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A B S T R A C T

Charismatic carbon projects are becoming increasingly popular in the voluntary carbon market. These are
carbon offset projects that lend themselves to telling stories about the livelihood benefits they provide for poor
people in the Global South in addition to carbon emission savings. I use cultural political economy as a theo-
retical heuristic to analyse how Gold Standard-certified cookstove carbon offsets are framed as delivering
charismatic carbon. Methodologically, this is done through a content analysis of the online visual and textual
marketing of 22 Gold Standard-certified cookstove carbon offset projects. I find that the project marketing makes
particularly strong claims to improve family livelihoods, income generation and women empowerment, whilst
de-politicising the feminist concern with women’s agency. The Gold Standard is one of the major and most well-
regarded offsetting standards. Therefore, this research may reveal important limitations in the current and future
shape of the wider voluntary carbon market.

1. Introduction

The offsetting of greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions is one of the
major strategies foreseen by the current climate change regime for the
mitigation of global warming. Since the early 2000s, a veritable offset
market has developed in which emitters can purchase offset certificates
that confirm that a specified amount of emitted GHGs – mostly carbon
dioxide – has been saved by projects that reduce emissions elsewhere,
for instance through reforestation or the installation of wind or hy-
dropower plants. Although states have emission reduction obligations
under the current climate change regime, many private persons and
companies also aim to offset their emissions voluntarily to decrease
their individual environmental footprint or as part of their corporate
social and environmental responsibility strategies.

In this voluntary carbon market, a popular catchphrase is 'charis-
matic carbon,' meaning that carbon offset providers look for 'small
scale, cute and cuddly carbon projects' [1] to increase carbon credits’
marketing appeal. Charismatic carbon projects tell stories about the
reduction of carbon emissions and social co-benefits that support poor
people - especially women - in the Global South. A popular example is
energy-efficient cookstove projects with the potential to reduce indoor
air pollution [1]. Offset project developers and carbon market brokers
put a high emphasis on selling charismatic carbon credits to their cli-
ents so that these may have a good standing in the eyes of their end

consumers [2–4]. Yet far from only a marketing tool, how co-benefits
are framed is a politically important question because successful frames
can shape the future design of monitoring and verification criteria for
social co-benefits in the voluntary carbon market ([49], 77).

How is charismatic carbon constructed, i.e. what marketing tools
are used to create the image of’ ‘small scale, cute and cuddly projects’?
What are its political implications, i.e. what message does the Gold
Standard’s marketing of charismatic carbon convey to offset purchasers
about the benefits created and what social role ascriptions manifest
therein? These questions are at the heart of this article. They force us to
engage with the mechanisms that keep the carbon market running, but
they have rarely been scrutinised by scholars and NGOs. Research on
carbon offsetting thus far has focused mostly on the mechanisms
through which carbon offset projects unfold at the local level and what
social-ecological outcomes they entail [5,6]. Other research has focused
on the normative quality of the standards and the standard setting
process – including from the point of view of human rights [7–9] or
fairness [10]. To date, only a few analyses of the public image of offset
certifications exist. With this article, I hope to contribute to filling this
void by scrutinising the marketing material used to make cookstove
projects attractive to potential offset purchasers.

A particularly relevant actor for the promotion of charismatic
carbon is the Gold Standard – a standard setter for carbon offset cer-
tification prominent among carbon market participants for most
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consistently including sustainable development criteria in its certifica-
tion standards ([11], 36). Moreover, the Gold Standard itself explicitly
uses the vocabulary of charismatic carbon to promote the purchase of
Gold Standard certified offsets among carbon market participants.1 In
this paper I therefore zero in on the Gold Standard's attempt to create
the image of charismatic carbon and I discuss its political implications.

For this purpose, I proceed as follows. I present the theoretical
framework of cultural political economy (CPE) in Section 2, which
enables a much-needed cultural view on aspects of economic policies.
In Section 3, I introduce actors’ motivations in the voluntary offset
market and improved cookstove dissemination as a particularly popular
project type associated with charismatic carbon. In Section 4, I propose
qualitative content analysis to study the Gold Standard's visual and
textual marketing material. I empirically analyse and discuss the public
presentation of 22 Gold Standard-certified cookstove projects along
three dominant frames in Section 5, which I call The Climate Change
Mitigation Frame, The Household Care Frame and The Employment and
Income Generation Frame. I conclude in Section 6 that the attempts to
construct charismatic carbon link socio-economic benefits with an a-
political notion of women empowerment.

