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Introduction 
Chocolate occupies a paradoxical position in global consumption. Marketed as an 

affordable indulgence and symbol of everyday pleasure, it is produced within a 

system characterised by persistent ethical, social, and environmental challenges. 

Climate change has increasingly disrupted cocoa production through droughts, plant 

disease, and extreme weather, contributing to severe supply shortages and record 

cocoa prices in recent years (FAO, 2023; ICCO, 2024). Simultaneously, 

long-standing issues such as child labour, low farmer incomes, and deforestation 

continue to affect cocoa-growing regions in West Africa and Latin America, despite 

decades of certification schemes and corporate sustainability commitments (Fountain 

and Hütz-Adams, 2025; Neilson et al., 2018). 

This essay argues that the sustainability crisis in the global chocolate industry is best 

understood as a wicked problem: a complex challenge shaped by interdependent 

causes, competing stakeholder interests, and the absence of clear or definitive 

solutions (Rittel and Webber, 1973). Within this context, many industry responses - 

including ethical certification, traceability technologies, and recent price increases 

justified as necessary to protect brand investment - function as technical fixes that 

stabilise existing market structures rather than address their underlying inequities. 

Marketing plays a central role in this process by simplifying complexity, managing 

consumer expectations, and sustaining demand through narratives of ethical 

progress, even as structural problems persist (Banerjee, 2008; Wang et al., 2016). 

By examining the chocolate industry through the lenses of marketing, leadership, and 

responsible management, this essay explores why sustainability challenges remain 

entrenched and what these reveal about the limits of market-based solutions. In 

doing so, it considers implications for the United Nations Sustainable Development 



Goals, particularly SDG 8 (Decent Work and Economic Growth), SDG 12 

(Responsible Consumption and Production), and SDG 13 (Climate Action). 

Ultimately, it argues that meaningful progress requires leadership capable of 

confronting trade-offs, redistributing value, and engaging honestly with systemic 

complexity rather than masking it. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Background and Context: The Global Chocolate 
Industry 
The global chocolate industry is characterised by pronounced asymmetries in power, 

risk, and value capture across its supply chain. While chocolate consumption is 

concentrated in high-income markets in Europe and North America, approximately 

90% of global cocoa production is carried out by smallholder farmers in developing 

regions, particularly West Africa (ICCO, 2024). These farmers typically operate on 

small plots of land, face limited access to finance, inputs, and agricultural technology, 

and remain highly exposed to price volatility and climate-related risks, resulting in 

persistent income insecurity (Fountain & Hütz-Adams, 2025; FAO, 2023). Yet, despite 

bearing the greatest social and environmental exposure, these upstream actors 

remain structurally distant from strategic decision-making. 

 

Figure 1: Stakeholders’ proximity and responsibility asymmetries in the global 
chocolate industry (Author generated, Canva, 2026) 



As illustrated in Figure 1, decision-making power and value capture are concentrated 

among downstream actors, notably multinational chocolate manufacturers and their 

brand, marketing, and procurement functions. These actors shape sourcing 

strategies, pricing mechanisms, and sustainability narratives, while intermediaries - 

such as cooperatives, traders, and certification bodies - operate at the interface 

between corporate commitments and on-the-ground production realities. 

Environmental pressures have further intensified these structural imbalances. Cocoa 

is a climate-sensitive crop, and rising temperatures, erratic rainfall, and disease have 

reduced yields in key producing regions, contributing to recent supply shortages and 

unprecedented price volatility (FAO, 2023). 

At the same time, cocoa expansion has historically been associated with 

deforestation, particularly in West Africa, placing the industry under growing 

regulatory scrutiny. Emerging due diligence and deforestation-free supply chain 

requirements in the European Union signal a shift from voluntary governance 

towards mandatory accountability, increasing pressure on firms to address risks that 

have long been externalised onto farming communities and ecosystems (European 

Commission, 2023). This context is essential for understanding why sustainability 

challenges in the chocolate sector persist despite sustained ethical and technological 

interventions. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Diagnosis and Analysis: Marketing, the 
Perception–Impact Gap, and the Chocolate 
Industry as a Wicked Problem 
The sustainability challenges facing the global chocolate industry display the defining 

characteristics of a wicked problem, marked by interdependence, contested 

responsibility, and interventions that often stabilise existing systems rather than 

resolve underlying tensions (Rittel & Webber, 1973). Central to this complexity is 

what Figure 2 conceptualises as the perception–impact gap: the divergence between 

how chocolate is marketed and consumed, and the social and environmental 

conditions under which cocoa is produced. Marketing plays a pivotal role in 

sustaining this gap by shaping consumer meaning in ways that protect demand and 

brand value while externalising structural harm.

