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ABSTRACT

Global biodiversity loss has prompted the search for new sources of conservation finance, such as voluntary biodiversity credits

(VBCs). However, despite optimistic market projections, current uptake of VBCs is limited. Adopting an interpretive approach,

we analyse 21 semistructured interviews with early market actors (buyers, sellers, intermediaries) in the United Kingdom to

elaborate the motivations and attitudes fuelling interest in VBCs. Specifically, our findings show the drivers (including eco-

nomic, environmental, socio-cultural) and barriers (including financial, reputational, methodological, capacity and policy) that

are shaping the nascent market for VBCs. Our study has implications for theorising a changing interpretive domain in which

biodiversity loss is becoming more central to strategy. We also offer practical implications from our findings on factors affecting

market development.

1 | Introduction

Global biodiversity loss is threatening ecosystem integrity
and posing systemic risks for societies and economies (Diaz
et al. 2019). More than half of global GDP is moderately or highly
dependent on nature (World Economic Forum [WEF] 2020),
with the remainder indirectly reliant on functioning ecosys-
tems. Halting biodiversity loss requires transformative policies,
mechanisms and incentives that promote large-scale financing
(Deutz et al. 2020) to address the global funding gap estimated
at $942 billion annually (Bromley 2024). New strategic options
are required to achieve the biodiversity financing needs, which
are seven times the current levels of conservation investment
(Seidl et al. 2024). Nascent markets for biodiversity credits are

one mechanism expected to address the gap in public sector fi-
nancing (Wunder et al. 2025), as reflected in the 2022 Kunming-
Montreal Global Biodiversity Framework (GBF) targets 19c and
19d (Convention on Biological Diversity 2024).

In this article, we explore the nascent market for voluntary bio-
diversity credits (VBCs) defined as certificates representing mea-
sured and evidence-based units of positive biodiversity outcome
that is durable and additional to what would have otherwise oc-
curred (Biodiversity Credit Alliance [BCA] 2024a). Such credits
are expressed in terms of additional biodiversity gains without
being linked to any particular loss (Wunder et al. 2025; Ducros
and Steele 2022). In this early stage of market development,
there are different views about the intentions of VBC purchases

Abbreviations: BCA, biodiversity credit alliance; BNG, biodiversity net gain; BSI, British Standards Institution; BVCM, Beyond Value Chain Mitigation; CBD,
convention on biological diversity; CSR, corporate social responsibility; CSRD, Corporate Sustainability Reporting Directive; Defra, Department for Environment,
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and the claims made around these purchases (WEF 2022). For
instance, some may be attracted to the potential upsides of
VBCs, such as financial gain and other benefits, such as increas-
ing employee and customer loyalty, fulfilling corporate social
responsibility (CSR) objectives, reputation gain and mitigating
nature-related risks (BCA 2023; WEF 2023; Wunder et al. 2025).
However, VBCs may also generate downsides, such as risks of
greenwashing accusations and reputational damage (Ducros
and Steele 2022; WEF 2023; Nature Finance 2023; BCA 2023).
Corporate stakeholders are particularly cautious about reputa-
tional risks and greenwashing accusation, as scepticism towards
environmental claims can undermine a company's social legit-
imacy (Krause et al. 2021). Such scepticism particularly arises
when firms pursue environmental initiatives primarily to de-
flect regulations or public scrutiny rather than create a genu-
ine impact (Bansal et al. 2025). This applies to VBCs since, as
Wunder et al. (2025) reveal, ‘market enthusiasm and lofty ex-
pectations’ about biodiversity credits are not matched by current
market activity, estimated at US $2-$8 million. Consequently,
there are concerns that biodiversity credits may become the
next conservation fad (Wunder et al. 2025). As such, VBCs may
become part of a ‘new world of greenwashing’ in which future
washing becomes prevalent as ‘unsupported promises for fu-
ture’ are used to build ‘attractive hope,” but are unsupported
by ‘verifiable statements of current performance’ (Montgomery
et al. 2024, 223-24).

Academic research has a key role in addressing such concerns
by developing critical understanding of how VBCs might avoid
repeating legitimacy issues with carbon credits and offset mar-
kets. Recent research tackling this issue provides a basis for ro-
bust crediting foundations, standards and governance, which
are intended to strengthen biodiversity credit design, imple-
mentation and assessment (Wunder et al. 2025). While there
is a growing literature analysing biodiversity credits (Ducros
and Steele 2022; Deutz et al. 2020; NatureFinance 2023;
BCA 2023, BCA 2024a, BCA 2024b; Wunder et al. 2025) as well
as the broader category of biodiversity finance (Bach et al. 2025;
Bassen et al. 2024; Maroun and Ecim 2024), few studies ex-
plore the motivations and attitudes shaping participation in the
nascent market for VBCs. Addressing this gap is significant,
given increasing academic interest afforded to nature invest-
ments (Lofqvist et al. 2023; Seidl et al. 2024), environmental
credits (Medina and Scales 2024; Moxey et al. 2021; Krause
and Matzdorf 2019; Koellner et al. 2010), biodiversity account-
ing and reporting (Ali et al. 2024; Schaltegger et al. 2023; Smith
et al. 2024; Treepongkaruna 2024) and biodiversity strategies
(Booth et al. 2024; White et al. 2024; Panwar et al. 2023; Krause
et al. 2021; de Silva et al. 2019). These studies demonstrate a
growing interest in biodiversity in business and strategy litera-
ture, but gaps remain. For instance, the debate about VBCs has
largely occurred in grey literature (including policy documents,
intermediary-specific publications and nongovernmental organ-
isation [NGO] reports). Where academics have analysed biodi-
versity finance and biodiversity strategies, the emphasis is rarely
on biodiversity credits. For example, zu Ermgassen et al. (2025)
reveal the status and drivers of biodiversity financing in Europe,
while Lofqvist et al. (2023) investigated incentives and barriers
for private restoration financing through interviews with asset
managers and restoration finance experts. While both studies
address opportunities and challenges for private investments

in biodiversity financing, they do not specifically focus on bio-
diversity credits. When biodiversity strategies are discussed
(White et al. 2024), credits are seen as an option for achieving
nature-positive outcomes. However, we lack insight into the rea-
sons why actors are attracted to biodiversity credits. Such a lack
of specificity has implications for business and strategy research
as biodiversity loss is becoming more ‘frequently mentioned’
but remains ‘poorly understood and undervalued’ (Panwar
et al. 2023, 562).

Where academic studies do focus on biodiversity credits the em-
phasis is upon technical specifications of credit design (Maczik
et al. 2024; Rossberg et al. 2024; Ford et al. 2024). Wunder et al.’s
recent contribution (2025) reveals how academic analysis can
develop critical understanding of the gap between optimistic
market projections for biodiversity credits and the current sta-
tus of biodiversity credit projects. Adopting a Theory of Change
approach, the authors develop an ‘idealised wish list’ specify-
ing critical design features they expect will assist in avoiding a
false start and thereby mitigate problems in previous markets
for carbon credits and offsetting. However, Wunder et al. (2025)
stress the need for further research exploring the ‘attitudes and
motivations’ driving interest in both the demand and supply of
biodiversity credits. Such analysis is expected to complement ex-
isting studies focusing on the technical aspects of credit design,
by elaborating the expectations and hopes underpinning grow-
ing interest in biodiversity credits.

We respond to Wunder et al. (2025) in this article by analysing
the motivations and attitudes of early market actors, defined as
potential buyers (e.g., government bodies, companies, philan-
thropic entities, individuals) and sellers (e.g., landowners, local
groups, NGOs, private project developers, public conservation
agencies). Our aim is to complement current studies exploring
the technical aspects of biodiversity credit design by focusing
upon the meanings shaping early market participation in the
nascent market for VBCs. As such, we build upon research
emphasising how in nascent markets the construction of new
meanings, or a ‘web of interpretations,” is vital due to the lack
of homologous definitions, standards and evaluative criteria
used to compare performance (e.g., rankings) (Rindova and
Fombrun 1999; Rindova et al. 2018). By analysing the construc-
tion of new meanings is especially we aim to extend critical un-
derstanding about how biodiversity credits relate to the general
move towards integrating biodiversity into strategy (Panwar
et al. 2023; White et al. 2024; Bansal et al. 2025). Furthermore,
we also aim to contribute to research exploring nascent na-
ture markets, which are characterised as highly contested due
to differing beliefs and values ascribed to nature (Teo 2024).
Consequently, in this article we address the research question:
Which motivations and attitudes are driving interest in VBCs?

