions international standards can influence domestic regulatory 
outcomes, enhancing their rigor beyond what domestic politi-
cal economy would otherwise expect. We examine two policy 
domains, climate-related disclosure and carbon crediting, and 
compare regulatory outcomes across five jurisdictions: Brazil, 
China, the European Union, the United Kingdom, and the 
United States. While this research design does not allow for dis-
positive causal claims, comparing domestic rules across differ-
ent policy domains and political economies enables us to probe 
the plausibility of several mechanisms through which standards 
may enhance the rigor of regulatory outcomes.

The paper proceeds as follows. The following section outlines 
the hypothesized “conveyor belt” and presents our theoreti-
cal expectations. We then probe the plausibility of these ex-
pectations through comparing the two policy domains across 
the five jurisdictions. Our findings indicate a clear divergence 
in the influence of international standards between climate-
related disclosure and carbon crediting rules. In the disclosure 
domain, where standards are coherent, we observe significant 
alignment with ambitious standards, driven by mechanisms 
of learning, normative-benchmarking, agenda-setting, and 
harmonization. This alignment has led to increasingly rigor-
ous national regulations in the jurisdictions studied, despite 
their different political economies. Conversely, the interna-
tional standards landscape remains fragmented in the carbon 

credits domain, and regulatory outcomes vary widely in the 
ways we would expect, given divergent domestic political 
economies.

Our analysis establishes key mechanisms through which inter-
national standards can foster rigorous national regulations—
the key final step in the “conveyor belt” model—and highlights 
the importance of coherent international standards. While 
focused on regulatory domains within climate change gov-
ernance, the mechanisms identified can be expected to apply 
generally. Climate governance has long been recognized as a 
useful laboratory for broader theoretical debates on governance 
interactions due to both the density of transnational, intergov-
ernmental, and domestic governance in this issue area, the 
prominent role played by non-state and sub-national actors, and 
the numerous overlaps between climate governance and other 
issue domains (Abbott et al. 2016; Bulkeley et al. 2014; Keohane 
and Victor 2011; Ostrom 2009). In this sense, the climate regime 
is a key domain from which to build theories about interactions 
between public and private authority and the role of public regu-
lators within complex global governance regimes (Abbott 2012; 
Jordan et al. 2018).

Alongside this theoretical contribution, the findings address a 
key policy debate over how and when voluntary standards can 
be instruments for enhancing the rigor of environmental reg-
ulation. To the extent ambitious standards raise the rigor of 
domestic rules, they make a positive contribution to climate 
governance, but weak or fragmented rules may be counterpro-
ductive. Clarifying the role of standards in this ecosystem is 
therefore critical for understanding, in practice, how complex 
governance systems manifest at the domestic level.

2   |   The Literature Identifies Many Ways in 
Which International Standards Link to Domestic 
Regulation: When Can They Strengthen It?

Standard-setting is a widespread governance activity that occurs 
domestically and internationally, involving a wide array of ac-
tors. Here, we focus on standards that aim to guide firm behav-
ior in a given domain. Standards can be created by governments, 
NGOs, or firms, and apply either within a given jurisdiction or 
globally. Some standards are purely voluntary, while compli-
ance with others is required under law.

Existing theories envision a wide range of potential relation-
ships between voluntary standards and national regulations, but 
there is no consensus about why, and under what conditions, 
influence flows one way or another. On the one hand, scholars 
have shown how states and international organizations can or-
chestrate voluntary standards to advance their domestic rules 
vis-à-vis both transnational actors and other states (Abbott 
et al. 2017). The European Union, for example, orchestrated vol-
untary sustainability standards around biofuels to enhance its 
ability to implement and verify compliance with its Renewable 
Energy Directive (Partiti 2019).

In other instances, scholars have shown how NGOs, firms, 
and other non-state actors use voluntary rules to shape both 
market and state actors' behavior (Green 2014; Kinniburgh 
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et al. 2023). The standards developed by the Forest Stewardship 
Council, for example, draw on international public law, re-
quiring compliance with treaties and conventions such as the 
Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD) and the Convention 
on International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna 
and Flora (CITES). When adopted by firms in jurisdictions 
that are not signatories to these conventions—the United 
States, for example, is not a signatory to the CBD—these stan-
dards can act as a means through which international law is 
indirectly and implicitly enforced in the absence of national 
political commitments (Marx  2017; Partiti  2019). Indeed, as 
Bartley  (2011, 455) argues, private standards can be used to 
“bypass political roadblocks.”

More critically, scholars have questioned whether voluntary 
standards compete with or undermine public regulation. 
Seidman (2012, 1035) analysis of Rugmark (now GoodWeave), 
a social-labelling scheme to combat child labor in rug mak-
ing, notes activists' complaints that “by offering a ‘volun-
tary’ alternative to state enforcement of India's child labour 
laws, Rugmark and similar voluntary monitoring schemes 
may inadvertently undermine efforts to strengthen the coun-
try's labour laws more broadly.” This example highlights the 
risk that voluntary standards deflect attention from, rather 
than enhance, national regulation. A survey experiment by 
Malhotra et al. (2019) corroborates these findings. Kinniburgh 
et al.  (2023) also identify a “confounding interaction” in the 
case of pesticide governance, wherein private agricultural 
standard-setting bodies impede efforts to enhance the rigor 
of the Rotterdam Convention on the Prior Informed Consent 
Procedure for Certain Hazardous Chemicals and Pesticides in 
International Trade.

Often, however, interactions push in multiple directions over 
time. For example, Green shows how firms and NGOs developed 
greenhouse gas accounting rules that influenced the design of 
intergovernmental rules on emissions trading in the 1997 Kyoto 
Protocol and, subsequently, national policies (Green  2017). 
Karavias  (2018) notes another form of interplay between in-
ternational law and private standards, highlighting how the 
Marine Stewardship Council Fisheries Standard and Guidance 
(MSC FSG) acted as a model for the Food and Agriculture 
Organization's Ecolabelling Guidelines. While existing stud-
ies document the richness of the multiple possible interactions 
between different forms of governance, the result is theoretical 
ambiguity about the conditions under which influence flows 
one way or another.

In climate governance, the prospect of “catalytic” effects 
brings new attention to this theoretic uncertainty (Bernstein 
and Hoffmann 2018; Busby and Urpelainen 2020; Hale 2020). 
Contra the dominant theoretical viewpoints of climate as a 
“tragedy of the commons,” the catalytic approach posits that in 
many areas of climate policy, action by some actors enables fur-
ther action by others, potentially generating an “ambition loop” 
(Dickerson et al. 2018; Eskander et al. 2024). As part of this dy-
namic, pro-climate actors may develop voluntary governance 
approaches that, because they are developed by and for front-
runners, have a relatively high level of ambition. To the extent 
these approaches then spread into international standards and 
eventually national regulation, the “conveyor belt” effect may 

enhance the relative ambition and/or stringency of rules than 
would otherwise be the case (Hale 2022).