 

Figure 2: The Perception-Impact Gap in the chocolate industry (Author 
generated, Canva, 2026) 

As illustrated in Figure 2, chocolate is commonly positioned as an “ethical treat,” “fair 

trade” product, or “luxury indulgence.” These narratives contrast sharply with 

persistent realities of child labour, farmer poverty, and deforestation in 

cocoa-producing regions. Marketing theory highlights that brands do not merely 

communicate functional attributes but actively construct symbolic and moral value. In 



the context of a wicked problem, this symbolic work risks decoupling consumption 

from consequence, enabling ethical reassurance without material transformation. 

From a marketing systems perspective, the chocolate sector operates as a 

buyer-driven global value chain, in which downstream firms retain control over 

branding, pricing, and market access while upstream producers absorb climatic, 

income, and labour risks (Gereffi, 1994; Neilson et al., 2018). Marketing functions 

reinforce this structure by prioritising brand differentiation, price stability, and demand 

preservation in competitive consumer markets. As shown in Figure 1, 

decision-making authority is concentrated among multinational manufacturers and 

brand leadership, while exposure to volatility is displaced upstream. The 

perception–impact gap is therefore not accidental but structurally produced through 

prevailing marketing logics. 

Ethical certification and sustainability claims operate through signalling mechanisms 

(Spence, 1973), offering consumers simplified assurances about unobservable 

attributes such as ethical sourcing or environmental responsibility. While these 

signals reduce information asymmetry, they have limited impact on income 

distribution or power relations within cocoa supply chains (Fountain & Hütz-Adams, 

2025). Instead, they contribute to what Banerjee (2008) describes as the 

commodification of ethics, whereby moral concern becomes a marketable attribute 

rather than a driver of systemic change. 

This logic is made explicit in contemporary industry discourse. A recent WARC 

analysis argues that chocolate brands must keep prices high to protect supply 

chains, safeguard quality, and maintain long-term brand investment amid rising cocoa 

costs and climate-related supply disruptions (WARC, 2024). Framed as a marketing 

and brand management imperative, higher prices are presented as a responsible 



response that ensures continuity and resilience. However, from a wicked problem 

perspective, this framing reveals a critical limitation. Price increases are justified in 

the language of sustainability and supply chain protection, yet they are rarely 

accompanied by transparent commitments to redistribute value, reduce demand 

pressures, or address the disproportionate risks faced by smallholder farmers. 

Historical data and market projections indicate that retail prices are expected to 

coincide with stable and slightly increasing demand, reinforcing the insulation of 

consumption patterns from upstream impacts (Appendices 2 & 3). Pricing thus 

functions as a reputational and stabilising mechanism, preserving consumer 

perception while leaving structural inequalities intact.  

Consumer-facing marketing strategies further entrench this dynamic. Market 

orientation theory emphasises responsiveness to consumer preferences as a source 

of competitive advantage (Kohli & Jaworski, 1990). In the chocolate sector, however, 

these preferences are inherently contradictory: consumers increasingly demand 

ethical reassurance while continuing to expect affordability, abundance, and 

convenience. Marketing resolves this tension by reframing sustainability as 

compatible with unchanged consumption patterns, often referred to as the comfort 

paradox of ethical consumption (Harrison, 2024). Figure 2 visually captures this 

outcome: perception is carefully managed, while impact remains displaced. 

