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Abstract: In an era of multiple crises and geopolitical uncer-
tainty, the need to deal with heightened risk drives states to
locate strategic global production networks (GPNs) in geopo-
litically aligned states, a trend known as friendshoring. In
this paper, we contribute to the literature on the role of
geopolitics in GPNs by exploring why and how states engage
in friendshoring. To this end, we distill from the literature
three geopolitical imperatives that, in addition to more con-
ventional GPN imperatives, drive strategic coupling dynam-
ics: reducing risk exposure, (de-)weaponizing supply chains,
and maintaining extraterritorial influence. States and state-
linked institutions respond to these imperatives by actively
“pushing out” new inter- and extra-firm relations in GPNs
which often includes previously neglected regions in the
global periphery — even when regional assets require sub-
stantial transformation. To achieve this, states orchestrate
efforts at extraterritorial de-risking, outward-oriented net-
work brokering, and extraterritorial institution-building
to actively alter the coupling conditions. By applying our
framework to qualitative research on the Chinese soybean
GPN in Tanzania and German-led green hydrogen invest-
ments in Namibia, we demonstrate how GPN friendshoring
relies on both coercion or incentivization orchestrated by
the state.

Keywords: strategic coupling; geopolitics; friendshoring;
de-risking; China; Namibia

1 Introduction

Driven by multiple crises, geopolitics play a growing role
in the spatial organization of global production networks
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(GPNs). After an era of trade liberalization and global con-
vergence (Wang 2022), overlapping and mutually reinforc-
ing global crises such as the Covid-19 pandemic, the war in
Ukraine and the ongoing climate crisis drive a reconfigu-
ration of GPNs under the banner of decoupling, re-shoring
and de-risking (see Yeung 2023). Foreign investment under
the Washington Consensus was driven by cost advantages
and access to markets, but today both firm and non-firm
GPN actors co-shape global production networks accord-
ing to strategic in addition to purely market-driven con-
siderations (BlaZek and Lypianin 2024). As a consequence,
new geographies of global production emerge as lead firms
and states renegotiate the trade-off of efficiency and cost-
advantage vis-a-vis resilience and security (Gong et al
2022; Vollers et al. 2023). In this vein, friendshoring has
received particular attention by policymakers, describing
the attempt to locate the production of sensitive technol-
ogy, raw materials, energy and food into the territories of
geopolitically allied states (Maihold 2022). However, the phe-
nomenon of friendshoring remains largely overlooked in
GPN studies.

Therefore, this paper contributes to the growing body
of research on the role of geopolitics in GPNs (e.g. Blazek
and Lypianin 2024) by conceptualizing the drivers behind
friendshoring, and the practices that are used by state and
non-state actors to achieve strategic couplings aligned with
broader geostrategic goals.

Against this background, we ask: Why do lead firms,
states and state-linked institutions allocate their production
in geopolitically aligned regions? And how do emerging
state-capital alliances achieve strategic coupling in unex-
pected regions?

Two of these couplings against the odds (cf. Das 2020)
are analyzed in this paper: Due to rising geopolitical ten-
sions with the U.S., China is looking to shift away from
established soybean producers in Latin America and instead
build production capacity in Tanzania. Similarly, in an effort
to reduce dependence on Russian natural gas imports fol-
lowing the outbreak of war in Ukraine, Germany is cur-
rently seeking to establish energy partnerships for the sup-
ply of green hydrogen to stabilize a renewable energy sys-
tem — one of the partners is Namibia.
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Based on the review of existing scholarly work on
the role of geopolitics in the spatial organization of global
production, in a first step the drivers behind the recent
trend towards friendshoring are conceptualized as three
geopolitical imperatives in GPNs. In a next step, the prac-
tices of states and state-linked actors to alter strategic cou-
pling conditions, and thus, push the network into previously
neglected, but geostrategically aligned regions are identi-
fied. Following a paragraph on the methods, the usefulness
of these deductively constructed concepts are demonstrated
by their application to two different case studies: Chinese
soybean production in Tanzania and German green hydro-
gen investment in southern Namibia. The discussion section
elaborates on changing bargaining dynamics between GPN
actors against the background of geopolitical shifts.

2 Geopolitical imperatives
of friendshoring: juggling
uncertainty in a crisis-driven
world

The development of the GPN framework was arguably
inspired by, and fully focused on, the global trend toward
“offshoring” production in search of cost efficiencies, mar-
ket access and development, financialization and capital
gains, and risk minimization (Yeung and Coe 2015). Yet,
already with the refinement of GPN theory — that is the GPN
2.0 framework - the role of “(geo)political imperatives” are
acknowledged, by driving “industries subject to strong state
regulation such as resource extraction, automobiles, petro-
chemicals, retail, telecommunications, and finance (Yeung
and Coe 2015: 152)”.