We seek to examine this dynamic by focusing on the crucial 
final step in this causal chain: the link between international 
standards and domestic regulation. Drawing on the wider liter-
ature, we posit the conditions under and mechanisms through 
which international standards can influence domestic regu-
lation. Within this framework, we ask: can more ambitious 
international standards shift domestic regulation to be more 
ambitious and/or stringent—or what we refer to as rigorous—
than we may otherwise expect? With this focus, we intention-
ally leave to one side other elements of the causal chain, such as 
how standards emerge in the first place. However, in line with 
the dynamic “conveyor belt” model (Hale 2022), we understand 
both international standards and national regulation to be em-
bedded, along with other governance elements, in an ongoing 
process of mutual influence. Within this complex governance 
system (Keohane and Victor 2011; Abbott 2012) our contribution 
is to isolate a particularly critical subset of causal mechanisms 
(the effects of international standards on national regulations), 
to which we now turn.

3   |   Theorizing the Conveyor Belt: Actors, 
Mechanisms, and Conditions

Building on previous work (Abbott and Snidal 2009), we envi-
sion a simple and general political economy model of domestic 
politics with four types of actors (Figure 1). National rules are 
set by both political leaders and regulatory authorities. The 
former, primarily executives and legislatures, support rigor-
ous climate policies if the coalitions that help them win and 
hold power favor such measures. Regulatory authorities, in 
turn, are the agents of political decision-makers, with vary-
ing degrees of autonomy and discretion. As bureaucrats, they 
can also be guided by norms, professional codes, or beliefs 
that derive from their functional, often technocratic, roles 
(Huber and Shipan  2002), or they can be subject to regula-
tory capture (Dal Bó 2006). Critically, regulatory authorities 
are often linked to each other via transgovernmental net-
works that can serve as incubators and diffusors of common 
ideas and approaches (Bach and Newman  2010; Gaus  2019; 
Slaughter 2004; Vantaggiato 2019).

Both political leaders and regulatory authorities are influenced 
primarily by domestic interests. Among these, firms are often 
the most influential, seeking to ensure domestic policies sup-
port their material interests. Firms often, but not always, push 
against rigorous climate policy, albeit with significant varia-
tion that reflects their heterogeneous positions in domestic and 
global markets (Kennard  2020). Finally, NGOs advocate for 
their social goals, including many who support more rigorous 
climate policies, drawing on technical expertise or normative 
argumentation to influence policy.

Figure 1 sketches how the different actors and their interac-
tions may mediate the relationship between standards and 
domestic rules (Renckens et  al.  2022). We expect domestic 
political economy concerns to dominate these preferences 
and therefore to be the primary determinant of the rigor of 
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national rules. However, international standards may influ-
ence NGOs, firms, political leaders, and regulatory authorities 
and therefore also shape national rules. Below, we outline four 
mechanisms through which this influence may occur, high-
lighting how they implicate the four types of actors, how they 
combine and interact, and the conditions under which they 
are more or less likely to apply.

3.1   |   Learning

Learning operates through a logic of information. Firms, 
NGOs, or regulatory authorities face uncertainty about what 
regulatory outcome best meets their overall policy objec-
tives, or how to structure rules to achieve a desired outcome. 
Political decision-makers also face this challenge. However, 
since they must cover many policy areas, they typically rely 
on bureaucrats and stakeholders like firms and NGOs to 
guide their thinking on policy design. International standards 
help fill this information gap, outlining specific rules that 
can be adopted to achieve a certain end (Orcos et  al.  2018). 
This informational mechanism is particularly potent when 
uncertainty is high, which is likely in two situations. First, 
uncertainty may result from the technically complex nature 
of an issue (Grigorescu  2020). In these situations, the role 
of international standards as a learning mechanism may be 
particularly important in states with less bureaucratic capac-
ity or fewer technically proficient NGOs or industry groups. 
Second, uncertainty may be high for new or emerging issues 
characterized by multiple plausible approaches in which ac-
tors' preferences and the means of achieving them are still un-
clear. We can therefore expect international standards to more 
significantly influence national rules for newer and more 
technical issues, and when domestic actors lack knowledge 

or capacity regarding the regulatory domain in question. By 
the same token, when actors have a very clear sense of how 
to achieve their goals, learning may be less powerful. For ex-
ample, when firms resisting climate policy and the political 
leaders responsive to them oppose action on climate change, 
learning how to achieve that goal more effectively is unlikely 
to shift policy.

3.2   |   Normative Benchmarking

To the extent NGOs, firms, political decision-makers, or regu-
latory authorities are motivated by a logic of appropriateness, 
they may refer to international standards as legitimate guides 
to inform domestic action (Bernstein and van der Ven  2017). 
Different logics of appropriateness may apply to different actors. 
For example, political leaders with green agendas may seek a 
standard that emphasizes scientific robustness. Regulatory 
authorities may find a standard to be appropriate if it reflects 
the technocratic lenses and priorities emphasized by their pro-
fession. NGOs may prefer standards that result from open, par-
ticipatory processes (Alexander et al. 2005; Mundle et al. 2017). 
Moreover, the international character of standards, such as 
those from the International Organization for Standardization, 
may be attractive to actors for whom global consensus per se 
connotes legitimacy, such as transnational businesses or global 
NGOs. Conversely, such characteristics may make a stan-
dard less normatively attractive for other actors, such as polit-
ical decision-makers with nationalist ideologies or NGOs with 
strong commitments to local communities. Furthermore, po-
litical decision-makers may be responsive to interest groups 
that are themselves motivated by a logic of appropriateness, 
and therefore find aligning to standards with certain norma-
tive characteristics can have positive reputational benefits 

FIGURE 1    |    A simple political economy model of the mechanisms through which standards influence the key domestic actors who shape 
regulation.

Learning

Harmonization
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(Knaack 2017). Because normative benchmarking takes diverse 
forms, this mechanism can manifest in a wide range of different 
institutional contexts and different configurations of power and 
interests.

3.3   |   Agenda-Setting

Standards can also serve an important agenda-setting func-
tion by raising the salience of particular issues and effectively 
“proposing” them to domestic actors. This mechanism follows 
an institutional logic. Once an international standard is cre-
ated, it serves as a “hook” that domestic actors may respond 
to. In this way, international standards can set agendas for 
NGOs, firms, and regulatory authorities much like interna-
tional conferences or organizations set agendas for states. 
Simply by inviting actors to a meeting on a given topic, stan-
dards force those actors to develop a position on that topic. 
For example, when ISO moves to create a standard its proce-
dures dictate that it seek input from all the national standards 
bodies that comprise its membership (which typically com-
prise a mix of firms, NGOs, and regulators). Domestic actors 
could of course ignore or reject the international standard if 
they are not interested in or opposed to the topic, but those 
NGOs, firms, or regulatory officials that seek action on a cer-
tain issue can leverage the standard to inject the issue into 
the domestic policy debate. Beyond this, standard-setters also 
sometimes lobby domestic actors themselves (Princen  2007; 
Renckens et  al.  2022). By raising salience in this way, stan-
dards can shift the domestic political equilibrium (Culpepper 
2010). Actors pursuing an objective like climate mitigation 
have many different policy tools they could invest time and 
resources in pursuing. In this way, standards may help domes-
tic actors interested in a certain policy outcome align around 
a common course of action, precipitating a domestic coalition 
on the policies relevant to that standard (Elliott et al. 2023). 
Following this institutional logic, this mechanism is likely 
strongest when a country is engaged in the institution prop-
agating a standard.