2. A cultural political economy perspective

I contend that carbon offset providers’ marketing attempts to sell
their ‘products’ cannot be fully understood without an appreciation of
the cultural processes surrounding the carbon market. To make sense of
and critically discuss the implications of the charismatic attributes of
carbon offsets, I follow the lead of CPE [12]. CPE’s objective is to
analyse the political effects of economic processes and how culture
helps to shape them. In that sense, it aims to complement standard
political economy approaches by ‘showing how culture – understood
specifically as the intersubjectively produced meanings through which
practices are rendered intelligible and normatively charged – is crucial
to understanding political economy’ ([13], 67). A CPE focus, then,
contributes to our understanding of core political economy questions,
including the nature of production, trade and finance as well as patterns
of global distribution and inequality ([12], 22). In previous research on
the construction of carbon markets, a CPE perspective has proven useful
to disentangle the ‘affective processes by which market participants
intersubjectively mobilise desire for carbon markets’ ([13], 68). In
terms of theoretical traditions, CPE is a broad field in which different
approaches can co-exist that focus on culture as a concept to understand
the economy. Owing to the critical Marxist pedigree of much political
economy, questions of hegemony are a likely concern for CPE analyses
[14], but CPE also allows for more open-ended interrogations [12]. In
this latter sense, I use CPE as a heuristic to trace the cultural process of
the construction of charismatic carbon through the public documenta-
tion of cookstove offset projects and discuss its political implications.

First, however, some clarification is needed for how I look at culture
in CPE. I align with Best and Paterson, who in a most general sense
follow Geertz ([15], 5) to suggest that the cultural angle of CPE is
concerned with the ‘webs of significance’ or ‘systems of meaning
through which social life is both interpreted and organized’ ([12], 8). In
this understanding culture permeates all practices; the values that
people ascribe to objects and experiences condition their economic
behaviour and consequently ‘the economy must be read culturally’
([12], 6). Cultural processes can thus plausibly be assumed to play a
major role in the construction of the carbon market ([13], 69). In this
sense, ‘the deployment of culture by economic actors is always at the
same time political’ ([12], 6). For my analysis, this economic actor is
the Gold Standard and in the next section I introduce the voluntary
carbon market and its need for affective marketing before I scrutinise
the Gold Standard’s own marketing activities more closely.

3. Carbon offset certification and the clean cookstoves sector

In a nutshell, the voluntary carbon market functions through off-
setting projects that aim to reduce GHG emissions or to enhance GHG
sinks against a baseline scenario of business as usual. On this basis,
carbon credits are calculated that can be sold by offset project devel-
opers and bought by emitters ([16], 112–113). From the early days of
the international climate regime and the emergence of carbon markets,
carbon offsetting has strongly been linked to a win-win rhetoric. Ac-
cording to this rhetoric, emission reductions are not only cheaper in the
Global South than in the Global North, but also offset projects in the
Global South can at the same time promote sustainable development.

Yet because the voluntary market lacks a centralised structure and
the host country governments need not approve whether a project
promotes sustainable development, this market leaves considerable
leeway for the standards and criteria applied to offset projects ([17],
108–109). In response to quick allegations of greenwashing, private
standard setting schemes have emerged. Offset projects should only be
certified according to these standards if they make additional con-
tributions to the livelihoods of local communities hosting the projects
([18], 97–98; [17], 107). Indeed, the Gold Standard was founded in
2003 by international NGOs, notably the WWF, to manage ‘best prac-
tice standards’2 to ensure sustainable development co-benefits of
carbon offset projects. In 2016, 99% of voluntary offsets were third-
party certified, 58% by the Voluntary Carbon Standard, followed by the
Gold Standard with 17%. However, the Gold Standard is widely con-
sidered to be more ambitious in terms of sustainable development cri-
teria than other standards ([11], 36) and with $4.6/tCO2e, Gold
Standard certification realised the highest average price ([19], 15).

Owing to their assumed development co-benefits, a particularly
popular type is clean cookstove projects, i.e. projects that generate
emission reductions by distributing energy efficient cookstoves to
households in the Global South. Household air pollution due to smoke
from the indoor burning of solid fuel in inefficient cookstoves had been
identified as one of the major disease burdens – and indeed one of the
major causes of death – in the Global South [20–22]. Cookstove dis-
tribution programmes are therefore heralded by many as a major op-
portunity both to promote emission reductions ([23]; Ramanathan and
Carmichael 2008) and to improve health [24,25]. It is projected that by
2020, cookstove projects will be the second most important type of
offsets in terms of the monetary worth of the sum of issued credits after
Reducing Emissions from Deforestation and Forest Degradation (REDD
+) projects. In the voluntary market, nearly all cookstove projects have
so far been certified by the Gold Standard ([26], 57). Among Gold
Standard projects in the pipeline in 2017, 337 of 1394, i.e. 24%, were
cookstove projects that in absolute terms were the single most im-
portant project type, followed by wind power (236) and hydro power
(151) projects ([27], 6).