To address the above question, we adopt a qualitative research
design, which is appropriate for analysing meanings that are
shaping participation in the nascent market for VBCs. We un-
dertook 21 semistructured interviews with potential buyers,
sellers and intermediaries operating in the United Kingdom
(UK). Our findings suggest two ways in which motivations and
attitudes are shaping the nascent market for VBCs. Firstly, the
drivers (economic, environmental, socio-cultural) that are at-
tracting early market actors to VBCs and secondly the barriers
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FIGURE1 | Three interconnected levels informing the nascent market for voluntary biodiversity credits (VBCs).

(financial, reputational, methodological, capacity and policy),
which reveal uncertainties and complexities slowing market
development. Our findings have theoretical implications when
showing how biodiversity credits are part of a changing interpre-
tive domain (Rindova and Fombrun 1999) in which biodiversity
is seen as increasingly relevant for strategy or at least is much
harder to ignore (Bansal et al. 2025). As such, we contribute a
more nuanced understanding of the motivations and attitudes
driving interest in VBCs as well as the barriers and risks.

The remainder of the paper is structured as follows. First, we
review current literature examining VBCs, noting the lack of re-
search analysing meanings that actors are constructing to shape
exchanges in the nascent market for VBCs. Second, we describe
the research design and data analysis. Third, we present our
findings on the drivers and barriers shaping VBCs. Fourth, we
discuss our findings and how they extend current understand-
ing and include a schematic visualising the nascent market for
VBCs (see Figure 1). We then conclude our study by discussing
the implications, limitations and future research arising from
our analysis.

2 | Literature Review
2.1 | Overview of Nature-Based Credits
Nature-based credit mechanisms (e.g., nature-based carbon

and biodiversity offsets and biodiversity credits), often shaped
by regulatory precedent and the ‘polluter pays’ principle, are

widely recognised as significant financial tools for directing
private sector investments towards conservation and restoration
efforts (Swinfield et al. 2024). Among these mechanisms, car-
bon credits are prominent, which involve purchasing emission
reductions achieved in one location to offset CO, emissions else-
where (Antonelli et al. 2024). This system allows entities unable
or unwilling to directly reduce emissions to lower their total
emissions through alternative means (Teo 2024). However, the
capacity of carbon credits to deliver genuine emission reductions
has long been debated, primarily due to mistrust in calculation
methodologies (such as overcrediting) and lack of transparency
in implementation (Swinfield et al. 2024; Balmford et al. 2023;
West et al. 2020). Consequently, serious doubts persist regarding
the actual contribution of these mechanisms to climate change
mitigation (Probst et al. 2023). Enhancing the credibility of car-
bon credits is thus crucial for them to function effectively as a
climate change mitigation tool (Balmford et al. 2023).

On the other hand, there is optimism that biodiversity credits
will be more effective than carbon credit markets (Antonelli
et al. 2024). Drawing lessons from issues observed in carbon
markets and avoiding repetition of similar mistakes is essential.
However, biodiversity comes with inherent complexities. The
most significant difference between biodiversity and carbon
credit markets lies in the measurement unit. Carbon markets
focus on reducing the inputs to a single process (the greenhouse
effect), which operates globally, and the effects of the various
greenhouse gases (the inputs) can all be measured in terms of
carbon dioxide equivalent—allowing a single measurement
unit. In contrast, biodiversity varies hugely from place to place,
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in its constitution and also in its value to people, and biodiversity
markets serve numerous purposes, from cultural and heritage
value to information in genes, ecological resilience and many
others. Hence, there is no universal standardised measurement
unit for biodiversity, and the straightforward logic of carbon
equivalence does not apply to biodiversity trading (Ducros and
Steele 2022).

The context-specific nature and methodological complexities
of biodiversity measurement complicate attempts to ensure
equivalence between biodiversity losses and gains, increas-
ing the risk that biodiversity offsets fail to achieve their in-
tended ‘net zero’ impact (Swinfield et al. 2024; Ducros and
Steele 2022). This has made it necessary to make a clear dis-
tinction between biodiversity credits and biodiversity offsets.
Wunder et al. (2025) note that biodiversity credits could come
to be used as de facto compensation for residual losses not
addressed by existing regulation, raising concerns if volun-
tary credit standards are weaker than those for compliance
offsets. This risk becomes even more significant in the light
of findings by Trencher et al. (2024), that organisations op-
erating in voluntary carbon markets predominantly source
low-quality, cheap carbon offsets. Furthermore, there is a ten-
dency for organisations prioritising compensation as the first
choice rather than pursuing more challenging conservation
or restoration efforts, thereby justifying business-as-usual
operations (Panwar et al. 2023). For all schemes where the
use case involves compensation or offsetting, the Biodiversity
Credit Alliance (BCA 2024c) recommends that additional de-
tailed principles are required, over and above the High-Level
Principles (BCA, 2024c) that it has developed with the World
Economic Forum and the International Advisory Panel on
Biodiversity Credits (IAPB).

In line with these concerns, IAPB (2024a) has established strict
principles for using biodiversity credits as local compensation.
In this context, companies can use biodiversity credits for com-
pensation only after thoroughly assessing biodiversity impacts
and demonstrating that they have taken all feasible measures
to prevent or minimise harm, addressing residual impacts fol-
lowing the mitigation hierarchy in a local-to-local and like-for-
like manner (Antonelli et al. 2024). In the light of all the current
debates and uncertainties surrounding the use of VBCs, market
research shows that none of the limited number of transactions
conducted so far has been used for offsetting purposes. Buyers
have so far refrained from making any claims beyond contribu-
tions (Bloom Labs 2025).

Another important development is the distinction between vol-
untary and compliance markets, which are two categories of
biodiversity credits. For instance, biodiversity net gain (BNG)
is a recently implemented biodiversity compliance market in
England. The Environment Act 2021 mandates that most new
developments in England must demonstrate the provision of
at least 10% net gain of biodiversity for a minimum of 30years,
to obtain planning permission (Environment Act 2021). While
BNG holds great potential for the creation and management of
many habitats in England, the supporting methodology is criti-
cised in terms of how accurately it captures important dimen-
sions of biodiversity (e.g., Duffus et al. 2024). Moreover, there
are concerns that BNG, as currently implemented, will provide

minimal benefits for biodiversity, and that resource and gov-
ernance deficiencies may undermine the policy's effectiveness
(zu Ermgassen et al. 2021; Rampling et al. 2024). As such, the
markets for voluntary and compliance biodiversity credits re-
main nascent with much debate about experimental and often
untested credit methodologies.

2.2 | Factors Shaping the Voluntary Biodiversity
Credits Market

Beginning in 2022, our research has traced the factors shap-
ing the nascent market for VBCs. During this period power-
ful actors, such as the WEF (2023) and the United Nations
(UN)-backed BCA (2023), have published reports promoting
biodiversity credits as a means for advancing organisational
missions, addressing nature dependencies, achieving market
differentiation and reputation uplift, and as relevant for ad-
dressing emerging regulatory pressures and potential financial
penalties. Closely related are reports from influential strategy
consultancies (McKinsey and Co. 2022) and specialist biodi-
versity consultancies (Pollination 2023) elaborating the threats
that nature-related risks pose to business. Also related are ef-
forts to integrate biodiversity into reporting and disclosure
policies (Taskforce on Nature-related Financial Disclosures
[TNFD] 2023). Finally, this period has seen growing awareness
in policy as to the interdependencies between economy, society
and biodiversity (Dasgupta 2021). As such, biodiversity credits
have been framed as a mechanism that is expected to assist in
raising private investment needed to achieve global biodiversity
targets (e.g., COP 15 Global Biodiversity Framework) and re-
gional policy objectives (e.g., European Union [EU] Biodiversity
Strategy for 2030, Corporate Sustainability Reporting Directive
[CSRD]). These factors are legitimising VBCs as a strate-
gic option for organisations looking to improve biodiversity
(WEF 2023; Ducros and Steele 2022).