States pursue a range of interests abroad, encompass-
ing not only economic goals in a stricter sense such as capital
accumulation, upgrading, and access to emerging markets
(McGregor and Coe 2023). As the political and social legit-
imacy of states hinges on effectively sharing the benefits
of GPNs with their citizens (Yeung and Coe 2015), (socio-
environmental) welfare, employment security, sustainable
development, social redistribution, national security, politi-
cal stability, and geopolitical objectives inform the relation-
ships between states and lead firms of GPNs (McGregor and
Coe 2023).

The latter point requires further scrutiny, as the cur-
rent era of overlapping crises such as climate collapse,
pandemics, geopolitical rivalry, and open warfare presents
new imperatives for the dynamic organization of GPNs,
characterized by heightened uncertainty (Vollers et al. 2023)
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and geoeconomic considerations (Gong et al. 2022). GPNs
have never operated solely under competitive imperatives
defined by a uni-polar and (neo-)liberal world order of
unfettered globalization and economic convergence, but the
current crises have further augmented the role of geopoli-
tics in the formation of GPNs (Yeung 2023).

There is growing awareness that state and non-state
GPN actors must more carefully weigh with which places,
which partners, and which economic and geostrategic goals
they engage in coupling processes (Blazek and Lypianin
2024; Gong et al. 2022). Given this premise, a central point
of interest for contemporary economic geography relates to
what Gong et al. (2022: 165) understand as “the phenomenon
of value chain and production network reconfigurations in
times of uncertainty”.

A major experience of recent crises is that the question
for what price essential goods and services can be sourced is
to some extent pushed into the background as crises elevate
the far more foundational question if these goods and ser-
vices remain accessible at all (Cf. Jiang et al. 2022). Examples
include supply chain bottlenecks for medical equipment
during the Covid-19 pandemic (Guerrero et al. 2022) or a new
rush of securing supply chains for critical raw materials
(e.g. nickel, lithium, natural gas), basic food commodities
(e.g. wheat, oilseeds, fertilizers), and semiconductors (Miller
2022), fueled by geopolitical turmoil and climate change-
related disasters.

The crisis-driven reorganization of GPNs has been dis-
cussed under the umbrella of GPN re-shoring (producing at
home), near-shoring (producing at reach) and friend-shoring
(producing with geopolitical allies) (Gong et al. 2022; Lund
and Steen 2020). A common understanding in this discussion
is that overt deglobalization would come with immense
costs for all actors involved, since the spatial organization
of production would not follow cost-efficiency imperatives,
but rather geopolitical ones (Dadush and Prost 2023). Friend-
shoring of some of the most critical GPN supply chains,
however, has been singled out for becoming the potential
new meta-structure of a de-risked global economy (Maihold
2022; Vivoda 2023).

In a policy context, friendshoring is defined as a “spatial
reordering of supply chains under the criterion of politi-
cal convergence” (Maihold 2022: 7). As such, friendshoring
entails a spatial component of geographically realigning
supply chains and a geopolitical component of focussing on
trading partners that share similar geostrategic goals. While
diversification of trading partners is a common risk miti-
gation strategy of spreading supply chain risks geograph-
ically, friendshoring goes beyond this approach by pur-
posefully selecting trading partners according to existing or
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envisaged future diplomatic ties. Therefore, friendshoring
describes both the relocation of strategic production into
geopolitically aligned states as well as diplomatic-economic
efforts to create new “friends”. In addition, friendshoring
does not only operate through bilateral trade arrangements
to steer the geographic distribution of supply chains to favor
geopolitical allies, but proactively aims to shape the whole
structure of GPNs by influencing inter-firm and firm-state
relations more distinctively.

Notably, use of friendshoring is often confined to West-
ern economic policy and framed as a uniquely Western
response to China’s growing geo-political influence. Indeed,
it was US Treasury Secretary Janet Yellen who coined
the term in mid-2022 in a seminal speech that explicitly
addressed the future of global supply chains (Vivoda 2023). It
would however be misguided to understand friendshoring
as a uniquely Western response to the polycrisis. Arguably,
the underpinning imperatives and consequential actions of
friendshoring are applicable to all geopolitical factions, be
it the US or China and their most proximate partners or also
bystanders of the Sino—US trade war (Mtller 2023).