The purchasers of carbon offsets are mostly companies. In 2015,
they accounted for 98% of finance generated from carbon offsets ([28],
5) and offsetting is an important element of their corporate social and
environmental responsibility strategies ([29], 17). For individuals,
buying offsets directly, e.g. for their holiday flights, or indirectly as
customers of offsetting firms, serves to ease their conscience over their
consumption decisions ([30], 217–219). In 2016, 86% of offsets
worldwide were purchased by European and North American buyers
([31], 5) and offsets with social co-benefits are particularly appealing to
them. For 35% of voluntary offset buyers, co-benefits, particularly
community development, were the most important criterion in
choosing an offset project, followed by costs (25%) and fit with their
organisational mission (18%) ([31], 14).

Previous ethical consumption research on organic and fairtrade

1 Gold Standard Webinar on 21 March 2017.

2 https://www.goldstandard.org/our-story/who-we-are (last access 30 April
2019).
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goods has shown how people react positively to the promise of doing
‘good’ through consumption choices. However, people do not respond
well to moral appeals that induce a feeling of guilt. Instead, it is im-
portant to give potential buyers of ethical products a pragmatic sense
that they can promote change and to communicate this opportunity
through personal and emotional messages ([32], 214). Politically, this
approach reflects ‘an attempt to construct a novel morality connected
through the economies of Southern development and Northern con-
sumption’ ([33], 903).

Earlier studies suggest that similar cultural processes are at work in
the construction of carbon offsetting. According to a key carbon market
narrative, Northern consumers can build a connection to people in the
Global South. Heather Lovel, Harriet Bulkeley and Diana Liverman
([48], 2369) illustrate this point with a quote from an interview with a
media officer of an offset organisation:

‘It is important to be able to make it real to people, especially as
carbon is so abstract … community-based projects are colourful and
personable and they invoke real people and things that people can
engage with, so you don’t have to talk to them about hydro-
fluorocarbons … you can talk about cooking your evening meal without
having smoke-filled kitchen’.

They also observe that corporate consumers are especially anxious
to have a positive and personal story attached to their offsets because
their corporate responsibility image depends on their clients and cus-
tomers’ interpretation of their climate strategy ([48], 2368–2369). Si-
milarly, Philippe Descheneau and Matthew Paterson in their study of
carbon finance ads, find that marketing of carbon offsets is aimed at
transforming people’s sense of guilt around their carbon emissions ‘into
a motivation to “do good” by investing in offset projects’ ([13], 71).

However, not only end consumers need to be attracted by the
marketing of carbon offset projects as large corporate groups are major
purchasers of Gold Standard certified offset.3 Corporate social and en-
vironmental responsibility officers must gain the support of their au-
diences inside and outside the company. One can assume, though, that
corporate decision makers are influenced by the same kinds of personal
stories as individual consumers. To illustrate, in their interviews with
carbon market actors, Philippe Descheneau and Matthew Paterson were
‘struck by the affective economy of such markets, that they are driven
and sustained as much by an emotional investment in carbon trading as
in narrowly financial assessments of investment opportunities and
strategies’ ([13], 78).

To be sure, not all addressees of such marketing readily buy into
these stories. Whereas some carbon offset buyers may be primarily
‘concerned to promote their self-image as “Green”’ ([34], 186), em-
pirical research has shown that many others do indeed care about the
credibility of labels and certificates: They question whether they
eventually support a growing market built on greenwashing ([35], 266;
[16], 115) and they lose trust in the market when the failure of offset
projects makes media headlines ([36], 147).4 In the light of criticism
about greenwashing and questions of justice, fairness and sustainable
development contributions of carbon offsetting (e.g. [10]), there is a
clear need for offset providers and certification schemes to present the
projects in ways that counter this criticism. For instance, a study on the

Climate, Community and Biodiversity (CCB) certification scheme finds
that technocratisation narratives are important to underline the cred-
ibility and social and environmental effectiveness of certified offset
projects [37].

In the light of these observations, a CPE-informed analysis of the
marketing of Gold Standard certified projects can build on and com-
plement the few available studies on the representation of carbon off-
setting with a more nuanced scrutiny of personal stories told, and a
stronger focus on their political implications beyond the alleviation of
consumers’ feelings of guilt.

4. Methods

To unravel how the Gold Standard promotes its certification stan-
dard through the construction of charismatic carbon, I draw on the
public presentation of all 22 Gold Standard certified cookstove offset
projects featured on the Gold Standard's homepage at the time of data
collection for this study in spring 2018. The projects’ presentations
contain icons of the UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), photos
and brief written descriptions of the projects. Viewed together, the
different project descriptions create the public image for how the Gold
Standard certification of cookstove projects is supposed to contribute to
development-oriented carbon offsetting.