During this period, academic research has also begun to rec-
ognise the growing significance of biodiversity. For example,
de Silva et al. (2019) observed that organisations are increas-
ingly considering ‘no net loss’ or ‘net positive impact’ targets.
White et al. (2024) note that reporting biodiversity, including
through the use of biodiversity credits, is one way to evidence
‘nature-positive’ commitments. Research exploring the broader
relationship between biodiversity and finance shows that bio-
diversity can expose organisations to shareholder litigation
(Treepongkaruna 2024) as well as creating opportunities to
attract investors committed to long-term biodiversity improve-
ment (Ali et al. 2024). There is also growing literature exploring
how biodiversity is being integrated into reporting and disclo-
sure activities (Schaltegger et al. 2023; Maroun and Ecim 2024),
financial decision making (Nedopil 2023), corporate narratives
(Atkins et al. 2023), strategy (Panwar et al. 2023) and when
adopting biodiversity policies (Carvalho et al. 2023). Recent
studies extend such insights by showing how biodiversity man-
agement affects firm performance (Bach et al. 2025; Bassen
et al. 2024).

However, despite the growing literature exploring biodiver-
sity and business few studies focus upon biodiversity cred-
its. Instead, much of the debate is in grey literature, including
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policy documents (e.g., WEF 2022, 2023; BCA 2023, 2024a,
2024b; TAPB 2024a, 2024b, 2024c; British Standards Institution
[BSI] 2024), intermediary-specific publications (e.g., method-
ologies by Wallacea Trust 2023; Plan Vivo 2023), reports from
nongovernmental organisations (NGOs) (e.g., World Wide Fund
for Nature [WWF] 2024) and contributions from other market
actors (e.g., Pollination 2023; Mirova 2024). When academic
studies directly address biodiversity credits the emphasis is
upon the technical aspects of credit design (Wunder et al. 2025).
Consequently, Wunder et al. (2025) call for research analysing
the motivations and attitudes that are driving interest in biodi-
versity credits. In this article we respond to this gap by explor-
ing the meanings shaping market participation in the nascent
market for VBCs. Consequently, in this article we address the
research question: Which motivations and attitudes are driving
interest in VBCs?

3 | Methodology
3.1 | Research Design

A qualitative research design was deemed appropriate given
that our research objectives are exploratory (Alharahsheh and
Pius 2020) and focus on the meanings attracting early market
actors to participate in the nascent market for VBCs. As such,
an interpretive approach was used to gather accounts from early
market actors. This is appropriate when a phenomenon is poorly
understood, so as to facilitate initial understandings and address
knowledge gaps in the field (Burns et al. 2022). Such an explor-
atory approach is appropriate for analysing how early market ac-
tors construct new meanings in nascent markets where there is
typically a lack of established standards for evaluation (Rindova
et al. 2018; Lounsbury and Glynn 2001). Another relevant as-
pect of interpretive methodologies is the capacity to harness re-
flexivity of research participants and researchers (Alvesson and
Skéldberg 2017). To generate reflexivity, we combined verbal
and visual interactions intended to elicit the interpretations that
participants were constructing to engage in the nascent market
for VBCs. As we discuss in the following section, participants’
reflexivity was synthesised with the research team's under-
standing about the meanings informing the nascent market for
VBCs, thereby connecting first-hand experience with secondary
interpretations derived from readings of grey and academic lit-
erature about biodiversity credits.

Step 3

Step 2
Step 1 Third-party

intervention

validation and and
registration biodiversity

action

Project design

Project Step 4 Step 6

Monitoring and
reporting

3.2 | Data Collection and Analysis

Our primary method of data collection was interviews, which
are widely used to gather accounts based upon others' per-
spectives (Patton 2014). Interviewees were selected to gather a
range of different perspectives from early market actors in the
UK. This included potential sellers of VBCs, potential buyers
and intermediaries. The semistructured interview schedule
was developed from themes emerging in reviewing academic
and grey literature on carbon credits and biodiversity credits
(e.g., BCA 2023; Balmford et al. 2023; Ducros and Steele 2022;
Moxey et al. 2021; West et al. 2020; St-Laurent et al. 2017; Torabi
and Bekessy 2015). The ordering of questions was adapted for
different interviewees (e.g., buyer/seller) (Adams 2015), but all
participants were asked questions about: (i) motivations for in-
vesting in biodiversity; (ii) what makes VBCs attractive; (iii)
general understanding of VBCs; (iv) drivers for engaging in the
nascent market for VBCs; and (v) barriers preventing the mar-
ket for VBCs. See Appendix A for the interview schedules. To
facilitate discussion and encourage participation, the graphic
illustrated in Figure 2 was used to probe participants’ under-
standing of the nascent market for VBCs. This builds upon the
use of visual tools in qualitative research, which enable com-
munication, stimulate idea exchange, enhance data richness
and strengthen rapport between researchers and participants
(Glegg 2019). Given the emerging nature of the VBC market
and the varying levels of participant knowledge, the visual sup-
ported participants’ reflexivity particularly when discussing
perceived barriers to implementation.

In total, 21 semistructured in-depth interviews were conducted
with 23 participants. This included two interviews each with
two participants from the same organisation. Participants’ roles
within their organisations included senior leadership positions
(e.g., CEOs, directors), technical specialists (in ecology, bio-
diversity and nature-based solutions), environmental consul-
tants, managers (in business development, partnerships, asset
management and sustainability) and trustees. Several partici-
pants held specialised positions focused on nature finance and
biodiversity research. The profiles of the interviewees are sum-
marised in Table 1. We stopped at 21 interviews after reaching
theoretical saturation with respect to addressing the research
question. The interviewees were identified using existing net-
works (e.g., Scottish Nature Finance Pioneers), the research
team's professional networks, from attendee lists of relevant

Step 7
Retirement

Step 5 e
Verification Credit issuance

and transaction

FIGURE2 | Potential steps in a voluntary biodiversity credit (VBC) implementation (adapted from NatureFinance and Pollination 2023).
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TABLE1 | The profiles of the interviewees.

Participant ID

Participant's category

Job title

Participant 1 (P1)

Private landowner/manager

Conservation director

P2 Nature restoration company Senior manager

P3 Conservation charity Biodiversity specialist
P4 Conservation charity Project consultant

P5 Private landowner/manager Forestry consultant

P6 Conservation charity Business development manager
pP7 Conservation charity Trustee

P8 Sustainable asset management company Asset manager

P9 Financial institution (bank) Senior manager

P10 Nature restoration company Ecology lead

P11 Nature restoration company Partnerships manager
P12 Private landowner/manager Agroecological consultant
P13 Natural capital brokerage company CEO

P14 Conservation charity Conservation officer
P15_1 Nature-technology company Senior executive
P15_2 Nature-technology company Business development associate
P16 Nature-technology company Nature finance lead
P17 1 Insurance company Sustainability manager
P17_2 Insurance company Carbon specialist

P18 Nature restoration company Research scientist
P19 Regulator/governmental organisation Coordinator

P20 Sustainable development consultancy Director

P21 Coastal partnership organisation Partnership manager

Note: P1-P21 denote anonymised participant identifiers. Where two participants from the same organisation were interviewed jointly, individual responses are

distinguished by numerical suffixes (e.g., P15_1 and P15_2; P17_1 and P17_2).

events and, where necessary, by snowball sampling. Snowball
sampling is a common sampling method in qualitative research
where initial participants (seeds) meeting the research criteria
recommend other potential suitable participants, who in turn
refer additional contacts, thus creating an expanding network
of respondents (Parker et al. 2019). Because a well-defined
market for VBCs has yet to emerge, the sampling strategies
that we used contributed to identifying organisations that are
aware of and potentially interested in VBCs. Participants were
contacted either through these networks or directly via email.
The interviews were conducted online via MS Teams between
October 2023 and May 2024, with one interview conducted
face-to-face. The interviews were undertaken by the research
team and lasted an average of 1h. Following the ethical con-
siderations outlined by Fontana and Frey (2005), informed
consent was obtained from all interviewees, and interviewees
were assured of confidentiality and explained the purposes and
use of their responses. To ensure the confidentiality of the in-
formation provided during the interviews, the names of the in-
terviewees and all information that would reveal the identities

of the individuals and organisations were anonymised. The
interviews were recorded and transcribed to support the data
analysis process.