3.4   |   Harmonization

Harmonization works through a logic of interests, particularly 
those held by firms. To the extent firms operate in or trade with 
multiple jurisdictions, adherence to international standards may 
be desirable as a way to minimize the transaction costs of com-
plying with multiple different regulations (Kinderman  2020; 
Potoski and Prakash  2004). Even when a firm could achieve 
a slightly better outcome for itself by pushing national regu-
lation toward its material interests, the costs of both lobbying 
for favorable domestic rules, and of managing multiple dif-
ferent regulatory requirements, may make harmonization—
even around a standard that imposes some material cost on a 
firm—worthwhile. This incentive to “level the playing field” 
will be particularly strong if firms face a competitive disadvan-
tage due to regulations and/or litigation in another jurisdiction 
(Bradford 2019; Vogel 1997). In such circumstances firms will 
pressure political decision-makers to adopt national regulations 
at least as rigorous as those they face elsewhere, increasing the 
value of international standards as a common benchmark. This 

mechanism's strength depends on the extent to which a coun-
try's economy is enmeshed in international supply chains, es-
pecially when those supply chains link to jurisdictions with 
rigorous regulations.

These four mechanisms are additive and interact with each 
other in different ways across different contexts and at different 
stages of maturity. In countries where actors have yet to consider 
a certain issue, agenda-setting and harmonization may come 
first. An international standard could nudge an initial array of 
firms, NGOs, and/or regulatory officials to become policy entre-
preneurs for a corresponding regulatory change. Alternatively, 
transnational firms may wish to import rules they follow else-
where into the country to align their global compliance duties. 
These first-movers may then seek to mobilize both the learning 
and normative benchmarking mechanisms to persuade other 
actors to make a policy change in line with the international 
standard, for example by pointing to its technical sophistica-
tion or the legitimating process through which it was created. 
Conversely, if a domestic firm, NGO, regulator, or political 
decision-maker is already seized of a certain issue, learning and 
normative benchmarking may be primary. The actor may turn 
to an international standard to help them understand how best 
to achieve their desired policy outcome, or what goal would be 
appropriate on a given issue. Over time, we expect these mecha-
nisms to layer onto and reinforce each other.

In addition to these four mechanisms, coherence in international 
standards is a key enabling condition for their influence on do-
mestic regulation. To the extent there is a single standard, or the 
substantive provisions of different standards align, the system 
can be considered coherent. The existence of multiple compet-
ing standards has, according to findings in the literature, mixed 
results for the overall rigor of the standards—with both race to 
the bottom dynamics (Cashore et al. 2005) and positive ratchet-
ing (Fransen and Conzelmann 2015) observed. With regard to 
the effect of fragmentation on the domestic regulation, however, 
Lang and Messenger (2024, 28) observe that “competition from 
private standards undermines and impedes the development of 
public regulation, and competition between private standards 
puts a ceiling on levels of ambition or even leads to down-
ward pressure where the quality of the standard is reduced.” 
Fragmentation can thus indirectly suppress the ambition of pub-
lic regulation by diluting the quality of standards or increasing 
private support for weaker voluntary standards.

To summarize our theoretical expectations, we posit interna-
tional standards are likely to influence the rigor of national rules 
under the following conditions:

1.	 International standards are coherent (enabling condition 
for all mechanisms).

2.	 Domestic actors have not yet considered a certain issue, or 
face uncertainty about what domestic regulatory approach 
best serves their interests, particularly due to the techno-
cratic nature of the regulatory domain or when the regu-
latory domain is not yet mature, or when domestic actors 
lack capacity (learning and agenda-setting mechanisms).

3.	 Domestic actors are motivated by a logic of appropriate-
ness and international standards benefit from, especially, 
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technocratic or procedural legitimacy (benchmarking 
mechanism).

4.	 Firms that operate across borders face costs from regula-
tory fragmentation, including the costs of compliance with 
different regulations as well as competitive disadvantages 
for firms that have already been forced into more rigorous 
action seeking to level the playing field for their competi-
tors (harmonization mechanism).

Conversely, we expect international standards to have little ef-
fect on the rigor of national regulation when these conditions 
do not apply.

An obvious condition for the theoretical mechanisms outlined 
above leading to ambitious and rigorous national regulation 
is that international standards are themselves ambitious and 
rigorous. As discussed above, we observe a wide range of in-
ternational standards and have theoretical reasons to expect 
such variation. The outlined mechanisms and conditions may 
also turn weak standards into weak regulations. However, we 
focus our analysis on the potential effects of relatively rigor-
ous standards upon national regulatory outcomes, as these 
are central to the hypothesized “catalytic” effect we aim to 
explore in this paper.

4   |   Research Design

To probe the plausibility of the argument, we compare regulatory 
outcomes in two different policy domains, climate disclosure and 
carbon crediting, across Brazil, China, the European Union, the 
United Kingdom, and the United States. We consider whether the 
most ambitious features of international standards are present in 
domestic rules, and the degree to which these ambitious qualities 
are mandatory or voluntary—that is, stringent. This combination 
of ambition and stringency—what we refer to as rigor—is our 
dependent variable. By comparing policy rigor across the two do-
mains and five countries, and looking into the processes around 
policy outcomes, we can examine the mechanisms posited above.

4.1   |   Country and Domain Selection

We selected these domains and jurisdictions to ensure that both 
the explanatory and outcomes variables vary in a way that cre-
ates analytic leverage. As detailed below, international stan-
dards around climate disclosure are coherent, whereas those for 
carbon crediting are fragmented. We therefore expect the mech-
anisms that “convey” the key features of international standards 
into rigorous domestic regulations to operate more effectively in 
the former.

Similarly, the five jurisdictions, which are all significant emitters 
of greenhouse gases, vary in the extent to which their domestic 
political economy supports rigorous domestic climate policies. 
The Climate Change Performance Index, an aggregate evalua-
tion of climate policy performance, ranks the United Kingdom 
as a high performing country (#6), the European Union and 
Brazil as medium performers (#17 and #28, respectively), and 
China and the United States as very low performers (#55 and 

#57, respectively). If standards have no effect on regulatory out-
comes, the null hypothesis is that domestic climate rules should 
mirror this variation.

4.1.1   |   Climate-Related Disclosure Rules

Climate-related disclosure refers to rules requiring companies, 
financial institutions, governments, and other organizations to 
report their (a) greenhouse gas emissions, (b) climate change 
risks, and (c) efforts toward achieving net zero greenhouse gas 
emissions. The overarching goal of disclosure is to create trans-
parency, enabling investors, policymakers, and the public to as-
sess and compare the disclosing actors' vulnerability to and/or 
efforts toward mitigating climate change. Armour et al. (2022) 
argue disclosure guards against the “mispricing and a misallo-
cation of capital, which harms investors and hampers the net-
zero transition.” Though seemingly procedural, disclosure can 
have significant implementation costs and substantive implica-
tions for companies' business models.