I employed qualitative content analysis – a method to interpret
communications with a view to their intended and/or potential impacts
on their recipients, which is commonly applied to written material but
can analogously also be applied to images ([38], chapter 5). My pri-
mary approach to the material was inductive and data-driven ([39],
chapter 5): Through iterative looks at the visual material and reading of
the textual material I identified the main frames in which the aspired
benefits of cookstove offset projects are packaged. Following Robert
Entman, I understand framing as ‘selecting and highlighting some facets
of events or issues and making connections among them so as to pro-
mote a particular interpretation, evaluation and/or solution’ ([40], 5).
In that sense, frames are inevitably normative as their promoters take
sides on specific policy issues ([40], 26–27). Framing can have different
functions (e.g. problem definition, identifying causes of problems) and
here I am primarily interested in the function of promoting remedy
([40], 5) because the Gold Standard's very self-understanding is to de-
velop solutions to the intertwined challenges of climate change and
development.

More concretely, the analysis consisted of two main steps: First, I
identified three main frames that in my reading capture the core rea-
sons given why the Gold Standard promotes cookstove offset projects as
a remedy to climate change and poverty. For this purpose, I looked at
the patterns prevalent in the images as well as the texts and identified
their overlap. Especially for photos, it has been pointed out that their
content has denotative and connotative elements; the former referring
to the objects, signs, patterns and compositional characteristics clearly
identifiable in the images; the latter referring to the intentionally open
level of symbolic content that will lie in the eye of the observer to in-
terpret ([41], 185). The denotative content of images in particular al-
lows for the analysis of the typical characteristics of a set of photos
([42], 175). Moreover, the denotative elements of images invoke the
common knowledge and broadly shared set of background assumptions
of their viewers that allow for a methodologically informed and inter-
subjectively plausible interpretation of the images ([43], 173). This is
important especially in political contexts because photos are not a
mirror of ‘reality’ but a tool to purposefully create a specific perception
of ‘the world out there’ ([41], 188). Analogously, language contains
both denotative and connotative elements. To carve out the presumably
widely resonating political messages of the project presentations, I fo-
cused my analysis on the material’s denotative content.

The second main step of the analysis situated the texts and images in
their wider policy context. The political implications of the images and
texts were assessed through a review of critical literature on cookstoves,

3 For example, DHL http://www.dpdhl.com/en/responsibility/
environmental-protection/green_products_and_services/climate_protection_pro-
jects.html (last access 30 April 2019); Ferrero confectionaries http://carbon-
pulse.com/7035/ (last access 30 April 2019).

4 One prominent example of this occurred after the band Coldplay announced
offsetting the emissions generated by the production of its second album by
planting 10,000 mango trees in the Southern Indian state of Karnataka. Yet the
public learned that after a short time only about a hundred tree samplings were
still alive in this dry environment ([36], 147). For media headlines on this see
e.g.: http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/worldnews/asia/india/1517031/How-
Coldplays-green-hopes-died-in-the-arid-soil-of-India.html (last access 30 April
2019).
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carbon offsetting, and gender in development interventions: I notably
discussed how the material analysed here presents cookstove projects as
charismatic interventions and how this supports or undermines trans-
formative development-oriented solutions to the current climate crisis.
Focusing strictly on the public presentation of cookstove carbon offset
projects allows for a nuanced analysis of the messages they convey. On
this basis, interviews with Gold Standard staff or cookstove offset
project managers would be an important next step to better grasp the
strategies and intentionality of these presentations.

5. The construction of charismatic carbon on the Gold Standard
homepage

On its website,5 the Gold Standard documents Gold Standard-cer-
tified offset projects and encourages GHG emitters to contribute to
these projects through the purchase of offsets that can conveniently be
done online using PayPal. It encourages developers of Gold Standard-
certified projects to submit photos and descriptions documenting their
activities to feature on the foundation’s homepage. These documenta-
tions must follow the Gold Standard's clear guidelines, which are aimed
at a corporate audience and intended to support the foundation’s de-
mand building strategy.6 Although the single project developers con-
tribute the material, it can thus nevertheless be interpreted as a mani-
festation of the Gold Standard's approach to constructing charismatic
carbon.

Each project has one sub-site on the Gold Standard's website and its
presentation consists of three main elements: at the head of the page, a
few photos picturize the project setting, usually three to five per pro-
ject, followed by the icons of the SDGs that the project claims to con-
tribute to and, finally, a short text that explains the project setting,
including quantifying achievements and illustrating their livelihood
relevance through quotes from project beneficiaries. The photos very
much look like snapshots as the illumination frequently is poor, several
photos cut off parts of people’s heads and faces and some photos are
even slightly blurry. This certainly creates the impression that these
photos are not whitewashed for marketing but tell the viewers some-
thing about the local ‘realities’ in project settings. Together with the
accompanying SDG icons and texts, this Gold Standard marketing ma-
terial creates three dominant frames – one frame primarily covering the
aspect of climate change mitigation and the other two primarily epi-
tomising its aspired charismatic character through, first, improved
household care, and, second, improved job and income opportunities.