In addition, to triangulate the interview data, an extensive re-
view of secondary sources pertaining to each organisation was
conducted. These secondary sources encompass a wide range
of materials, including sustainability and biodiversity reports,
press articles and information available on organisational web-
sites. This secondary data was used to gain a more compre-
hensive understanding of the organisations’ relationships with
biodiversity (e.g., biodiversity projects and policies) and their
potential roles in the market (as buyers, sellers or intermediar-
ies). This triangulation process enhances the reliability and ac-
curacy of the study findings, as multiple sources of information
are used (Yin 2018).

Data analysis was carried out using an inductive approach to
systematically identify patterns and themes of meaning in the
data and provide insight into them (Braun and Clarke 2012).
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15t order concepts

21d order themes

Aggregate dimensions

Access to funding for nature recovery
Exploring income streams like ecotourism
Benefits from tax relief for nature investment

.

Using biodiversity credits as financial hedge for potential stranded
assets

Financial incentives

~Z

Economic

.

Recognising businesses and economic dependence on biodiversity

Mitigating supply chain risks dependent on nature
Preparing for potential future penalties or taxes on nature impacts

drivers

~

~

Managing nature-
related risks

-
-

Protecting biodiversity for its intrinsic value

.

Witnessing positive change in biodiversity from our action
Decreasing negative impacts and dependencies on nature
Creating positive biodiversity impact

=
5

Impact mitigation
and biodiversity
enhancement

-

Environmental

TNFD adaptation into sustainability standards

Complying with EU CSRD and sustainability reporting directives
ESG calculations as part of investment attractiveness
Commitment to reverse nature loss by 2030

drivers

\

\

Policy, frameworks
and target setting

N NI

.

Engaging local communities through talks, walks, and events, and
increasing public use of natural spaces

Involving volunteers and corporates in ecological restoration
Getting involved to improve methods and governance from within

.

Community
involvement and
shaping emerging
market

P

Providing educational opportunities
Creating employment opportunities

~

.

Conserving biodiversity to protect community livelihoods
Allowing communities a say in fund allocation and benefit distribution

Community
development and
capacity building

Socio-cultural
drivers

P

Striving to be a good corporate citizen

employees)
» Showcasing green credential
Anticipated pressures from public, customers, and employees

Demonstrating nature commitments to stakeholders (e.g., customers,

e

CSR and boosting
engagement

S22 N2

J

FIGURE 3 | Analysis of motivations and attitudes driving interest in voluntary biodiversity credits (VBCs).

Thematic analysis, an accessible and theoretically flexible in-
terpretive approach to qualitative data analysis, was adopted to
initially identify patterns or themes in the data set relevant to
the research questions (Byrne 2022). The initial results of the
thematic analysis were discussed among the co-authors and pre-
sented to wider audiences, for example, in ‘all hands’ meetings
including researchers from other work packages (natural sci-
entists) in our project, and the board of advisors. To strengthen
the rigour in the coding, we adopted the three-stage approach
of Gioia et al. (2013). In the first stage, the interview accounts
were coded using the language of the interviewees. In the sec-
ond stage, the initial codes were examined for similarities and
differences, resulting in a more refined set of theory-centric
themes and concepts. At this stage, we also cross-referenced the

thematic analysis, noting agreement and differences. Finally,
the themes were grouped into overarching aggregate dimen-
sions (Gioia et al. 2013), and the data structures are illustrated in
the Figures 3 and 4. The revised data structures were then pre-
sented at another internal ‘all hands’ meeting and at an interim
programme review meeting. This provided an opportunity to
share the data structures and receive further feedback. The anal-
ysis was undertaken using NVivo 14 software (Lumivero 2023)
and took around 11 months to complete. As such, the analyti-
cal process was highly recursive, which enabled the research-
ers to harness their reflexivity towards the coding structures.
Presentations to external audiences, which included actors who
were heavily invested in VBCs, provided a further level of inter-
pretation that was folded back into the analytical process.
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15t order concepts

21d order themes Aggregate dimensions

High upfront costs without secured buyers for credits

Uncertain long-term revenue and maintenance costs

Potential land devaluation and loss of tax benefits for conservation use
Opportunity costs from losing agricultural subsidies and future land
use options

Financial

There isn't a clear marketplace

Perception of biodiversity conservation as philanthropy rather than a
viable investment

Confusion caused by numerous competing standards and metrics in
the marketplace

Strategic

Perceived risks

Uncertainties of changes in biodiversity
Uncertainty about liability and challenges in insuring long-term,
complex projects

Operational

Reputational damage from false claims and greenwashing accusations
Need for trusted partners, verifiers and methodologies in the nascent
biodiversity credit market

Reputational

Lack of standardised, widely accepted metrics and methodologies
Difficulty in comparing biodiversity across different locations and
contexts

Measurement and
standardisation
challenges

Methodological

barriers

Lack of third-party endorsement or accreditation
Lack of consensus on definition of what “good” looks like
Inconsistency in baseline setting and additionality

Credibility and )
evaluation concerns

Lack of qualified people for baseline and third-party assessments
Shortage of trained and experienced personnel for monitoring and
verification

Skills gap

Capacity and
technological

Data gaps and limited accessibility for project planning and impact
assessment

Slow and inefficient processes for registering, issuing, reporting and
monitoring

barrier

Data and process
constraints

VAV VI VA VARV IRV SRR v

Lack of clear legal and regulatory frameworks
Land tenure and property rights issues
Risks of policy changes and rule alterations

Regulatory and legal
challenges

7

Policy and
governance

Double counting and accountability concerns
Transparency challenges in credit issuance and transactions
Equitable benefit-sharing and inclusive participation difficulties

barriers

Governance and
transparency issues

A

FIGURE4 | Analysis of barriers expected to slow market development.
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4 | Results
4.1 | Drivers for VBCs

Our analysis of motivations and attitudes reveals three drivers that
are fuelling interest in VBCs for early market actors: economic,
environmental and socio-cultural (see Figure 3). Economic driv-
ers are associated with financial incentives and mitigating risks,
environmental drivers stem from intrinsic and regulatory motiva-
tions, and socio-cultural drivers highlight the broader societal at-
titudes regarding anticipated benefits of biodiversity conservation.
This section sheds light on each of these drivers in turn.

4.1.1 | Economic Drivers

Several participants were motivated by the economic benefits
and opportunities associated with VBCs. From the supply-side
perspective, as one landowner put it, ‘our starting point is we
would like to manage the land in an economically sustainable
way, and we are very open to doing that through habitat creation
and enrichment as long as it makes financial sense’ (Private
landowner/manager, P5). VBCs were described as providing
a sustainable financing mechanism for conservation and res-
toration interventions, supporting long-term conservation ac-
tivities and creating funds to cover various costs such as land
acquisition, implementation of land-use changes, monitoring
and reporting. Selling VBCs also offered income diversification
opportunities, such as for ecotourism, making conservation eco-
nomically viable for landowners and local communities. As a
respondent from a conservation charity said, ‘We think biodi-
versity credits could (...) provide long-term sustainable finance,
and that will allow people on the ground and conservation proj-
ects to instead of running grant by grant to have a longer-term
vision of biodiversity conservation’ (Conservation charity, P3).

From the demand-side perspective, seeing biodiversity credits as
a tradeable asset places value and generates obligations to re-
store nature, valuing critical but previously undervalued natural
resources more highly: ‘At the end of the day, we need biodiver-
sity. It's essential to support our businesses and if we don't have
nature then we don't have supply chains, we don't have busi-
nesses, we don't have a functioning economy, so somehow, we
have to make sure that we are restoring nature because other-
wise we're in big trouble, and effectively the credits are a way to
give people an obligation and therefore direct funding towards
what needs to take place’ (Insurance company, P17).

