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A B S T R A C T

The paper explores value chain governance through a discourse approach to an event which included an ex-
hibition and a conference. This approach appears promising for investigating industries in their formative phase
and is particularly relevant for new renewable energy sectors. By studying the European offshore wind value
chain, the paper investigates the coupling between wind industries and offshore industries as an encounter of
various conventions. The key speakers at the conference, particularly those from the utility companies, in-
troduced new principles for organizing the value chains they are leading, in order to reduce costs, and turn the
immature sector into a mature one. Their storyline of industrialization by standardization breaks, however, with
the storyline demonstrated by the firms in offshore oil and gas, and maritime industries at the exhibition. The
latter offshore suppliers find evidence of quality in their business history and their trust-based relations to their
clients. Theoretically the paper contributes to the global value chain governance debate by offering another
perspective on power. The discourse approach helps us explain how influential actors could enforce one con-
vention over another. The paper contributes methodically by suggesting a discourse approach to events. Events
appear as a significant arena for negotiating industry formation and convenient for researcher’s data gathering
for text analysis.

1. Introduction

There has been a marked growth in the literature on global value
chain governance since the mid-1990s (Gereffi, 1994, Gereffi et al.,
2005). In succession new perspectives have been introduced and efforts
made to build comprehensive theoretical frameworks (Ponte and
Sturgeon, 2014). This paper is inspired by the strand of governance as
normalizing literature (Ponte and Gibbons, 2005; Ponte and Sturgeon,
2014) and convention theory (Boltansky and Thévenot, 2006). The
paper contributes to the debate on governance of value chain, by of-
fering another perspective on power. The aim is to explore the forma-
tion of an industrial value chain through a discourse approach.

Industrial actors negotiate how to organize production, not just in-
house but also in relation to external industrial partners. The coupling
of industrial partners along a value chain is the focus of this papers. As
different industries constituting a value chain, may bring along dif-
ferent legacies and practices, their encounter is critical particularly
during the formative phase of a value chain. The development of a well-
functioning value chain relies on mutual understanding and colla-
boration between the parties constituting the value chain. Renewable
energy industries are particularly challenging to conceptualize as they
do not evolve through pure market mechanisms, but are to a large

extent subject to political decisions and regulations (Essletzbichler,
2012). New renewable energy sectors are driven by climate change and
related policies, and are still dependent upon state support (Dawley,
2014; Ponte, 2014).

In this paper the focus of attention is the formation of the value
chain of the offshore wind sector in Europe. In contrast to previous
studies focusing on the value chain related to turbine production, this
study focuses particularly on the deployment chain constituting a
considerable share of the value creation in the offshore wind sector. It
appears as an obvious value chain to enter for firms in offshore oil & gas
(O&G) and maritime sectors. The paper addresses the following ques-
tions: Which industrial legacies and practices characterize different
parts of the offshore wind value chain? What are the value chain
challenges that are conceived by the industry leaders, and which
measures for the value chain are negotiated?

Industrial events are likely to be concrete arenas in which nego-
tiations over formation of value chain takes place. Data is collected
from an event significant for the related industries. Inspired by the
concepts of temporary clusters and field configuring events, texts have
been collected both from a conference and a trade fair at the event
EWEA Offshore 2013. As such, this paper suggests an alternative
methodology relevant for studies of industries in their formative phase.
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As the discourse approach is capable to reveal underlying tensions and
power relations between the constitutive parties, it is a promising ap-
proach for investigating evolutionary dynamics of value chains.

The paper is organized in seven sections. After this introduction, the
second section has theoretical discussions on value chain governance
and events as an opportunity for negotiations. In the third section, the
offshore wind value chain is explained as an encounter of two different
industries. The forth section presents a discourse perspective on events.
Then follows the fifth section on empirical analyses. The sixth section
discusses conventions and discourses. Finally, in the seventh section the
paper concludes.

2. Evolutionary dynamics of value chain governance – towards a
discourse perspective on power

The literature on global value chain (GVC) governance has been
growing since the seminal works by Gereffi and colleagues in the mid
1990s. GVC analysis focuses on the movement of goods or services from
producer to consumer and investigates flows of material resources, fi-
nance, knowledge and information between buyers and suppliers
(Ponte and Gibbon, 2005). Three approaches to GVC has evolved in the
following chronological order: (I) governance as driving, (II) govern-
ance as linking, (III) governance as normalizing. Ponte and Sturgeon
(2014) combine the latter two approaches in a comprehensive frame-
work of theory.

(I) Governance as driving put the focus on the economic power lead
firms have over first tier suppliers and other chain participants.
Lead firms are in a particular position to influence who does what
along a value chain (at what price, to which specifications and at
what delivery time) (Ponte and Gibbon, 2005). A distinction is
made between buyer-led GVC and producer-led GVC pointing at
the actor, who has relatively more power than others in the GVC.
This dichotomy is, however, not able to reveal nuances in recent
organization of global industries and is neither capable of ex-
plaining their dynamics (Gereffi et al., 2005; Ponte and Sturgeon,
2014).