Over the past decade, international standards for disclosure 
have become increasingly coherent and consolidated. The Task 
Force on Climate-Related Financial Disclosures (TCFD) was 
established by the Financial Stability Board in 2015 upon the 
request of the G20 finance ministers and central bank gover-
nors (TCFD 2024a). Its recommendations, issued in 2017, seek 
to guide companies on disclosing climate-related financial risks 
and opportunities, with the overall aim of supporting sustain-
able investment.

Since 2024, the TCFD has become a part of the International 
Financial Reporting Standards (IFRS) framework through 
the establishment of the ISSB by the IFRS Foundation. 
The ISSB issued its inaugural Sustainability Disclosure 
Standards, which include IFRS S1 for General Requirements 
for Disclosure of Sustainability-related Financial Information 
and IFRS S2 for Climate-related Disclosures. These standards 
aim to consolidate and enhance global sustainability disclo-
sure practices, building upon the recommendations provided 
by the TCFD, among other initiatives. Importantly, actors 
complying with the new ISSB standards will also comply with 
the TCFD recommendations, meaning they need not apply 
both (IFRS 2023b). The transition signifies a concerted effort 
to create a global baseline for sustainability disclosures in cap-
ital markets, promoting consistency and comparability of in-
formation across jurisdictions.1

Climate-related disclosure rules target a wide variety of actors, 
from financial institutions to government agencies to publicly 
listed companies and small and medium enterprises. To limit 
the scope of analysis and enhance comparability across jurisdic-
tions, we focus our analysis on rules targeting corporate actors 
(and therefore excluding prudential rules).

4.1.2   |   Carbon Crediting Rules

Carbon crediting rules govern the generation, use, and exchange 
of carbon credits both on the compliance and voluntary carbon 
market. Within compliance markets, carbon credits are used as 
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“offset credits” to offset compliance costs associated with either 
a carbon tax or cap-and-trade scheme.2 For instance, the South 
African carbon tax framework allows companies to offset up to 
5% or 10% of their taxable emissions by purchasing “approved”3 
offset credits. Carbon credits traded on the voluntary carbon 
market (VCM) are used by private sector firms to “offset” their 
emissions in the absence of any government regulation or man-
date. Irrespective of their use in compliance or the voluntary 
market, carbon credits aim to reduce emissions in an economi-
cally efficient way by leveraging market mechanisms and reduc-
ing emissions where it is cheapest.

A key distinction between the climate-related disclosure and 
carbon credits domains is the heterogeneity of standards in the 
latter. There are more than 10 major carbon crediting schemes, 
and each develops its own technical criteria for defining what 
constitutes a credit. Competition among them to sell more 
credits leads to a race to low-ambition standards. This in turn 
has sparked controversy and raised concerns about green-
washing. The recent guidance issued by the U.S. Commodity 
Futures Trading Commission (CFTC) in 2024 regarding the 
listing of voluntary carbon credit derivative contracts explicitly 
mentions the low quality of VCCs as a reason for regulatory 
intervention.4

In response, several higher-level initiatives have emerged with 
the aim of enhancing the credibility of carbon credits and en-
suring they contribute toward reducing GHG emissions (Allen 
et  al.  2020; Dawes et  al.  2023; Favasuli and Sebastian  2021; 
Porsborg-Smith et al. 2023). This includes guidelines issued by the 
International Carbon Reduction and Offsetting Alliance (ICROA), 
Integrity Council for the Voluntary Carbon Market (ICVCM), 
the Voluntary Carbon Markets Integrity Initiative (VCMI), the 
Carbon Offsetting and Reduction Scheme for International 
Aviation (CORSIA), the Oxford Offsetting Principles, and 
the International Organization for Standardization which in-
cludes, as a part of its Net Zero Guidelines, guidance regarding 
“Counterbalancing Residual Emissions” (Axelsson et  al.  2024; 
Lang and Messenger 2024; VCMI 2025). In parallel, governments 
have, in some instances, come up with their own methodologies 
and standards for certifying the creation of carbon credits to es-
chew reliance on any one private crediting standard or registry. 
The result is fragmentation.

4.2   |   Measuring Regulatory Rigor: 
Operationalizing the Dependent Variable

We define policy rigor in two parts (summarized in Figure 2). 
First, we ask whether domestic rules are ambitious. That is, do 
they contain provisions that require significant actions to mit-
igate greenhouse gases? For example, a policy obligating deep, 
quick emissions reductions would be considered more ambi-
tious than one that requires light or long-term cuts. Understood 
in this way, ambition needs to be operationalized in a tailored 
way for a given policy domain. For both disclosure and crediting 
we draw on the Oxford Climate Policy Monitor to identify the 
specific measures that indicate more ambitious policy design in 
those domains (Lecavalier et al. 2025). The monitor draws on 
existing literature and expert consultations to identify more and 
less ambitious provisions in the policy domains it covers.

In disclosure, requirements on companies to assess and report 
both physical and transition risks—that is, both the risk to 
the firm from climate impacts like storms or sea-level rise and 
the risks associated with decarbonizing the economy—are 
central. Second, regulation requiring the disclosure of targets 
and/or plans to address these risks is a more recent shift in 
rulemaking in this arena, in which disclosure rules are used 
not only as transparency tools (i.e., rules to enhance the pro-
vision of information) but rather as tools for inducing action 
among regulated entities (Lecavalier et al. 2025). Finally, the 
‘scope’ of emissions to be disclosed is a key area of policy con-
tention. While the disclosure of Scope 1 and Scope 2 emissions 
(i.e., emissions from companies own operations and power 
use) is established practice in environmental disclosure, 
the IFRS S2 standard has pushed for more comprehensive 
emissions reporting through Scope 3 disclosures (emissions 
throughout a company's supply chain). These key criteria can 
all be seen in leading international standards like TCFD and 
IFRS, enabling us to analyze the extent to which regulation 
may be aligning to the most ambitious parts of international 
standards.

The rigor of carbon credit regulations can be mapped against 
three key criteria spanning the generation, use, and exchange of 
credits, particularly for offsetting firm-level emissions in the vol-
untary carbon market. First, the requirement that credits must 
fulfill the criteria of additionality, permanence, and social and 
biodiversity safeguards underlying the credit-generating activ-
ity is vital to ensure the quality and integrity of credits. Even 
though there is substantial debate about the way these credit at-
tributes are ascertained across varying project types and meth-
odologies, there is overarching consensus around these criteria 
itself. Social and biodiversity safeguards are particularly sig-
nificant in the guidance issued by standard-setters for credits 
generated using nature and land-based approaches such as af-
forestation activities. Second, the requirement that the issuance, 
trading, and retirement of credits must be tracked in a central 
registry is equally vital to ensure that credits are not double-
counted and are associated with actual emissions reduction or 
removal. Lastly, the responsible use of credits, particularly in the 
voluntary carbon market, is a consequence of numerous allega-
tions of greenwashing by corporate entities where they would 
purchase credits in lieu of efforts to mitigate their emissions, 
leading to moral hazard (Carbon Gap Initiative 2023). Whereas 
the first two criteria are geared more toward the supply of 
credits or the integrity of the units themselves, the last criteria 
around responsible use is targeted toward the demand-side or 
users of these credits in the voluntary markets, particularly to 
guard against greenwashing and mitigation deterrence by these 
entities. Again, the range of international standards on carbon 
crediting tend to cover these three ambition indicators, facilitat-
ing comparison.