Another motivation was the growing awareness of the need
to manage nature-related risks. Some companies face increas-
ing costs as their traditional assets may cause environmental
damage or become subject to environmental taxation or future
regulatory risks, potentially including penalties. Financial in-
stitutions saw VBCs as investments to support organisations in
mitigating nature-related risks and reducing future compliance
costs: ‘So, if [organisations] start to buy into projects that have a
positive impact maybe that increases in value as their stranded
assets decrease in value’ (Financial institution (Bank), P9).
Others emphasised how VBCs could help communicate com-
mitment to addressing biodiversity dependencies and impacts
to shareholders and other stakeholders as accounting standards

develop, ‘whereby people are actually having to track their im-
pact on nature’ (Sustainable asset management company, P8).

4.1.2 | Environmental Drivers

Our analysis suggests that landowners and managers are open
to finding new ways to adapt land use practices to address the
‘triple planetary crisis, that is, the interlinked challenges of cli-
mate change, biodiversity loss and pollution (United Nations
Climate Change 2022). As such, interest in VBCs connects with
wider motivations to tackle biodiversity loss through effective
conservation measures. Interviewees mentioned several en-
vironmental motivations, such as being aware of the intrinsic
value of nature, witnessing the positive change resulting from
actions and practices aimed at improving biodiversity, feeling
a sense of responsibility towards nature and addressing the
biodiversity crisis: “We're very conscious and well aware of the
challenges that nature is facing, particularly in the UK, with de-
clines in biodiversity and the impact of climate change. We have
to do something about this’ (Conservation charity, P6).

Environmental motivations also extended beyond intrinsic sup-
port for biodiversity to encompass regulatory and policy change.
VBCs were framed as part of ‘a big and necessary movement to-
wards companies becoming nature positive’ (Nature-technology
company, P16), alongside net zero commitments, aligning with
environmental, social and governance (ESG) strategies and
meeting sustainability reporting requirements. New reporting
standards and guidelines, such as the EU CSRD, are shaping
expectations that it is becoming necessary to assess and report
relationships with biodiversity more comprehensively. Many
organisations we interviewed are interested in VBCs as part of
a wider knowledge challenge regarding environmental report-
ing. Some recognised that ‘biodiversity is the piece they haven't
thought about before across their value chains’ (Sustainable de-
velopment consultancy, P20). Biodiversity credits offer a means
to report biodiversity conservation measures and demonstrate
commitment to biodiversity conservation in a clear and stan-
dardised manner.

4.1.3 | Socio-Cultural Drivers

A desire to create positive social impacts beyond environmen-
tal protection was also a significant motivation. In particular,
participants mentioned how community involvement, capacity
building and engagement could be achieved through VBCs so
as to enhance ‘nature connectedness, well-being and a sense of
responsibility for nature and supporting people with ‘making
good decisions in their own lives’ (Private landowner/manager,
P12). Consequently, VBCs were linked with broader societal at-
titudes regarding human well-being outcomes through conserv-
ing nature.

A related socio-cultural driver was the expectation that VBCs
could generate tangible impacts on local development and
livelihoods. This includes employability and capacity devel-
opment in local communities: ‘Biodiversity is important not
only because it's intrinsically valuable but also because com-
munities depend on it for their livelihoods (...) By conserving
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the vegetation, we are also protecting the livelihoods of these
communities (...) We expect to increase capacity building,
not only related to vegetation management but also other ac-
tivities that could transfer to other industries, like financial
and project management, and those types of things that are
in high demand in the area. We hope this will increase the
employability of the communities that are nearby, beyond the
management of biodiversity’ (Conservation charity, P3). VBCs
were seen as a means to increase community participation in
decision-making regarding how the benefits transferred to
the community will be utilised: ‘If they're done properly, the
communities have a say on how the money will be used and
the benefits they get. So, then they can develop their own eco-
nomic activities but still maintaining conservation’ (Nature
restoration company, P18).

From a buyer perspective, VBCs were viewed as a way to
demonstrate commitment to biodiversity conservation, for in-
stance, as part of CSR strategies and stakeholder engagement.
The interviewees emphasised that as awareness of biodiver-
sity loss grows it is more likely the impact of business activity
upon nature will be subject to increased scrutiny. An insur-
ance company noticed that shareholders, peers and stakehold-
ers have begun to recognise the role and importance of nature
and ‘start to ask questions around what a business is doing
and how it impacts on nature and biodiversity’ (Insurance
company, P17). Early adoption of VBCs was anticipated to
generate reputational benefits and increase employee and cus-
tomer loyalty: ‘(...) we've had discussions about [biodiversity
credits] with customers so far and about why they should be
potentially buying these (...) One has been around compa-
nies that have a self-image as a leader, as a thought leader.
They're willing to take the first step. They've got employees
that want to see them as a thought leader. So, the employee en-
gagement angle is almost as important, if not more important
than the customer engagement angle’ (Financial institution
(Bank), P9).

4.2 | Barriers for VBCs

Our analysis of also revealed barriers participants expected
would slow the market for VBCs. While these are often inter-
related and overlapping, we organised them into four aggregate
dimensions: perceived risks, methodological barriers, capacity
and technological barriers, as well as policy and governance bar-
riers (see Figure 4).

4.2.1 | Perceived Risks

Our findings suggest there are several risks influencing the
supply and demand sides. We categorise these into financial,
strategic, operational and reputational risks, each of which we
outline below.

Financial risks were seen as a key consideration for the im-
plementation of VBC projects. For instance, a key obstacle is
high costs associated with project development. These include
legal consultancy, training, adoption of new technologies, base-
line assessments and long-term maintenance. There were also

concerns about high costs related to validation, monitoring and
reporting. Participants noted difficulties in accessing start-up
capital and high transaction costs as a significant barrier, es-
pecially for small-scale projects without a committed buyer:
‘Obviously, it'll cost a lot of money. If you haven't secured a buyer
yet, who's going to pay for your £500,000 fence? Who's going to
pay for your digger that costs £300,000 to restore your river? All
these amazing things you need to do [how can you do them|]
if you can't advance-sell any credits?’ (Nature restoration com-
pany, P2).

The opportunity cost of land committed to biodiversity credits
was another financial risk. One landowner explained that under
current tax and agricultural incentive systems, ‘land value is
based on its income, which is invariably from the production of
food, forestry, or whatever it might be,” which means that ‘until
this market takes place, putting land into nature also devalues
the land’ (Private landowner/manager, P1). Or expressed more
sharply by a conservation charity (P14): ‘So, if a farmer decided
to give up half his farm to nature, he basically loses half his ag-
ricultural support.’

The nascent state of the market for VBCs was also seen as creat-
ing a high degree of uncertainty for both suppliers and buyers.
Specifically, competing standards and new untested method-
ologies for VBCs were often mentioned. For example, while
‘a lot of corporate investors want to see quick results’ they are
‘told they will not see a benefit of that for the next 5 or 10 years’
making it difficult to justify the investment to shareholders
(Conservation charity, P6). The inherently long-term nature of
seeing the impact of investments in biodiversity projects pres-
ents an additional strategic risk, limiting the demand for VBCs
due to challenges in internally justifying these expenditures in
companies. The presence of competing metrics, methodologies
and standards for VBCs also adds uncertainty: “‘Whether it's bio-
diversity credits, tokens (...) there is too much out there in the
marketplace at the moment. I think it's too confusing’ (Nature
restoration company, P10). A lack of data that could be used
to demonstrate return on investment also affected interest in
VBCs. A representative from an asset management company
noted how ‘I think it's seen broadly as like philanthropy rather
than selling them on to, like, a corporate entity’ (Sustainable
asset management company, P8).

Operational risks were also raised as a risk, especially with re-
gards to implementation. Changes in biodiversity are uncertain
and complex. Natural fluctuations in populations, force majeure
events and climate change factors, for instance, can add risks
and threaten projected outcomes in projects. Extra uncertainty
arose around a lack of clarity regarding liability and insurance
in case biodiversity credit projects go wrong. As one participant
stated, ‘After two wet winters, I can tell you the farmers would
be really nervous about spending money getting towards those
ends [project development] without some sort of assurance’
(Private landowner/manager, P12).