Boundary-spanning actors such as cooperatives, traders, and certification bodies are 

frequently highlighted within marketing narratives as evidence of responsibility and 

engagement. Yet, as Figure 1 demonstrates, their authority to influence pricing, 

volumes, or risk allocation remains limited. This produces a pattern of responsibility 

displacement, in which accountability is diffused across the system while strategic 

control remains concentrated (Banerjee, 2008). In wicked problem contexts, such 



displacement reduces pressure for transformative leadership by obscuring where 

meaningful intervention could occur. 

Taken together, Figures 1 and 2, alongside industry discourse such as the WARC 

pricing analysis, illustrate that sustainability failures in the chocolate industry are not 

anomalies but predictable outcomes of dominant marketing paradigms applied to a 

wicked problem. By prioritising reassurance, brand protection, and price stability, 

marketing practices widen the perception–impact gap and delay the leadership 

interventions required to address structural inequality. Closing this gap requires a 

reconceptualisation of marketing as a leadership practice - one that aligns pricing, 

communication, and consumption with material realities rather than insulating one 

from the other. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Implications for Sustainable and Responsible 
Practice 

 

Figure 3: Reframing sustainability responses in the global chocolate industry 
(Author generated, 2026) 

�​ Figure 3 summarises the shift required from market-based sustainability 
responses towards governance-oriented leadership practices capable of 
addressing the structural characteristics of the chocolate industry as a wicked 
problem.  

 

Figure 4: Intervention leverage points in the global chocolate industry (Author 
generated, 2026) 

�​ Figure 4 identifies key leverage points within the chocolate industry system, 
illustrating the contrast between dominant low-leverage institutions and the 
high-leverage actions required to address structural sustainability challenges. 

Recent scholarship in marketing and sustainability increasingly emphasises that 

ethical responsibility cannot be treated as a peripheral branding activity or a set of 

symbolic claims layered onto existing business models. Instead, sustainability in 

climate-constrained and ethically contested sectors requires a redefinition of 

marketing’s role in shaping markets, demand, and value distribution (White et al., 

2019). In the global chocolate industry, where climate volatility, deforestation risk, and 



entrenched inequalities define production conditions, responsible practice must move 

beyond reassurance-based communication toward interventions that actively 

reshape market structures. 

A first implication is that sustainable marketing practice must be market-shaping 

rather than merely market-oriented. Traditional market orientation frameworks 

emphasise responsiveness to consumer preferences as a source of competitive 

advantage (Kohli & Jaworski, 1990). However, recent sustainability research 

highlights the ethical limits of this logic when consumer expectations themselves 

depend on the externalisation of social and environmental harm (Vredenburg et al., 

2020). Comparable challenges can be observed in wild-capture fisheries, where 

overexploitation forced a shift away from demand responsiveness toward 

science-based quota systems and managed scarcity (Garcia & Rosenberg, 2010; 

Hilborn et al., 2020). In these fisheries, marketing adapted by normalising higher 

prices, limited availability, and seasonal management rather than attempting to 

preserve volume growth. While social equity issues persist in fisheries as well, this 

example illustrates that responsible practice becomes meaningful only when 

marketing aligns demand with ecological limits rather than insulating consumers from 

them. For chocolate, this implies preparing consumers for constrained supply, higher 

prices, and reduced abundance as ethically necessary responses to climate risk and 

ecological limits. 

Second, responsible practice requires a shift from symbolic credibility to material 

accountability. Research on sustainability communication documents persistent 

decoupling between ethical narratives and operational realities (Christensen et al., 

2020; Marquis & Qian, 2014). In chocolate, ethical certification and “ethical treat” 

narratives often function as symbolic assurances that stabilise demand while leaving 



income distribution and power relations unchanged. Lessons can be drawn from the 

phase-out of ozone-depleting substances under the Montreal Protocol, where 

responsibility was not communicated through aspirational branding but enforced 

through coordinated regulation, product withdrawal, and market transformation 

(Benedick, 1998; Parson, 2003). Marketing in that context played a normalising role - 

helping consumers accept higher costs and altered products - rather than acting as a 

reputational shield. This reinforces the implication that ethical marketing in chocolate 

must be constrained by verifiable commitments to value redistribution and risk 

sharing, not expanded through ever more refined storytelling. 