With ambition operationalized as the presence or absence 
of these three key features in each domain, we next look at 
the stringency with which domestic regulations apply them. 
Domestic rules run the gamut from soft recommendations to 
binding rules potentially enforced by fines or even criminal 
prosecution (e.g., for fraud). Here we simply ask whether a cer-
tain provision is voluntary or mandatory, meaning a firm faces 
legal consequences should it not comply.
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By considering both the ambition and stringency of climate 
policies, we can compare the rigor of climate policy across 
countries within a given domain. We caution that rigor, as we 
have defined it, may not provide an overall assessment of pol-
icy quality, which would require a deeper analysis of outcomes 

and effectiveness. Instead, this operationalization allows us 
to trace the degree to which domestic rules align to ambi-
tious features of international standards. We then undertake 
supplemental process tracing and desktop research to probe 
the mechanisms behind alignment, drawing on government 

FIGURE 2    |    Operationalizing the dependent variable: Rigor.
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documents, reports, and news articles to contextualize the 
process of policy design and debate. The combination of this 
wider, systematic policy analysis and deeper, case-specific 
analyses of drivers of policy design provides a multidimen-
sional perspective on the relationship between international 
standards and domestic rulemaking.

4.2.1   |   Limitations: Comparability and Omitted Factors

Our empirical objective is to probe the plausibility of the con-
veyor belt model by seeking evidence consistent with our pos-
ited mechanisms. Two key limitations prevent stronger causal 
claims.

First, the two domains are distinct in important ways. Climate-
related disclosure imposes, in theory, procedural obligations 
whereas carbon credit rules impose substantive duties on 
firms. However, we argue that their comparison is fruitful for 
the purposes of theory development. While climate-related 
disclosure rules might appear procedural in nature, reporting 
can impose substantial costs on firms. The U.S. Securities and 
Exchange Commission estimated companies would face costs 
of between $49,000 and $640,000 for complying with its previ-
ously proposed disclosure rule in the first year, with estimated 
annual compliance costs in subsequent years dropping to 
$420,000–$530,000 (Securities Exchange Commission 2022). 
Beyond direct compliance costs, however, disclosure can trig-
ger secondary costs. For publicly listed companies and finan-
cial institutions, the identification of material climate-related 
risks can trigger fiduciary duties to mitigate those risks. As 
a transparency tool meant to counter greenwashing, disclo-
sure may also require companies to forgo “cheap” reputational 
gains through unsubstantiated climate claims. Finally, the 
disclosure of climate-related data is also perceived as a step-
ping stone to further climate regulation. Due to these direct 
but also indirect substantive costs, opposition to and backlash 
against disclosure rules has been ongoing in major economies, 
including most recently the United States and the European 
Union (Financial Times 2025; Reuters 2025).

Second, both the degree of regulatory coherence in the two do-
mains (and thus the effectiveness of the posited mechanisms) 
and the regulatory outcomes in those domains may be affected 
by some third, omitted factors. While outside the scope of the 
present analysis, the degree of coherence or fragmentation 
in the international standards landscape is also the result of a 
political process. Prompted by increasing technocratic discus-
sions on climate risk in the financial sector, the TCFD consoli-
dated a fragmented landscape of disclosure frameworks (World 
Resources Institute 2024), resulting in what are now the leading 
standards in the space (IFRS S1 and S2). We cannot exclude the 
possibility that the same dynamics that drove orchestration ef-
forts in disclosure also drove domestic regulatory adoption in 
these jurisdictions. However, looking forward, we now see sim-
ilar orchestration efforts emerging in carbon crediting following 
agreement at COP29 on operationalizing international carbon 
trading (United Nations Framework Convention on Climate 
Change  2024). If these efforts succeed in consolidating inter-
national standards, our argument would expect this change to 
shape regulatory outcomes as well.

Despite these limits, we believe the research design allows for 
sufficient analytic leverage to probe the plausibility of the hy-
pothesized mechanisms.

5   |   Comparing Regulatory Outcomes for 
Climate-Related Disclosure and Voluntary Carbon 
Markets in Brazil, China, the European Union, the 
United Kingdom, and the United States

Table 1 summarizes our analysis of the regulatory landscape in 
the disclosure and carbon credits domains in the five jurisdictions 
(see Appendix A for further details). For each jurisdiction, we list 
whether a mandatory or voluntary rule is in place related to each 
of the three domain-level indicators of ambition. Notably, national 
rules in carbon crediting and disclosure do not track the CCPI cat-
egories, and there is more consistency in the latter domain. The 
next two sub-sections focus on our theorized mechanisms in each 
domain, providing selected illustrations from the five jurisdictions.

5.1   |   Results: Climate-Related Disclosure

Table  1 presents striking conformity in disclosure regulation 
across four of the five surveyed jurisdictions. Despite variation 
in political economies and climate policymaking reputations 
across Brazil, China, the European Union, and the United 
Kingdom, all four jurisdictions have mandatory rules in place 
aligned to all three indicators. The United States emerges as 
an outlier, with no disclosure regulation in place. Even here, 
though, there has been significant effort toward convergence, 
with the Biden Administration proposing mandatory rules in 
2024. The proposal was challenged in court and then effectively 
withdrawn by the Trump Administration.

The high degree of alignment to the ISSB and TCFD standards 
reflects the broad coalition of actors that supports them (Elliott 
et al. 2023). As of July 2023, over 4700 organizations globally en-
dorsed the TCFD recommendations, underscoring their broad 
acceptance and the role they play in shaping financial disclo-
sure standards related to climate change (Bloomberg  2023). 
Likewise, in 2023, ahead of the UN Climate Conference in 
Dubai (COP28), nearly 400 organizations across 64 jurisdictions 
signed a Declaration of Support for the ISSB standards, calling 
for “the establishment of market infrastructure to enable con-
sistent, comparable climate-related disclosures at a global level” 
(IFRS 2023a). Overall, jurisdictions representing nearly 55% of 
global GDP, more than 40% of global market capitalization, and 
more than half of global greenhouse gas emissions have taken 
significant steps toward adopting the IFRS S1 and S2 standards 
(IFRS  2024b). This broad backing underscores the degree to 
which the international disclosures landscape is coherent and 
also highlights how the global regulatory agenda has been 
clearly set through prior international orchestration efforts.

Even with convergence around the ISSB standards, however, the 
mechanisms through which international standards are shap-
ing domestic rulemaking vary across the five jurisdictions, with 
agenda setting and normative benchmarking shaping disclosure 
rules in Brazil, the EU, and the UK, and harmonization shaping 
Chinese rulemaking in this area.
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In October 2023, Brazil became the first country to man-
date ISSB-aligned disclosures. Its Securities and Exchange 
Commission (CVM) passed Resolution No. 193, mandating 
ISSB-aligned disclosure for publicly-listed companies, invest-
ment funds, and securitization companies beginning 01 January 
2026. Follow up regulation in November 2024 translated the 
ISSB standards into Portuguese.