Another concern was the potential for reputational dam-
age for companies considering entering the VBC market.
Reputational risks, particularly related to credibility and ac-
cusations of greenwashing, were typically discussed as a rea-
son for the current lack of demand. As an asset management
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company explained, ‘Private capital is going to have to think
“do I believe what they're claiming in order to buy this asset?”’
They were sceptical that the credits were credible at the mo-
ment, leading to ‘an awful lot of implicit risk in buying bio-
diversity credits currently’ (Sustainable asset management
company, P8). Beyond credibility concerns, public perception
challenges and a common societal preference for managed
landscapes over wilder, more biodiverse environments, were
mentioned as adding to reputational risks. For instance, a
private landowner was concerned that allowing nature to be
wilder and less managed while ‘more rich and diverse’ is also
‘less attractive to society’ because people have become used to
seeing more managed landscapes. At its worst, hesitancy from
these reputational risks can lead to inaction because ‘the fear
of doing something and getting it wrong is bigger than the fear
of doing nothing” (Nature-technology company, P16). These
quotes illustrate how, at least for some participants, the at-
tractive hope of VBCs is tempered by concerns about making
claims that cannot easily be substantiated, thereby indicating
awareness of the possible risks that VBCs expose organisa-
tions to future washing.

4.2.2 | Methodological Barriers

A key barrier for participants is the methodological challenges,
particularly related to standardisation and measurement. Our
findings suggest that the lack of standardised, widely accepted
methodologies for measuring and assessing biodiversity out-
comes is a significant barrier to the adoption of these credits.
As one private landowner stated, ‘There are different interpreta-
tions of what the design should be, (...) everyone has a difference
of opinion’ (Private landowner/manager, P1). This challenge
is inseparable from biodiversity's location-specific structure,
making standardisation particularly difficult: ‘Biodiversity is so
location-specific that it makes it really complicated” (Insurance
company, P17). Such methodological complexity prompted
another participant to comment that ‘it will be quite hard to
measure a biodiversity credit’ (Sustainable asset management
company, P8).

Verification emerged as another critical methodological barrier.
Participants emphasised the need for reliable third-party verifi-
cation to build market trust, particularly given the complexity
of accurately measuring biodiversity improvements over time.
As one financial institution representative noted, ‘The next step
which I would see as a barrier is who does the verification and
why do we trust them. (...) if the people who are auditing and ver-
ifying the work are unknown and untrusted, it's very difficult
to get a buyer to trust the credit that's created at the other end’
(Financial institution (Bank), P9).

Buyers stated that credits must be evidence-based, transparent,
accountable and of high integrity. However, investors may lack
the necessary expertise to compare and evaluate biodiversity
credits effectively. This knowledge gap creates further uncer-
tainty about what constitutes good or best practice: ‘It's too early
for many of our customers and therefore for us to put capital to
work because we don't know what good looks like, and we don't
know precisely what it is we're measuring and trying to achieve’
(Financial institution (Bank), P9).

4.2.3 | Capacity and Technological Barriers

Our analysis suggests that there is concern regarding the avail-
able skills and data accessibility needed to implement and
monitor VBCs. These barriers were both seen as reducing the
attractiveness of designing, verifying and monitoring conser-
vation projects. For example, a shortage of qualified personnel,
particularly ecological experts, was a significant barrier likely
to impact upon crucial project stages including baseline assess-
ments and verification. As one participant emphasised, ‘I think
we've got a massive issue around skills. I don't think we've got
enough people to do the assessment on the ground, whether
that be the baseline assessments or the third-party validation’
(Sustainable development consultancy, P20). This situation can
lead to slow and inefficient project development, registration
and verification processes.

Technology issues relating to data accessibility also emerged as
a significant barrier. A sustainable development consultancy
representative noted the need for ‘a global data platform that's
open for people to use,” because biodiversity data need to be
‘easy to access for everybody’ since biodiversity enhancement
is something that ‘anybody with a piece of land needs to be able
to think about, not just those that can afford to pay an ecolo-
gist.” Moreover, participants often emphasised the importance
of providing publicly available registries to ensure market trans-
parency and prevent issues such as double counting and fraud:
‘Twould be much more comfortable if we had a national register
or a global register better still, and I would be much more com-
fortable if that was geographically specific’ (Sustainable devel-
opment consultancy, P20).

Interviewees also pointed out that many businesses lack system-
atic approaches to collecting and evaluating biodiversity data,
hampering their ability to effectively assess dependencies and
impacts. An insurance company representative noted, ‘We're
just going through that process on a biodiversity assessment and
using data that's out there, using internal data that is very patchy
and not good enough. We don't collect enough biodiversity, ecol-
ogy, [or] any kind of data on our investments, on our insurance
underwriting side’ (Insurance company, P17). Additionally, a
landowner expressed the lack of systematic evaluation and re-
cording of past environmental initiatives impacts as follows:
‘The frustration is we've had investment into the environment
for 30 years in England and no one ever recorded what we did (...)
we don't really know or understand what we achieved’ (Private
landowner/manager, P1).

4.2.4 | Policy and Governance Barriers

Our interviews revealed that a lack of policy and governance is
creating uncertainty in VBC markets, affecting both supply and
demand dynamics. These barriers stem from regulatory and po-
litical uncertainties, as well as concerns about transparency and
accountability.

The absence of clear legal and regulatory frameworks for VBC
markets has been identified as a fundamental challenge. This
regulatory uncertainty creates hesitation among potential mar-
ket participants: ‘I think that's essentially one of the biggest
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issues, that there just aren't stringent enough laws around what
you can do and can't do, and then what your responsibilities are
legally’ (Sustainable asset management company, P8).

During the interviews, land use rights and long-term commit-
ments were identified as another significant challenge. The ex-
tended timeframes required for biodiversity credit projects can
create resistance among landowners. A conservation charity
representative stated, ‘Many people who want to buy nature
want a 30-year agreement that it's still going to be there and
maintained. To many landowners, that's almost like selling the
land’ (Conservation charity, P14).

Political changes were also seen as impacting upon long-term
conservation initiatives. In particular, the short-term nature of
political decision-making based on political cycles was seen as
conflicting with long-term commitments to biodiversity con-
servation. A landowner stated, ‘Trying to get any government
to implement something that is long term—Ilonger than a po-
litical cycle—is quite a challenge’ (Private landowner/manager,
P1). Similarly, an insurance company representative noted, ‘I
think that's the challenge that you're always going to have with
something that is so slow: that everything can change in terms
of what you're allowed to do and what it even means at the end
of the day’ (Insurance company, P17).

Transparency regarding the outputs, methodologies and trans-
actions of VBC projects, risks of double counting or other ac-
countability concerns was identified as another significant
barrier. Negative experiences with the carbon credit market and
the lessons learned from them seem to have increased the im-
portance that market actors place on transparency throughout
the process (e.g., measuring, validation, issuance and transac-
tion): ‘T think it's going to take a little bit of time to get off the
ground about biodiversity credit market, simply because I think
a lot of people have been stung by the voluntary carbon mar-
ket and that they're definitely now more cautious. People want
to see a lot more steps of verification, validation, ..” (Nature-
technology company, P16).

5 | Discussion

To structure the discussion, we use Figure 1 to illustrate three
interconnected analytical levels, as follows. The term ‘macro-
level’ (left side of Figure 1) refers to societal-level motivations and
attitudes our analysis suggests are driving interest in VBCs. We
interpret these as indicative of a changing interpretive domain,
in which biodiversity is becoming more relevant in business
strategy. The term ‘meso-level’ refers to market emergence or the
market shaping activities that are emerging to address barriers to
developing a viable market for VBCs and create desired market
characteristics. Finally, ‘micro-level’ (right side of Figure 1) re-
fers to how organisational actors, on both the demand and supply
side, are evaluating VBCs as a means to achieve strategic objec-
tives. While Figure 1 makes the distinction between macro, meso
and micro levels a key finding from our study is how these levels
are interconnected into a web of interpretations (Rindova and
Fombrun 1999). We now discuss each ‘level’ in turn to show how
our research extends current understanding about the attitudes
and motivations that are shaping the nascent market for VBCs.