Third, contemporary greenwashing scholarship highlights that misleading 

sustainability claims raise fundamental ethical concerns related to manipulation and 

consumer autonomy (Delmas & Burbano, 2011; Nyilasy et al., 2014). Responsible 

marketing practice therefore requires stricter governance of sustainability claims, 

ensuring that communication is subordinate to procurement realities. This means 

limiting ethical claims unless they are supported by demonstrable changes in 

purchasing practices. Rather than competing on ethical symbolism, brands must treat 

transparency about limitations and ongoing challenge as part of responsible 

communication. 

Fourth, sustainability transitions research suggests that meaningful change requires 

collective-market transformation, not isolated firm-level initiatives. Transition and 

market-shaping perspectives emphasise that systemic change occurs through 

coordinated shifts in rules, norms, and competitive dynamics rather than isolated firm 

initiatives (Köhler et al., 2019; Smith et al., 2015). Partial progress in specialty coffee 

illustrates both the potential and the limits of market-led responsibility. In premium 

segments, marketing has supported higher prices, origin transparency, and long-term 



producer relationships; however, gains remain marginal relative to the scale of the 

industry and structural inequalities persist (Daviron & Ponte, 2005; Jaffee, 2007). 

This reinforces the argument that responsible practice in chocolate cannot rely on 

niche ethical segments alone. Marketing leadership must support pre-competitive 

coordination - shared income benchmarks, aligned deforestation-free sourcing, and 

collective climate adaptation - rather than treating sustainability as a source of 

differentiation. 

Fifth, recent marketing scholarship has reintroduced sufficiency as a necessary 

ethical principle in climate-constrained markets (Llovera & Pansera, 2025). 

Sufficiency-oriented marketing accepts that reduced throughput may be required 

(Gordon et al., 2011). In the chocolate sector, this does not imply eliminating pleasure 

but redesigning it around “better, less often” propositions: smaller portion sizes, 

portfolio rationalisation, and innovation that transparently reduces reliance on 

climate-stressed cocoa. Marketing’s role here is not to moralise consumption but to 

realign pleasure with material limits, challenging the assumption that indulgence must 

always scale. 

Finally, these implications collectively point to a reframing of marketing as a 

leadership and governance practice rather than a demand-management tool. In the 

chocolate industry, closing the perception–impact gap requires marketing to stop 

insulating consumers from consequence and instead support the difficult transitions 

implied by climate change and ethical accountability. Responsibility, in this context, is 

not a brand asset to be leveraged but a systemic condition to be governed. 

 



Limitations of Market-Based Solutions & 
Leadership Challenges  
Despite their prominence in corporate sustainability strategies, market-based 

solutions exhibit clear limitations when applied to the sustainability challenges of the 

global chocolate industry. Certification schemes, ethical branding, traceability 

technologies, and price-based mechanisms are frequently presented as pragmatic 

tools capable of reconciling responsibility with continued market growth. However, a 

growing body of scholarship suggests that such approaches are structurally 

constrained by the market logics within which they operate, particularly in sectors 

marked by climate risk, ethical controversy, and asymmetric power relations 

(Banerjee, 2008; Christensen et al., 2020). In the context of wicked problems, 

market-based solutions tend to stabilise existing systems rather than enable 

transformative change. 

A central limitation lies in the reliance on consumer choice as the primary driver of 

ethical outcomes. Marketing theory has long assumed that informed, value-conscious 

consumers can discipline firms through purchasing decisions. Empirical evidence, 

however, consistently demonstrates a persistent attitude–behaviour gap, whereby 

ethical concern rarely translates into sustained changes in consumption behaviour 

(Carrington et al., 2010; White et al., 2019). In the chocolate sector, consumers may 

express concern for ethical sourcing while continuing to prioritise affordability, 

convenience, and indulgence. Market-based sustainability initiatives respond by 

simplifying ethical complexity into labels and claims that preserve consumption rather 

than confronting the trade-offs required for substantive change. Responsibility is 

thereby individualised and depoliticised, shifting accountability away from firms and 

governance structures and onto consumers (Shamir, 2008). 