Both harmonization and normative benchmarking appear to be 
driving the Brazilian government officials' early adoption of the 
standards. The government response to recent consultations on 
the Portuguese translation of the ISSB standards (known locally 
as CBPS 1 and 2) emphasizes harmonization as a key government 
objective: responding to requests to localize or adapt the ISSB stan-
dards, the government pushed back, arguing any amendments to 
the text of the ISSB standards would contravene Resolution No. 
193's explicit mandate to adopt an “internationally comparable 
sustainability reporting framework” (CBPS 2024).

In addition to harmonization, Brazil's seems to see normative 
value in an explicitly international standard; it timed the re-
lease of its CBPS standards ahead of the UN climate conference 
in Azerbaijan (COP29) just as Brazil was set to begin its COP 
presidency in advance of COP30 in Belém. On October 29, 2024, 
CVM Resolutions 217 and 218 released the new CBPS standards 
while CVM Resolution 219 accelerated the timeline for volun-
tary implementation, encouraging companies to begin their 
ISSB-aligned disclosures earlier than initially planned under 
Resolution No. 193 (Mattos 2024).

In China, disclosure rules emerged in 2022, with the release of 
ESG reporting guidance by the Chinese Enterprise Reform and 
Development Society, a government thinktank. Reports at that 
time noted: “the guidance draws on international developments 
in ESG priorities, but leans heavily towards priorities established 
by the Chinese government, such as the drive for common pros-
perity and social stability” (Chan 2022). In this framing, China's 
early ESG guidelines learned from and adapted international 
standards to meet domestic priorities.

Since 2022, and as disclosure regulations emerged internationally 
(Lecavalier et al. 2025), harmonization has become a prominent 
driver of Chinese disclosure rules. In April 2024, three major stock 
exchanges, the Beijing, Shanghai, and Shenzhen, coordinated the 
release of disclosure guidelines. A few months later, in December 
2024, the government released the national disclosure standard, 
Basic Guidelines for Corporate Sustainability Disclosure. Neither 
the Chinese disclosure standard nor the stock exchanges' guide-
lines endorse the ISSB or TCFD explicitly. However, reports sug-
gest they are closely aligned to the ISSB standards (Green Central 
Banking 2024)—building on them but adapting them to “China's 
context and showcasing Chinese characteristics” (IFRS  2024b). 
This approach, favoring implicit alignment to international stan-
dards over explicit referencing, points to harmonization, rather 
than normative benchmarking, as a primary mechanism through 
which international standards influence Chinese domestic rules. 
However, in 2025 the Ministry of Finance proposed additional dis-
closure requirements for corporate actors that would align with 
IFRS S2 (PRI Association 2025), underscoring how the relation-
ship between domestic rulemaking and international standards 
can be characterized by different mechanisms over time.5

When adopted, the European Union's Corporate Sustainability 
Disclosure Standard (CSRD) was notable in going beyond the 
ambition of the ISSB standards, requiring so-called “double 
materiality standards” by which companies disclose not only 
the risks climate change poses to their operations but also the 
risks that their operations pose to society and the planet. The 
European Sustainability Reporting Standards informing the 
CSRD was also unique in that they have bespoke guidance for 
small and medium enterprises (SMEs)—a category of corporate 
actors which are often not targeted by disclosure rules. In this 
sense, the EU CSRD applied mandatory disclosure rules to a 
wider scope of actors than then other jurisdictions surveyed—
with an estimated 50,000 companies required to comply with 
the rule (in comparison to what would have been 3000 compa-
nies covered by the U.S.'s now-canceled SEC disclosure rule).

Some of these differences are due to the fact that the ESRS 
standards were developed prior to the 2023 release of the ISSB 
standards—in fact, the ISSB standards refer to the ESRS stan-
dards. In the case of the CSRD, the mechanism of agenda set-
ting worked in two directions, with the European Union seeking 
to shape international standards and other national disclosure 
regulations through its own rulemaking. Speaking about the 
passage of the CSRD, the EU Minister for Economic Affairs, 
Finance, and Recovery Bruno Le Maire declared, “Today, 
Europe is setting the rigorous non-financial reference standards 
of tomorrow…” (Council of the European Union 2022). In light 
of the so-called “Brussels Effect,” in which European regulation 
has agenda setting effects beyond the region (Bradford  2019), 
the European Union was also using its position to demonstrate 
its leadership on sustainability and set agendas for countries 
elsewhere to adopt disclosure rules that would align them to the 
major market's requirements. This reach was further extended 
under the more recent Corporate Sustainability Due Diligence 
Directive, which was passed in 2024 and requires disclosures 
about the human rights and environmental impacts of business 
activities across the supply chains of large companies (Enriques 
and Gatti 2022).

Even with its stated ambition to set global agendas through the 
ESRS standard, the European Union has faced pushback over its 
deviation from the ISSB standard. In 2022, asset owners and the 
European Securities Market Authority called for closer align-
ment between the ESRS standards and the ISSB international 
standard (Verney  2022), and the European Union and IFRS 
Foundation have since coordinated to ensure interoperability 
between the reporting standards (IFRS  2024a). This under-
scores the quiet power the ISSB standards exert, as corporate 
actors lobby for cross-border harmonization around the interna-
tional standard.

The story of disclosure in the UK shows evidence of norma-
tive benchmarking. In 2021, the United Kingdom became the 
first G20 country to mandate TCFD-aligned disclosure for its 
largest companies and financial institutions, and notably did so 
ahead of its hosting of the UN Climate Conference (COP26) in 
Glasgow. Announcing the move, the UK's Energy and Climate 
Change Minister Greg Hands noted, “we are showing global 
leadership by making our financial system the greenest in the 
world,” highlighting the high regard for the TCFD recommen-
dations (Hands 2021). Most recently, in December 2024, the UK 
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Sustainability Disclosure Technical Advisory Committee issued 
its final report to the government, recommending the UK en-
dorse both ISSB standards. In giving the recommendation, Sally 
Duckworth, Chair of the advisory committee, commented that 
the endorsement would “reinforce (the UK's) leadership in sus-
tainability reporting” (FRC 2024)—echoing the prior comments 
from Minister Hands in 2021 and underscoring the role of nor-
mative benchmarking in driving government interest in further 
reforming disclosure rules to align with ISSB standards.

Finally, the United States stands out as the only jurisdiction 
among the five analyzed to not have a disclosure rule in place. 
Notably, the U.S. Securities and Exchange Commission (SEC) 
had adopted climate-related disclosure regulations in March 
2024 (SEC  2024). At the time, the SEC was clear that it did 
not explicitly align with international standards like ISSB—
for instance, Scope 3 emissions were not covered by the rule. 
However, reports also suggested closer alignment with and 
recognition of such standards was being discussed by the SEC 
(Crenshaw 2024).