At a macro-level, our findings suggest growing interest in
VBCs is driven by a mixture of economic and environmen-
tal motivations, as well as changing socio-cultural attitudes.
Economically, VBCs are viewed as a means to finance con-
servation activities and as a source of new opportunities (e.g.,
income diversification, employment, etc.). Closely related is
the expectation that VBCs will provide an economically via-
ble option for mitigating and evidencing nature-related risks.
Environmentally, VBCs are seen as a key mechanism for ad-
dressing biodiversity loss, thereby aligning with an emerging
institutional architecture, which integrates environmental re-
porting. Socio-culturally, VBCs are congruent with the expec-
tation that organisations should create new forms of value for
communities, specifically by improving natural environments
through tangible local developments. These findings are sug-
gestive of how the attractiveness of VBCs is connecting to
changing values and beliefs regarding biodiversity loss and the
need for novel mechanisms, which are expected to reverse his-
torical trends. However, at the same time, our findings show
there is a growing awareness of the risks associated with novel
market-based mechanisms, such as biodiversity credits. This
tension is perhaps reflective of a lack of consensus regarding
how biodiversity should be addressed in business (Panwar
et al. 2023; Antonelli et al. 2024). While nascent markets tend
to be characterised by uncertainty (Townsend et al. 2018),
our findings suggest that at a macro-level, the nascent mar-
ket for VBCs faces additional institutional complexities that
are specific to nature-based markets (Teo 2024). As such, our
findings reveal that optimistic projections for the biodiversity
credits market (Wunder et al. 2025) and interventions from
powerful actors (e.g., national governments, EU, WEF, UN)
are contributing to legitimating VBCs.

Our analysis suggests that at a macro level the message from
scientific research showing that biodiversity is one of the mul-
tiple planetary boundaries that have already been breached
(Richardson et al. 2023; Rockstrom et al. 2023) is beginning to be
taken up in business decision making (Bansal et al. 2025). This
may help explain why there is growing interest that biodiversity
credits can provide a viable mechanism for tackling biodiversity
loss. As such, our findings show how societal level meanings
relating to biodiversity loss are attracting early market actors
through what we label as drivers. However, our findings also
show that there is considerable work required to reduce uncer-
tainty or what we label as barriers that are hindering market
development. As such, we conclude that at a macro level there
is growing interest in VBCs but currently low cognitive compre-
hensibility (Suchman 1995). We attribute this to a lack of clar-
ity regarding what ‘best practice’ looks like with VBCs. A key
development during our study was the emergence of initiatives
intended to increase cognitive comprehensibility, which we now
discuss as meso-level market shaping activities, which aim to
provide definitions of best practices.

At a meso-level, our findings suggest there is a need for mar-
ket shaping activities. We begin to see such activities in initia-
tives including the UNDP's Biodiversity Credits Alliance and
the UK-French Governments' International Advisory Panel on
Biodiversity Credits. These initiatives act as hubs, which coor-
dinate information exchanges that are expected to support the
market for VBCs. A key role of such coordinated market shaping
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is addressing the complexity of measuring and managing biodi-
versity. This is significant given there was considerable consen-
sus among our interview participants that a lack of standardised
methodology is preventing take-up of VBCs as it is ‘unclear
what good looks like.” This finding aligns with zu Ermgassen
et al. (2025), who examined the challenges in scaling private in-
vestment in biodiversity. Carbon and biodiversity offset markets
have demonstrated how high methodological flexibility can be
exploited for opportunistic overcrediting strategies. Our find-
ings are also congruent with studies showing that agreed-on
biodiversity credit methodologies are needed to develop trust in
high-integrity standards (Wunder et al. 2025). Indeed, academic
research and new intermediary start-ups linked to evaluating
biodiversity credit methodologies are likely to play a critical role
in meso-level market shaping. This includes identifying desired
characteristics of VBCs, as illustrated by Wunder et al. (2025),
and new ventures capable of translating ecology expertise into
actions that support best practice in VBCs. There is much scope
for future research exploring the effectiveness of meso-level ac-
tivities and intermediary actors in challenges of uncertainty and
complexity that are currently hindering market activity.

Developments occurring towards the end of our data collection,
especially those leading up to COP16, suggest that meso-level
interactions are beginning to coalesce. These go beyond the
calls for greater transparency that our interviewees emphasised
by providing recommendations specifying proto-solutions to
challenges such as the need for a ‘single unit’ or ‘single metric’
that are appropriate for all contexts and account for ecosystem
uniqueness (BSI 2024; IAPB 2024a; Mirova 2024). Instead,
meso-level actors are constructing alternative meanings, such
as high-level principles intended to design integrity into VBCs
without the need for a single measure (IAPB 2024c). Such de-
bates are informing trade-offs between ecological robustness
and market efficiency. As such, there is scope for future stud-
ies to explore how meso-level actors are managing tensions and
which market characteristics actors see as desirable (Pontikes
and Rindova 2020). One interesting possibility is to explore how
interactions between NGOs, such as those involved in defin-
ing methodological standards, private and public sector actors,
are informing how organisations narrate biodiversity (Atkins
et al. 2023) or perhaps see VBCs as a risk factor that may trigger
‘greenwashing’ accusations (Zu Ermgassen et al. 2025). Another
possible line of enquiry is to integrate a temporal lens to explore
how meso-level market shaping is mitigating fears that VBCs
might be a conservation fad (Wunder et al. 2025) or open to fu-
ture washing (Montgomery et al. 2024).

Last, our analysis suggests that at a micro-level, VBCs are be-
ginning to be seen as a strategic option for achieving organisa-
tion specific objectives in relation to biodiversity. Buying VBCs
demonstrates a tangible commitment to nature targets, poten-
tially enhancing a buyer's reputation and stakeholder relation-
ships (WEF 2023; BCA 2023), and providing an alternative to
traditional philanthropic approaches (IAPB 2024a). Our find-
ings add to the literature by showing how organisational actors
anticipate that VBCs will provide a tangible means for demon-
strating biodiversity impact and reporting nature-related im-
pact. This finding suggests that one way interest in VBCs might
be translated into action is through strategy, as organisations
search for novel options for biodiversity management (Panwar

et al. 2023) or nature positive commitment (White et al. 2024).
This finding is consistent with research showing that VBCs im-
pact upon share performance (Garel et al. 2024; Kalhoro and
Kyaw 2024; Cherief et al. 2022) and are expected to assist in
nature related disclosure and reporting, such as those proposed
by TNFD and EU CSRD. This finding is also consistent with
recent studies demonstrating the relationship between biodiver-
sity risk management and reputation (Bach et al. 2025; Bassen
et al. 2024; Maroun and Ecim 2024). Our findings provide evi-
dence that at a micro-level demand side actors, especially large
corporations, are likely to use biodiversity credits when there is
aclear strategic rationale. As such, VBCs are likely to be adopted
as part of a broader search for viable options for addressing bio-
diversity loss.

Our analysis also provides insight into the micro-level moti-
vations of supply-side actors to engage with VBCs. These in-
clude anticipated financial returns such as generating revenue
from land otherwise unsuitable for agriculture (Department
for Environment, Food, and Rural Affairs [Defra] 2023), and
diversifying income into new areas, such as ecotourism. Such
interest is related to the option to ‘stack’ (sold separately from
a single project) or ‘bundle’ (sold together from a single proj-
ect) VBCs with carbon credits and other natural capital assets.
While the idea of bundling or stacking ecosystem services has
gained considerable attention from market actors (Torabi and
Bekessy 2015), these approaches, particularly stacking, though
elegant in theory, prove challenging in practice due to addition-
ality concerns and ecological complexities (Wunder et al. 2025;
von Hase and Cassin 2018).

Our analysis adds by showing that the interest in VBCs is not
only driven by macro-level awareness of biodiversity loss or
meso-level market shaping activities but also by micro-level
strategic activities undertaken by individual organisations. This
finding expands understanding about the diverse range of moti-
vations and attitudes that are currently driving interest in VBCs.
For some organisational actors, the primary interest is economic
return; for others, VBCs offer an opportunity to generate envi-
ronmental and social co-benefits with local stakeholders. This
includes community development, whereby local communities
gain from employment opportunities created by VBCs or even
through strengthened legal rights and is also seen as significant.
These micro-level insights suggest there is a high level of het-
erogeneity in the meanings early market actors are construct-
ing to make sense of VBCs. While heterogeneity is common in
nascent markets (Rindova and Fombrun 1999), our analysis
adds by showing how meaning making in new nature-related
markets is characterised by multiple and often competing beliefs
(Teo 2024). Further research could explore how such heteroge-
neity informs the strategic activities undertaken by organisa-
tional actors in nascent nature markets.