5.1. The climate change mitigation frame

With cookstoves as a carbon offset tool, the ambition to contribute
to climate change mitigation is constitutive of the first frame. Photos of
cookstoves, alone or together with people, are a ubiquitous element
across all projects on display and all project presentations are furnished
with the icon of SDG 13 ‘climate action’, many more with the icon of
SDG 7 ‘affordable and clean energy’, which are pictured in Fig. 1:7

The Gold Standard has entered a strategic partnership with the
Secretariat of the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate
Change (UNFCCC) with the mission to promote the SDGs via climate
change mitigation measures.8 Accordingly, its UN-backed use of the

SDG icons can be understood to testify to its allegiance with the UN’s
widely accepted values. By drawing on the broadly perceived authority
of the United Nations, the use of these well-known and easily re-
cognisable icons communicates to the visitors of the Gold Standard’s
website that these projects are trustworthy and contribute to sustain-
able development – one of the most commonly felt challenges of our
times.

The claims conveyed in the photos and icons are backed up by the
more technical descriptions in the accompanying texts that specify the
stated emission reductions through the introduction of cookstoves. In
particular, substantial quantitative information is provided about the
amount of saved firewood or charcoal and GHG emissions. Some project
descriptions even link this information to local deforestation and
pressure on forests due to firewood collection and charcoal production.
A further component of some projects hence is environmental or cli-
mate change education of target communities.

However, such propositions must gain traction with their audience
in the face of widespread, serious concerns about carbon offsetting.
First, aggregate analyses of offset projects provide considerable evi-
dence that the contribution of fuelwood collection to deforestation and
forest degradation is much lower than estimates from carbon offset
projects suggest (e.g. [44,45]). Purchasers in the carbon market –
especially if they are professionals who follow market trends and keep
an eye on related political debates – may well be aware of this. The
project descriptions’ adamant emphasis on the emission reductions
achieved by Gold Standard-certified projects may thus be an attempt to
counter such concerns.

Second, although a standard justification for carbon offsetting in the
carbon market discourse affirms that it makes little difference to the
atmosphere where emissions are saved and that emission savings are
less costly in the Global South ([48], 2367), early criticisms offered that
most emissions in the Global North are avoidable and that offsets are
therefore mere indulgences for pursuing what is considered by many
critics as a luxurious lifestyle (for influential accounts of this position
see e.g. [46] or [47]). Likewise, corporate carbon consumers from early
on have been accused of using offsets as ‘a relatively painless means
through which to claim green credentials without undertaking any
significant internal action’ ([48], 2373). Offset projects obviously then
cannot be successfully legitimated by their claimed environmental
benefits alone. Seen in this light, it is perhaps hardly surprising that the
Gold Standard puts a complementary strong focus on marketing offset
projects as charismatic development benefits.

5.2. Making carbon emission reductions charismatic

The strong emphasis on social co-benefits of carbon offsets is clearly
visible in the overwhelming pictorial and textual emphasis on improved
livelihoods. The two dominant frames in this regard – zooming in on
household care and then on jobs and income generation – in particular
create a picture of benefits for poor women and their families and
thereby strongly underline the declared ambition of generating

Fig. 1. SDG icons.

5 https://www.goldstandard.org/get-involved/make-an-impact (last access
30 April 2019).

6 https://www.goldstandard.org/sites/default/files/documents/17_nov_
2015_-_feature_your_project_-_help_build_demand.pdf (last access 30 April
2019).

7 The icons on display here are copied from the Gold Standard website; ori-
ginally the icons are from the United Nations: http://www.un.org/
sustainabledevelopment/news/communications-material/ (last access 30 April
2019).

8 https://www.goldstandard.org/our-work/innovations-consultations/gold-
(footnote continued)
standard-and-unfccc-partnership (last access 30 April 2019).
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charismatic carbon. The centrality of these frames in the carbon off-
setting discourse is also supported by other studies (e.g. [49]), but their
detailed content and political message is still up for scrutiny.

Both frames employ a combination of the SDG icons related to
poverty alleviation, health, gender equality and work and economic
growth (see Fig. 2), depending on the additional benefits that the
project primarily claims, and to which customers are encouraged to
support through their offset purchase.9

The use of these icons does not follow any clear pattern but
nevertheless epitomises how socio-economic benchmarks are said to
inform offset practices under the Gold Standard. Beyond that, the two
charismatic carbon frames can be distinguished along the lines of dis-
tinct patterns in the photos and texts.