(II) Governance as linking elaborate how dyadic transactions between
buyers and sellers is organized, depending on: (a) the demand for
information to be exchanged between different activities in the
value chain, (b) the extent of information that could be codified,
and (c) the suppliers’ capability to comply with requirements of
the transaction (Gereffi et al., 2005). This framework is able to
explain further variations of coordination and more and less as
unbalanced power relations between different positions in the
value chain. Still it fails to see that the different forms of co-or-
dination may coexist along the value chain. As the framework
neither recognize ripple effects of co-ordination, it is unable to
reveal the dynamics of governance of the complete value chain
(Ponte and Gibbon, 2005). ’Governance as linking’ presupposes
that the economic agents are able to make rational decisions based
on objective information in order to maximize own utility. As such,
the approach is challenged by intersubjective perspectives paying
attention to cognitive and normative aspects of governance.

(III) Governance as normalizing is about adapting a practice in line with
norms (Gibbon et al., 2008). This approach investigates how a
discursive framework shapes the relations between buyers and
suppliers (Ponte and Sturgeon, 2014). Much of the work on gov-
ernance as normalizing relies on convention theory (Ponte and
Gibbon, 2005; Ponte and Sturgeon, 2014).

Convention theory was originally used to explain internal co-
ordination in firm organization (Thévenot, 2001). Quality conventions
has later been used to explain how coordination takes place between
firms in value chains (Ponte and Gibbon, 2005; Ponte and Sturgeon,
2014). Conventions are defined as a broad group of mutual

expectations. Conventions coordinate economic actors by defining
specific normative frameworks for actions. As such, they work as guides
for action, but are also collective systems that legitimize those actions
(Ponte and Gibbon, 2005).

Boltansky and Thévenot (2006) investigate the relation between
agreement and discord in society. They recognize the foundation for
agreement in what they call a higher common normative principle
(Boltansky and Thévenot, 2006). The two scholars introduce us to in-
spirational, domestic, opinion, civic, market and industrial worlds. My
brief presentation will not go into details, but rather make a major
distinction between (I) ‘domestic conventions’, (II) ‘industrial conven-
tions’ and (III) ‘civic conventions’, which I find appropriate for the
particular industries constituting the value chain of offshore wind.

In the domestic mode of coordination the past inform the present.
Relations are durable based on proximity, trust, faithfulness and loy-
alty. A subordinate is always very sensitive to the consideration and
trust the superior show him/her and have to ensure the permanence of
the tradition. Scholars of global value chain governance has extended
the definition of relations between superiors and subordinates to de-
scribe a kind of relation between clients and suppliers under the do-
mestic quality convention (Ponte and Gibbon, 2005; Ponte and
Sturgeon, 2014). Under domestic quality convention is uncertainty
about quality solved through trust, which means long-term relation-
ships between actors (Ponte and Gibbon, 2005). Suppliers produce
specialized and dedicated products to comply with the desires of buyers
and users. This corresponds to the concept of ‘flexible specialization’,
pointing at economic actors who are able to cope with unstable de-
mands by switching smoothly between alternative products for alter-
native markets (Piore and Sabel, 1984).

The industrial world of Boltansky and Thévenot (2006) is one in
which technological objects and scientific methods have their place and
experts are assigned a key role. The ordering of the industrial world is
based on the efficiency of beings, their performance, their productivity,
and their capacity to ensure normal operations. These capabilities ex-
tends the present into a future, which is possible to predict. What counts
is ‘tomorrow’. Through the use of data expressed and processed in
numbers, standardization and formalization make it possible to mea-
sure objects and activities. In short, the industrial world is about
creating a ‘technically predictable universe’. In this paper I connect this
future orientation to lead firms’ efforts to mature the industry of sup-
pliers to the value chain.

Under an industrial convention, actors are able to have almost arm’s
length relations, as far as they are able to embed complex information
in codified form. Uncertainty about quality is solved through inspection
or instrument-based testing. This could be ensured by a third party via
certification against a set of given norms and standards (Ponte and
Gibbon, 2005). A standard needs, however, not be implemented by a
standard setting organization. A standard is often the result of battle
between competing designs (Garud and Karnoe, 2003, 2012). When a
standards is commonly accepted or when the parties have agreed on the
objective measures for the exchange, the industrial convention work
quite in line with the market convention. Competition is based on price
as quality is evaluated in regards to codified norms. Norms and stan-
dards are inclined to align with more general narratives circulating in
society (Ponte and Gibbon, 2005). In regards to this paper it is worth
mentioning the discursive aspect of the codification of standards (see
Gibbon et al., 2008). Standards reduce transaction costs between buyer
and seller, reduce variety, and facilitates economies of scale (Gereffi
et al., 2005). As such the industrial convention corresponds to the
concept ‘mass production’. Piore and Sabel (1984) explain how mass
production of standardized products have been supported by Keynesian
policies of demand stabilization.

The civic convention mobilizes collectives around common interests
(Boltanski and Thévenot, 2006). The civic world is related to solidarity
and responsibility. Civic conventions are typically embedded in poli-
tical dynamics (Ponte and Sturgeon, 2014). Under a civic convention
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