6 | Conclusion

This article extends understanding about the attitudes and moti-
vations that are shaping participation in the nascent market for
VBCs. Our analysis provides insights into the drivers and barri-
ers that are shaping current market dynamics. By focussing on
the meanings that are being constructed to support the market
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for VBCs we identify future lines of inquiry that are intended
to extend understanding about (1) a macro-level shift towards
integrating biodiversity in strategy (i.e., changing interpretive
domain), (2) meso-level market-shaping activities intended to
define and stabilise meanings relating to VBCs and (3) how at a
micro-level organisational actors are taking up VBCs as a strate-
gic option for addressing biodiversity loss. Consequently, we add
by elaborating meanings that are informing the translation of
early market optimism for VBCs into actual investment.

6.1 | Theoretical Implications

Our analysis has theoretical implications for extending un-
derstanding about how attitudes and motivations are driving
interest in biodiversity credits, a gap identified by Wunder
et al. (2025). Specifically, we show how interest in creating a
new market for VBCs is reflective of changes emerging at the
(macro) level of interpretive domain in which biodiversity strat-
egy is authored. As such, there is scope to explore further how
institutionalised normative values associated with markets are
shaping strategy intended to protect and enhance biodiversity
(Panwar et al. 2023). Our findings add by providing insights into
how motivations and attitudes are being interpreted by early
market actors as drivers and barriers, which shape participation
in the nascent market for VBCs. In doing so, we contribute to the
limited academic literature exploring biodiversity finance, rela-
tive to climate finance research (Nedopil 2023). To date, much
of the debate about VBCs has been conducted in grey literature
(WEF 2022, WEF 2023; BCA 2023; IAPB 2024a, IAPB, 2024b,
IAPB, 2024c). Furthermore, as noted in the Discussion, our
analysis reveals that at a meso-level, there is an opportunity to
analyse the effectiveness of coordinated activities designed to
stabilise meanings relating to VBCs. While such market shap-
ing activities are viewed as significant for developing a market
for VBCs (Wunder et al. 2025), to date little attention has been
afforded to how best practice is being defined and diffused. Such
research is timely as the idea of exchanging units of biodiversity
is relatively novel but has far reaching implications given the ex-
tent of biodiversity loss. There is an opportunity for future stud-
ies exploring how meso-level actors manage tensions emerging
as market-based meanings are applied to biodiversity.

Our analysis also has implications for future studies exploring
how attitudes and motivations relating to biodiversity credits
are shaping organisational strategy with regards to biodiversity.
Our study shows how focusing on a specific option (credits) can
provide insight into how organisational actors are adapting to a
changing interpretive domain in which biodiversity is becoming
more central to strategy making (Panwar et al. 2023; Schaltegger
et al. 2023; White et al. 2024) or at the least is harder to ignore
(Bansal et al. 2025). Because biodiversity is rarely examined in
mainstream strategy research (Bansal et al. 2025), there is much
scope for future research analysing how organisational actors
are integrating biodiversity credits, and indeed other biodiver-
sity options, into strategy.

Last, though beyond the scope of this research, we see potential
for research taking a more holistic approach by integrating micro,
meso and macro levels. We suggest that analysing the three levels
holistically is vital for extending understanding about how the

biodiversity crisis is beginning to reshape the competitive terrain
in which strategy is developed (Rindova and Fombrun 1999). As
such there is a need for interpretive research designs that can
dig deeper into meaning making processes, which are being en-
acted to reimagine relationships connecting organisational activ-
ities with the biosphere (Bansal et al. 2025; Panwar et al. 2023;
Nedopil 2023; White et al. 2023). One option is to adopt a cul-
tural entrepreneurship lens so as to analyse the stories and nar-
ratives that are circulating within the nascent market for VBCs
(see Lounsbury et al. 2019). Such an approach would be valuable
for extending insight into the how tackling biodiversity loss ne-
cessitates a shift in meaning making so as to reconfigure repre-
sentations of biodiversity and nature with the material effects of
organisational activities. Other interpretative approaches, such
as those leveraging multimodal data analysis (e.g., visual), might
further assist in elaborating the meaning making processes shap-
ing new nature credits markets, such as VBCs.

6.2 | Practical Implications
6.2.1 | Policy Implications

The findings of this study also have practical implications for
policymakers. As we show, the market for VBC is still very much
in its infancy and faces numerous challenges. Addressing these
challenges and reducing market barriers requires strong policy
directives, especially where the aim is to develop high-integrity
credits.

Governments play a critical role in designing policies and legal
frameworks that encourage or mandate organisations to assess
and report their biodiversity impacts, in alignment with Target 15
of the GBF (Convention on Biological Diversity 2024). Clear reg-
ulatory structures are also needed in related areas such as land
use for biodiversity and inheritance tax. For example, in such
credit projects, clear frameworks regarding the liability to deliver
purchased units if things go wrong can reduce uncertainty in
the market. Additionally, governments can support market de-
velopment by restructuring agricultural subsidies to encourage
biodiversity-positive land management strategies, protecting
against perverse incentives and ensuring that restoration activi-
ties are not penalised under future regulatory regimes. However,
increasing regulations may also have downsides such as in-
creased bureaucracy and regulatory staff with insufficient qual-
ifications slowing down voluntary actions (Wunder et al. 2025).
Moreover, well-defined market rules are needed in currently
ambiguous areas such as stacking, bundling and the use of cred-
its for compensation. Clarifying what buyers and suppliers can
and cannot do with biodiversity credits will help reduce infor-
mation asymmetries and define responsibilities within the mar-
ket. We also note that voluntary credits should not be seen as a
replacement for existing nature protection mechanisms or public
funding for biodiversity. They should instead complement and
co-exist alongside other established mechanisms.

6.2.2 | Managerial Implications

This study provides practical implications by highlighting the
barriers and drivers that market actors face when developing
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VBCs. One practical recommendation is for managers to engage
in meso-level discussions, for example, by joining relevant net-
works. Membership of such networks (e.g., BCA Forum) is fast
growing and provides a means by which managers can con-
nect with a diverse range of voices and views currently shaping
the market for VBCs, such as scientific experts, environmental
NGOs and representatives from Indigenous Peoples and Local
Communities (IPLCs). Through these networks, managers can
access best practices and build the multistakeholder relationships
essential for market credibility. Such engagement may address
the limitations of industry self-governance identified by Bansal
et al. (2025), fostering the collaborative governance necessary for
establishing high-integrity biodiversity credit markets.

Another practical recommendation concerns the integration of
biodiversity credits into institutional frameworks. For instance,
the Science-Based Targets initiative's (SBTi) Beyond Value
Chain Mitigation (BVCM) framework (Benson et al. 2024) cur-
rently recognizes voluntary carbon credits as a mechanism to
scale mitigation beyond company value chains. However, it does
not explicitly reference biodiversity uplift or biodiversity credits.
Integrating biodiversity credits into such frameworks could play
a critical role in guiding corporate investments towards biodi-
versity and creating incentives for action in this field.

6.3 | Limitations and Future Research

This research has some limitations. The absence of a well-
defined market for VBCs posed challenges in determining the
research population. The research provides some clarity on this,
and as the market matures, this limitation may further dimin-
ish. Clearer understanding of the population creates opportu-
nities for quantitative research methods using larger sample
sizes that are representative of the growing market. Such stud-
ies could, for example, analyse potential barriers to the devel-
opment of the VBC market by ranking them according to their
significance. Moreover, this study was limited by its focus on
the UK context; further research could explore the international
landscape, investigating the implementations, opportunities
and barriers associated with these credits from a broader, or
global, perspective. In particular, future research could priori-
tise engaging with stakeholders to better understand the risks
and opportunities that biodiversity credits present for IPLCs.
Given the rapidly evolving nature of debates in the VBC market,
our analysis provides a snapshot of the heterogeneous views and
interests shaping this emerging market. Longitudinal research
could also offer valuable insights into how markets for nature
credits, such as VBCs, evolve over time.
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