5.2.1. The household care frame
The household care frame is dominant among the two charismatic

carbon frames. The frame is homogeneous, featuring women and
cookstoves: sometimes the women are cooking, sometimes they are just
besides their cookstoves; sometimes with old cookstoves, but mostly
with new ones; sometimes with children, sometimes without children.
This small degree of variation suggests that an idea of a close and in-
variable link between women and cookstoves is the core concern of
such charismatic carbon projects. The two photos in Fig. 3 are re-
presentative of this group with the left photo depicting a woman and
child with an old cookstove and the right photo depicting a woman
firing new stoves.10

These photos clearly reflect the idea of charismatic carbon: They
focus on women in poor countries and depict them in essential, ev-
eryday care work situations of food preparation. The background of
most photos clearly displays the context of poverty in which the pur-
ported improvements in women’s lives take place. We see unrendered
brick, concrete or corrugated iron walls, some stained in black from
soot. The stoves are centrally positioned in the photos, thereby under-
lining the key role they are assumed to play for the generation of sus-
tainable development benefits. Hardly any other items distract the
viewers’ attention from these scenes. The introduction of improved
cookstoves thus appears to address the most basic wellbeing needs of
poor families – and those members who are often perceived as parti-
cularly vulnerable, women and children.

Further specification of the benefits is provided in the accom-
panying texts. While the photos do not feature smoke from the tradi-
tional stoves, the texts strongly emphasise how smoke contributes to
respiratory and eye illnesses mostly in women and children and how
the introduction of improved stoves, and the significant reduction of
smoke, benefits their health. Besides reduced smoke exposure, sig-
nificant benefits for women mentioned are that they spend less time and
money on collecting fuel material and reduced cooking times. The

saved money, it is asserted, can then be used for other livelihood pur-
poses such as education or medical care. In addition to general claims
about health benefits and savings, many project descriptions suggest
that cookstove projects can make important contributions to women
empowerment, mostly by freeing up time and reducing the hard work
of firewood collection.

Again, these presentations must convince potential purchasers in
light of the evidence about the limited social benefits of cookstove
projects. For instance, many studies show that: new cookstoves are
frequently only insufficiently taken up as recipients use the old and new
stoves together (e.g. [50–53], 8); evidence is mixed as to whether im-
proved stoves have a significant emission reduction and health benefit
potential under ‘real world conditions’ as opposed to laboratory-type
measurements [54–57]; or the monetary saving potential of the switch
to improved cookstoves is uncertain due to a huge divergence in the
affordability of fuels needed for some types of improved stoves ([58],
557–558; [53], 7).

Possibly in reply to such concerns, all the claimed benefits of Gold
Standard-certified projects are underlined by quantitative data, parti-
cularly in terms of savings on fuels. Moreover, each project description
ends with a testimonial by a project beneficiary – mostly by women –
which vividly conveys the message about people’s livelihood benefits.
One typical example is the following from a project in Kampala:

‘The stove is so great that if I had the money, I would buy them for
all my friends! It saves me 1000 Shillings per day on charcoal compared
to my other stove’.11

There is thus a highly emotional context to the texts, which un-
derscores how much the projects can allegedly contribute to the well-
being of the poor in the Global South.

And yet, even if the Gold Standard-certified projects indeed fare
better in social areas than projects certified according to other stan-
dards, it is less clear whether such projects can in fact support women
empowerment. After all, the claims about women empowerment are
consistently linked to descriptions of how the time and money saved
through the use of the new cookstoves apparently flow into other
household and care activities. This conclusion is particularly pro-
nounced in the inclusion of testimonials like the following from a
website:

‘My new stove allows more flexibility: After turning it on, it burns
on its own. While the rice is cooking, I can cut the vegetables’.12

In other project descriptions the cooking time saved is overtly linked
to more time for women to improve smallholdings and to care for the
children. In contrast, men are neither depicted in the photos nor
mentioned in the texts in relation to household activities or even the
home’s living conditions.

These presentations, however, hardly resonate with the prevalent
notion of female empowerment as a ‘process by which those who have
been denied the ability to make strategic life choices acquire such an
ability’ ([59], 435). This understanding emphasises the power struc-
tures that condition women’s subordinate position in society. A better
resource endowment for women clearly is a part of this; yet it not only
remains unclear from the project presentations how much of the im-
proved resource availability really benefits women and not primarily
their families, but also women’s agency as another key component of
making independent strategic life choices is disregarded. By marketing
interventions as empowering that improve the health and income for
women pursuing traditional household activities without even raising
the issue of their own agency or relations between males and females,
the presentations by the Gold Standard use a concept that has become
fashionable in market-oriented development approaches (see [60],

Fig. 2. SDG icons.

9 Again, the icons are copied from the Gold Standard website. Originally the
icons are from the United Nations: http://www.un.org/
sustainabledevelopment/news/communications-material/ (last access 30 April
2019).