The fate of the SEC disclosure rule was sealed under the new 
Trump administration: in March 2025, it announced it would no 
longer legally defend climate-related financial disclosure rules 
issued in 2024 (SEC 2025). This decision came in the wake of a 
flurry of Executive Order by repealing climate rules passed under 
the Biden Administration. In this respect, while the emergence 
of the SEC disclosure rule may have been driven by normative 
benchmarking under the Biden Administration, this signaling 
had the opposite effect under the Trump Administration, effec-
tively painting a target on the ruling.

It is notable that in the wake of U.S. regulatory rollback, govern-
ments elsewhere have softened their own disclosure rules. The 
EU Omnibus process delayed the implementation timelines for 
SMEs (European Commission  2023). In Canada, implementa-
tion timelines for the Canadian disclosure standard have also 
been delayed (Segal 2025). However, it is notable that the regu-
latory design, in both cases, has not been altered on any of the 
criteria around rigor; rather, it is the implementation timelines 
and scope of coverage for the rules which have been questioned. 
This consistency speaks to the power but also limits of inter-
national standards. They can strongly influence the content of 
a rule even in a context of political pushback. But how widely 
and stringently the rule applies remains in the hands of domes-
tic politics.

5.2   |   Carbon Crediting Rules

Attempts to regulate carbon credits, particularly their use in the 
voluntary carbon market, exist in all five jurisdictions. However, 
across the board, the rigor of regulation trails those in the dis-
closure domain, as seen from Table 1. In Brazil, China, and the 
European Union, mandatory rules exist for some indicators but 
not others. In the United Kingdom and the United States, the 
rules are only voluntary guidelines, although the former oper-
ates an emissions trading scheme (ETS) that does not allow for 
the use of “offset credits,” arguably raising ambition in the com-
pliance market (Cullenward and Victor 2020), whereas the latter 
has no national compliance market. Domestic rules refer to the 

wide range of international standards that exist, but standards 
have not made domestic rules more rigorous. Overall, regulatory 
outcomes largely reflect the specific political economy around 
carbon credits in each jurisdiction.

In 2024 Brazil set up a carbon market (Law 15,042/2024) and 
laid out accounting standards for companies to report their use 
of offsets either domestically in the compliance markets or in-
ternationally under Article 6 of the Paris Agreement (CVM 
Resolution No. 223). While regulators are still in the process of 
drafting detailed rules about the quality of credits and their ac-
creditation criteria, the provisional rules explicitly defer to inter-
nationally accepted standards (including those generated under 
the CDM and PACM) to verify credits offered in the voluntary 
market.6

To some extent this illustrates benchmarking and harmoniza-
tion, since it provides a signal of standardization to international 
investors considering participating in this market. However, the 
wide range of standards accepted by Brazil allows for credits of 
highly varying quality to count as offsets. This outcome suits 
Brazil's domestic political economy (generators of credits for 
others to buy; many powerful Brazilian interest groups want 
wide leeway to create carbon credit products), by leveraging the 
fragmented international standards landscape.

In contrast, rules in China and the European Union largely 
eschew international standards. China's GHG Voluntary 
Emissions Reduction Program provides criteria for the gen-
eration of China Certified Emissions Reduction (CCER) units 
which can be traded both on the voluntary market and on the 
national ETS by targeted entities to offset up to 5% of their veri-
fied emissions.7 While the generation and certification of CCERs 
do not explicitly reference any private international standards or 
methodologies, its provisions are similar to standards like Verra 
and Gold Standard (Clifford Chance 2024), suggesting passive 
learning and harmonization.

Similarly, the EU's Carbon Removals and Carbon Farming 
Regulation does not reference any internationally recognized 
voluntary standards for the certification of carbon removal 
credits, but the development of methodologies is still under way, 
particularly since these credits are generated solely from carbon 
removal activities including direct rock weathering, Direct Air 
Capture (DAC), and Bioenergy Carbon Capture and Storage 
(BECCS). However, the ambition of the CRCF is circumspect 
according to commentators, particularly on the lack of clarity 
in the regulation to prevent double-counting or double-claiming 
of emissions reductions (Stoefs  2024). Without clarity on dou-
ble claiming, emissions removed or reduced by a carbon credit-
generating activity may be counted once by the project developer 
or country in which the activity takes place, and then again 
claimed by the buyer on its balance sheet.

In the United States, VCM regulation also largely reflects the 
needs of powerful economic actors, suggesting harmonization 
and agenda-setting mechanisms at work—but falling short of 
rigorous policy outcomes. Activity in this realm has increased 
recently in the United States, with the Treasury Department 
launching its Joint Policy Statement and Principles for ensur-
ing the demand, supply, and market integrity of the voluntary 
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carbon market, together with guidance from the Commodity 
Futures Trading Commission (CFTC) largely in response to in-
dustry demands for providing more clarity on what “good” looks 
like in the VCM (Rathi and Kishan 2024). Both these policies 
are voluntary in nature, allowing market actors significant lee-
way. However, they also extensively reference and build upon 
the ideas promoted by private standard-setters including the 
ICVCM and VCMI.

Particularly in the CFTC's guidance, the criteria to judge the 
quality of a carbon credit is almost entirely deferred to private 
standards: “The Commission believes that, as a general matter, 
industry-recognized standards for high-integrity VCCs, and 
whether a particular crediting program has been approved or 
certified as adhering to an industry-recognized standard setting 
program, can serve as tools for a DCM (Designated Contract 
Market), in connection with its consideration of the crediting 
program's measures with respect to social and environmental 
safeguards and net zero alignment.” As in Brazil, while stan-
dards clearly have an influence on U.S. policy in this realm, they 
have not led to more rigorous national policies.

The United Kingdom has made steady progress over the years 
in developing both its compliance and voluntary markets. 
Originally a part of the EU's Emissions Trading Scheme, since 
2021 it operates its own ETS which does not permit targeted en-
tities to use carbon credits generated beyond covered sectors to 
offset their compliance costs. Leveraging its attractiveness as a 
global financial center, it has also taken steps to encourage the 
trading of carbon credits as financial instruments while giving 
an opportunity to corporations to claim emissions reduction on 
their balance sheets. The London Stock Exchange's Voluntary 
Carbon Market (VCM) Designation allows listed entities to gen-
erate carbon credits against any project or activity that reduces 
or removes emissions and distribute these to investors as a spe-
cie in lieu of (or in addition to) financial dividends.

On the voluntary market side, the United Kingdom has also led 
the creation of two carbon crediting standards, the UK Woodland 
Code and Peatland Code, which provide detailed methodologies 
and accreditation criteria for project developers seeking to gen-
erate credits by creating new woodlands or restoring peatlands. 
Whereas these standards cover a portion of the voluntary mar-
ket, other types of reduction or removal credits are not governed 
by these standards. However, in November 2024 it released its 
principles for integrity in the voluntary carbon and nature mar-
kets which are currently open for consultation and seek to lay 
out voluntary guidelines for ensuring demand- and supply-side 
integrity in the VCM. These guidelines draw heavily from and 
reference the VCMI's Claims Code of Practice on the demand 
side, and the ICVCM on the supply side. The reference to private 
standards here is particularly indicative of the channels of learn-
ing and benchmarking as the government seeks to “build trust 
in carbon and nature markets” and “cement the UK as the global 
hub for green finance and carbon markets,” according to the UK 
Climate Minister Kerry McCarthy (Jessen 2025).