A second limitation concerns the distribution of risk and value within buyer-driven 

global value chains. Market-based sustainability initiatives typically leave pricing 

authority, contract terms, and sourcing volumes under the control of downstream 

firms, while upstream producers continue to absorb climatic, economic, and 

compliance risks (Gereffi, 1994; Neilson et al., 2018). Even where sustainability 

premiums or investments are introduced, evidence suggests they rarely reduce 

income volatility or meaningfully alter power asymmetries (Fountain & Hütz-Adams, 

2025). This reflects a deeper contradiction identified in critical marketing and political 

economy scholarship: markets reward efficiency, flexibility, and cost minimisation, 

whereas ethical responsibility depends on stability, redundancy, and redistribution 

(Banerjee, 2008). Market mechanisms alone are therefore poorly equipped to 

challenge entrenched inequalities. 

These structural constraints generate significant leadership challenges. Senior 

leaders face competing pressures from investors, competitors, regulators, and 

consumers to demonstrate sustainability progress without undermining growth, 

margins, or brand equity. As a result, responses often prioritise reputational 

management and symbolic compliance over substantive reform, reinforcing patterns 

of moral decoupling in which ethical commitments are articulated rhetorically while 

core business practices remain unchanged (Crane, 2000; Christensen et al., 2020). 

In the chocolate industry, this is evident in the continued reliance on voluntary 

initiatives and aspirational targets despite decades of evidence indicating uneven and 

limited outcomes. 

Leadership is further constrained by collective action problems. Firms that move 

beyond market-based solutions—by raising prices substantially, reducing volumes, or 

committing to long-term value redistribution—risk competitive disadvantage if rivals 



do not follow. Sustainability transitions research highlights that, in the absence of 

coordinated governance or regulatory intervention, firms face strong incentives to 

default to incrementalism rather than transformation (Köhler et al., 2019; Smith et al., 

2015). Consequently, responsibility is framed as optimisation within existing market 

structures, while more fundamental questions concerning consumption limits, growth 

trajectories, and power relations remain marginal. 

Taken together, these limitations suggest that market-based solutions, while not 

irrelevant, are insufficient to address the sustainability challenges facing the 

chocolate industry. They may deliver incremental improvements but cannot substitute 

for leadership capable of engaging with systemic complexity, confronting trade-offs, 

and supporting coordinated action beyond the firm level. In wicked problem contexts, 

responsible leadership requires moving beyond what markets readily reward and 

instead governing the conditions under which markets operate. Without such 

leadership, sustainability risks being continually reframed as a marketing challenge 

rather than addressed as a structural one. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Conclusion 
This essay has shown that the sustainability crisis in the global chocolate industry is 

not a problem of insufficient awareness or ineffective communication, but a structural 

wicked problem sustained by how markets are organised and governed. Certification 

schemes, ethical branding, and traceability tools have delivered incremental 

improvements, yet they have not altered the underlying distribution of power, risk, or 

value within cocoa supply chains. Marketing practices have contributed to this 

outcome by insulating consumers from consequence and framing sustainability as 

compatible with continued growth, stable prices, and uninterrupted availability. 

A realistic path forward therefore requires a shift in how marketing and leadership 

functions operate. First, marketing must move beyond persuasion and reassurance 

towards market governance, taking responsibility for shaping consumption and 

constraining ethical claims in line with procurement realities. Second, pricing 

strategies should be treated as redistributive instruments, with price increases 

explicitly linked to living-income benchmarks and long-term risk sharing rather than 

justified solely as brand protection. Third, leaders must accept limits to volume 

growth by normalising constrained supply, reduced abundance, and higher prices as 

ethically necessary responses to climate risk. Fourth, progress depends on 

pre-competitive coordination, including shared income standards, aligned 

deforestation-free sourcing, and collective investment in climate adaptation, to 

reduce the competitive penalties of responsible action. 

Without these shifts, sustainability will continue to be managed at the margins, 

closing perception gaps while leaving material impacts unchanged. Responsible 

leadership in the chocolate industry therefore lies not in refining ethical narratives, 



but in governing markets differently-aligning marketing, pricing, and consumption with 

ecological limits and social accountability 
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Adjustments: this figure did not look like what I wanted, I wanted a more circular 
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