10 First photo: https://www.goldstandard.org/projects/stoves-life-energy-ef-
ficient-cook-stove-project-kakamega-kenya (last access 30 April 2019), photo
courtesy of myclimate; second photo: https://www.goldstandard.org/projects/
community-based-cookstoves-india (last access 30 April 2019), photo courtesy
of FairClimateFund

11 https://www.goldstandard.org/projects/improved-cookstoves-social-and-
environmental-impact-uganda (last access 30 April 2019).

12 https://www.goldstandard.org/projects/saving-bengal-tiger-through-
dissemination-improved-cookstoves (last access 30 April 2019).
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5–12 for an overview) in ways that de-politicise its original eminently
political ambition of contesting power relations.

A gap between outsiders’ presentations of such projects as assisting
with women empowerment and the replication of traditional social
roles in stove-receiving communities frequently surfaces in other dis-
courses as well. Romy Listo thus finds that one way in which women are
typically stereotyped in the energy poverty literature is that it fails to
consider that although across countries women spend more time on
average on fuel wood collection, this pattern may differ considerably
according to context ([61], 13). Similarly, this literature largely ignores
whether women allocate this time to household activities or to those
‘political, educational, leisure or income or independence-generating
activities which are advocated by policy-makers’; thus, evidence about
actual practice is mixed in this regard ([61], 14; see also [63], 207).
Shonali Pachauri and Narasimha Rao claim in a rare review of empirical
knowledge about the gender-energy-poverty nexus, that generally there
is little manifest evidence how women benefit from transitions to
modern energy services ([63], 205). Overall, this frame thus situates
the public presentation of Gold Standard projects within a wider dis-
course based on simplified and a-political role understandings of
women and that associates them with household and care work. As I
show below, interestingly, this discourse is complemented by a frame
that presents women as more on par with men in the world of work.

5.2.2. The employment and income generation frame
The analysis of the introduction of new cookstoves as a job and

income generation opportunity on the one hand reinforces the narrative
about an effective livelihood-focused development intervention, but on
the other it creates a somewhat more progressive, even if not genuinely
empowered, image of women’s role. It is slightly less pronounced than

the household care frame but still visible throughout the project de-
scriptions and thus an important complement. The three photos in
Fig. 4 are typical examples.13

In terms of the overall narrative of a successful, low-intensity de-
velopment intervention, the first outstanding compositional feature of
this group of photos is its display of apparently simple activities.
Cookstove producers are portrayed as performing manual labour using
basic tools and material. Analogously, the sale of cookstoves is depicted
as taking place in sheds or under the open sky with no need for complex
storage or logistic facilities. Likewise, promotion and education sessions
for the cookstoves are presented as held without the use of further
material beyond the display of cookstoves and their functioning.
Altogether, the image created is thus one of cookstoves as simple in-
struments that can be easily assembled, sold and their use straightfor-
wardly communicated to intended users. The photos’ complementary
texts primarily emphasise different kinds of local economic benefits
associated with the introduction of new cookstoves. The production and
sale of cookstoves are highlighted as important income generation op-
portunities. The cooperation with local partners and focus on local
markets are an additional important element in some of the project
descriptions. Most project descriptions moreover contain some quanti-
fication of the number of people employed in the assembling and sale of

Fig. 3. Women using cookstoves.

Fig. 4. Cookstove production and sale.

13 First photo: https://www.goldstandard.org/projects/solar-and-efficient-
stoves-madagascar (last access 30 April 2019), photo courtesy of myclimate;
second photo: https://www.goldstandard.org/projects/gyapa-cookstoves-pro-
ject (last access 30 April 2019), photo courtesy of ClimateCare; https://
www.goldstandard.org/projects/solar-and-efficient-stoves-madagascar (last
access 30 April 2019), photo courtesy of myclimate
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cookstoves, numbers of disseminated stoves and/or numbers of people
trained for producing or using the new cookstoves.

The relatively strong focus on the local production in the Gold
Standard marketing material contrasts with frequent criticism that the
mere distribution of stoves can destroy local markets (as reported for
instance in [49], 76). Beyond that, the simple production and sale
conditions strongly mirror the basic cooking context and thereby re-
inforce the image that something 'good' is being done to improve the
conditions of some of the world’s poorest. Once more we can thus ob-
serve the construction of charismatic carbon through an emphasis on
improving the livelihoods of the poor through small-scale interventions.

As to women’s role within this overall setting, some traditional
gender roles remain in place even in the Gold Standard’s presentation of
this frame. Several projects claim to also contribute to women em-
powerment by emphasising the number of women employed and
trained, which so the argument goes, helps women to gain a more in-
dependent standing in their communities. However, as far as informa-
tion is provided about the uses of the newly generated income, most
seems to flow into children’s education or basic necessities of life such
as food or medical care, once more missing the inherent core idea of
women empowerment.