Across carbon crediting rules in all five jurisdictions, we ob-
serve two key trends. First, regulatory activity in this domain is 
increasing, particularly given recent interest for regulation from 
large transnational corporations which are predominant buyers 

of these carbon credits amid widespread greenwashing allega-
tions and lack of regulatory uncertainty about where credits can 
be used. Second, international standards are influencing na-
tional regulations to the extent they comport with the interests 
of powerful actors, such as in Brazil and the United States. The 
fragmented standards landscape for certifying, registering, and 
issuing credits allows policymakers to pick and choose the stan-
dards that serve them best. Here, combined with fragmentation 
in the standards landscape, the harmonization mechanism can 
support a ‘race to the bottom’ dynamic in which policies defer to 
any and all standards—no matter their rigor—in order to create 
the largest possible market for credits. This dynamic reflects the 
predominance of large transnational entities in this space not 
only as recipients of this regulation but also agenda-setters who 
influence the substantive content of the regulation.

6   |   Conclusion

This article explored how and under what conditions inter-
national standards can shift domestic policy outcomes be-
yond what domestic political economy alone would expect. 
Identifying the coherence of the international standards land-
scape as an enabling variable, we highlighted four mechanisms 
through which international standards might transmit rigor 
from standards to regulations: learning, normative benchmark-
ing, agenda-setting, and harmonization. Our indicative analysis 
of disclosure regulation in the United States, European Union, 
United Kingdom, China, and Brazil suggests that convergence 
on ISSB as the global standard guiding regulation has power-
fully shaped domestic regulation. In contrast, domestic rules 
on carbon crediting are of low rigor, with significant variation 
across countries, reflecting the heterogenous landscape of in-
ternational standards. Overall, the results demonstrate the 
plausibility of the “conveyor belt” model linking international 
standards to domestic rules.

The results help resolve a key theoretical ambiguity around 
complex governance systems. The literature shows many possi-
ble dynamics of influence between international standards and 
national regulations, but lacks systematic accounts of why one 
or another dynamic may emerge. Our findings elucidate how 
and under what conditions rigorous international standards can 
help strengthen national policies. They show that a “conveyor 
belt” effect is indeed possible under certain conditions.

Nonetheless, important questions remain for further work on 
these themes. First, this kind of theory building work would 
benefit from deeper empirical exploration via research designs 
that can better substantiate and isolate different causal mecha-
nisms. Both large-N studies and more detailed causal process 
tracing would be valuable to further elaborate, unpick, and 
adjudicate between the mechanisms posited here. Second, in 
the same vein, it would be valuable to extend the analysis to 
further jurisdictions and domains, including those outside of 
climate policy, as the mechanisms we identify are plausibly ap-
plicable to other issue areas—such as health regulation, labor 
standards, AI ethics and safety, aviation safety, and curbing 
plastic pollution—where international standards interact with 
domestic regulatory processes in comparable ways. Third, as 
noted in our discussion of research design above, it is important 
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to consider theoretically how the relationship between inter-
national standards and domestic regulation may be influenced 
both by dynamics earlier in the “conveyor belt” model. Are 
there factors related to the emergence of private governance 
and orchestration that also shape international standards and 
regulatory outcomes? Fourth, what are the limits of the “con-
veyor belt” effect? For example, in disclosure, standards seem 
to “anchor” policy design even in the United States, where var-
ious states have adopted rules in line with ISSB. And although 
Canada and the European Union have delayed implementation 
of disclosure rules and shrunk the number of actors they apply 
to, they have not diverged the content of the rules away from the 
international standard.

Finally, the results carry implications for the practice of climate 
policy. Perhaps most importantly, the finding that rigorous, co-
herent standards can influence regulations suggests that climate 
policy advocates would be well served to invest time and energy 
working to shape and promulgate rigorous standards. Standard-
setting processes like SBTI or ISO are typically accessible to more 
technocratic actors. But given their importance to public policy, 
advocates should work to make their voices heard within them, 
and standard-setters should ensure their technical focus does 
not unduly limit participation. The rigor of existing standards 
should not be assumed, but rather understood as the outcome 
of ongoing contestation among actors with divergent interests. 
Just as rigorous and coherent standards can strengthen domestic 
climate regulation, the four mechanisms we identify may also 
allow a less rigorous or cohesive standards landscape to produce 
weaker or more fragmented regulatory outcomes. Last, given 
the importance of coherence, the role of orchestration is critical. 
Actors like the UN or states that have the ability to orchestrate 
the landscape of standards toward rigor and coherence, and 
away from fragmentation, have a key role to play.
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Endnotes

	1	Due to the integration of the TCFD standards into the ISSB re-
porting standards, we refer to ISSB from here onwards to refer not 
only to the current IFRS S1 & S2 standards but also to their TCFD 
predecessor.

	2	Note that carbon credits are different from emissions allowances gen-
erated under an Emissions Trading Scheme (ETS). Whereas a carbon 
credit represents a unit of emissions reduction or removal, emissions 
allowances represent a ‘right to emit’ under an ETS. When an estab-
lished ETS scheme sets an overall cap on emissions, it allows covered 
entities to ‘trade’ emissions allowances such that a firm with emissions 
above the cap can purchase allowances from another firm within the 
ETS that is emitting below the cap. In contrast, carbon credits are gen-
erated from projects occurring beyond the scope of the ETS and can be 
used (in some ETS schemes) by covered entities to “offset” part of their 
emissions (for example: the South Korean and Chinese ETSs permits 
the use of offset credits).

	3	In the South African regulation, “approved” credits refer to those is-
sued by the Clean Development Mechanism, the Verified Carbon 
Standard and the Gold Standard.

	4	Source: https://​www.​feder​alreg​ister.​gov/​docum​ents/​2024/​10/​15/​
2024-​23105/​​commi​ssion​-​guida​nce-​regar​ding-​the-​listi​ng-​of-​volun​tary-​
carbo​n-​credi​t-​deriv​ative​-​contr​acts.

	5	Notably, the discourse around climate-related disclosures is somewhat 
distinct in the Hong Kong Special Administrative Region. In March 
2024, Hong Kong's Financial Services and Treasury Board released 
a vision statement on ISSB-aligned disclosures, noting: “We consider 
it essential to showcase to international investors and markets Hong 
Kong's commitment to reinforcing its leading position on the inter-
national sustainable finance map” (Hong Kong 2024). Soon after, the 
Hong Kong Stock Exchange announced mandatory ISSB-aligned dis-
closures as a listing rule. In the case of Hong Kong specifically, nor-
mative benchmarking is a stronger driver for the uptake of the ISSB 
standards.

	6	Source: https://​carbo​n-​pulse.​com/​369676/​.

	7	Source: https://​icapc​arbon​action.​com/​en/​ets/​china​-​natio​nal-​ets.
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