And yet, the photos represent men and women as being much more
on par. They are seemingly engaged in the same kind of activities – the
same steps in the cookstove production process, selling cookstoves and
educating others about their use. Men and women are also depicted in
roughly equal numbers in these different activities. The texts particu-
larly highlight the income opportunities for women. The degree of
emphasis on women’s independent economic agency on the one hand
mirrors other research that has identified a less powerful counter-dis-
course of women as agents of their energy choices in a broader energy
poverty literature that largely constructs women as passive victims of
their social environments ([61]8, 15). On the other hand, the emphasis
of women’s economic and entrepreneurial activity as producers and
sellers of cookstoves also links into a discourse that neoliberalises
feminism. In this sense, it has been observed in various contexts that
corporate social responsibility strategies articulate a commitment to
gender equality to gain legitimacy and to support and expand their
corporate strategies and therefore push women into entrepreneurial
roles. Although development projects based on fostering market en-
trepreneurship have been found to have contradictory effects, for in-
stance enhancing the social standing of some women while decreasing
that of others, its generally the case that they, too, empty the language
of women empowerment of its core feminist idea of collective struggle
(e.g. [62]). This is also very much the case for the public representa-
tions I have analysed here as they present women as individually
grateful for the new job and income opportunities without providing
any information about a deeper engagement with women’s views on the
kind of economic roles to which they aspire.

Viewed together with the household care frame, this frame more-
over reflects not only the idea that carbon offsetting can provide social
benefits to the poor and vulnerable in the Global South, but also by
assigning women both the role of primary household care workers and
economically active alongside men, the two frames also mirror a world
that will look familiar to many offset purchasers in the Global North.
Overall, the frames thus reassure purchasers that they do ‘good’ by
carbon offsetting and they link to the experiences of those who buy
offsets.

6. Conclusion

Sustainable development co-benefits are becoming increasingly
important in the voluntary carbon market and certifiers and providers
of carbon offsets deliberately aim to sell them as charismatic carbon. In
this article, I have identified three main frames through which the Gold
Standard promotes cookstove projects as a remedy to address climate
change and poor living conditions. Especially, the two frames related

directly to social co-benefits might serve to lend legitimacy to the
carbon market and keep it going in the face of criticism of the mere
shifting of emission reductions from the Global North to the Global
South.

In the analysed images and texts, the idea of charismatic ‘small
scale, cute and cuddly carbon projects’ [1] predominantly manifests in
the presentation of health and livelihood benefits for women and their
children and families. Important as these objectives are, there are
several normative concerns about the way the projects are framed.
Women are presented as being solely responsible for all activities re-
lated to cooking and other household work. A complementary per-
spective is introduced through the presentation of women as equal
agents in the economy of producing and selling cookstoves. However,
there is still a certain emphasis on how their incomes are used for their
families and no emphasis on their own priorities, which becomes even
more obvious because it is not clear whether women endorse the en-
trepreneurial type of activity offered by cookstove offset projects. By
highlighting these limits to empowerment, this article has helped to
expose how such projects are less transformative than they pretend to
be – especially as they fortify ascribed gender roles. It is therefore easy
to sympathise with the view expressed in Listo’s review of the scholarly
literature that marketing these projects as a contribution to women
empowerment means to ‘co-opt feminist discourses, and analytical tools
and concepts, namely gender and empowerment, in ways that distort
their political implication’ ([61], 11). The introduction of improved
cookstoves then appears to be a technical intervention at the expense of
an emphasis on the need for more integrated interventions ([61], 11).
Obviously, there are limits to the breadth of transformation that can be
expected from a single, small-scale intervention like the introduction of
cookstoves. However, if the introduction of new cookstoves was pub-
licly framed as a process that may open up spaces to contest gendered
norms of care work and local labour markets structures, this would
anchor empowerment agendas much more firmly in public perceptions.
But giving space to contested social relations in offset presentations
might of course undermine the image of charismatic carbon, which
rests on a notion of conflict-free cuddliness.

It is hardly surprising that an organisation’s marketing material –
which is, after all, what I have analysed here – is overly positive about
its achievements. And yet, owing to the imminently political role of the
Gold Standard, we might want to be particularly sensitive to the frames
it employs. The Gold Standard is not only one of the main standard
setters for offset certifications, but also is perceived by actors in the
carbon market as particularly ambitious with regard to social co-ben-
efits; moreover, it is an official partner of the UNFCCC Secretariat. The
frames it creates for cookstove projects as a particularly popular type of
offset are thereby likely to have a significant impact on carbon market
actors’ perceptions of politically desirable types of market instruments.
A CPE perspective as employed here can help to uncover just how much
cultural representations can veil unjust social structures by de-politi-
cising feminist concepts and making them palatable to the marketing
needs of the carbon offset market. In that sense, a de-politicising pre-
sentation of women empowerment can have political effects in legit-
imating a particular shape of the carbon market.
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