In the following section, we review current literature
on the impact of the polycrisis on the global economy to
distill three emerging geopolitical imperatives that com-
plement well-known market-driven imperatives in GPNs:
reducing risk exposure, (de-)weaponization, and maintain-
ing extraterritorial influence.

2.1 Reducing risk exposure

Reducing risk exposure is perhaps the most pronounced
geopolitical imperative of GPN formation in today’s polycri-
sis. For firms, reducing risk exposure implies that they are
reorganizing production structures from prioritizing just-
in-time towards just-in-case production (Jiang et al. 2022).
Therefore, lead firms may be willing to incur short-term
losses as they opt for less optimized cost-capability ratios in
coupling with new suppliers if the respective supply rela-
tions are perceived to be more resilient to disruptions on
the long run (Miiller 2023).

States are also willing to subsidize substantial GPN
reconfigurations as a means of de-risking the supply of
strategic goods (Gabor and Sylla 2023). By shoring produc-
tion to geopolitically aligned regions, a bandwidth of acute
risks including geopolitical ruptures, pandemics, climate
crisis-related catastrophes and bottlenecks can be allevi-
ated. While this imperative may encourage technological
fixes such as replacing risk-exposed by less risk-exposed
commodities or intermediate inputs in the production pro-
cess (Lambert et al. 2022), the reduction of risk exposure is
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mostly related to spatial fixes to risks that drive “the massive
restructuring of global production networks in search for
more diversified production bases, supply stability, and net-
work resilience” (Yeung 2021: 435). Both from firm- and from
state perspective, friendshoring is seen as a key approach
towards raising the overall supply chain resilience against
crises (Maihold 2022).

2.2 (De-)weaponizing supply chains

(De-)weaponizing supply chains is a second geopolitical
imperative with growing effect on the restructuring of GPNs
as it reflects how lead firms and states respond to varie-
gated forms of “weaponized interdependence” (Farrell and
Newman 2022). Weaponized interdependence applies when
strategic chokepoints in supply chains of a GPN become
leveraged by states and firms to coerce and harm their
adversaries whilst being heavily dependent on the same
inter-firm relations. The widespread return of industrial
policy, trade protectionism, neo-mercantilism, and open
economic warfare in form of retaliatory tariffs and export
sanctions illustrates this trend of weaponized supply chains
and as such also of weaponized inter-firm relations in
GPN vividly (Aiginger and Rodrik 2020). Geopolitical imper-
atives of (de-)weaponization affect GPNs in a two-sided
way.

Firstly, de-weaponizing supply chains refers to pro-
tective actions that safeguard up- and down-stream rela-
tions in GPNs from “predatory” interventions by state cap-
ital alliances of hostile geopolitical blocks. For instance,
in a move complementary to the diversification of supply
chains, GPN actors may pursue “geostrategic decouplings”
(Blazek and Lypianin 2024) in order to withdraw their sup-
ply chains from exposure to adverse interventions. These
interventions can take a more direct (e.g. tariffs, sanctions,
confiscations of good and assets) or indirect form, when
being crowded-out by “home-grown” GPNs receiving pref-
erential support by their origin states (e.g. subsidies, pub-
lic co-ownership, asymmetric industrial policy). Secondly,
and vice versa, weaponizing supply chains can occur by
leveraging “home-grown” GPNs to exert pressure on the
strategic chokepoints of those GPNs that are predominantly
embedded in a competing geopolitical block (Farrell and
Newman 2022). The imperative of (de-)weaponizing supply
chains is, therefore, not solely about maintaining a GPNs
market development which mostly occurs on basis of inter-
firm competition, but also about explicitly harming and sab-
otaging the market expansion or dominance of competitors
through state-orchestrated intervention (cf. Laurenceson
and Armstrong 2023).
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2.3 Maintaining extraterritorial influence

Maintaining extraterritorial influence is a third geopoliti-
cal imperative that affects decisions of GPN actors beyond
strictly firm-driven considerations of cost efficiency or mar-
ket development. Extraterritorial influence is an imperative
emanating mainly from wider political economic consider-
ations including diplomatic goals and contingencies which
may affect how home-grown lead firms must reorganize
their GPNs. In order to maintain extraterritorial influence
both on political as well as economic level, the friendshoring
of GPNs can serve to simultaneously create shared benefits
(inter-firm relations) and build political trust (inter-firm
and inter-state relations) with existing or potential trading
partners. This is especially the case when friendshoring
involves assembling new inter-firm relations in GPNs that
span across established blocks of geopolitical superpowers
such as the US, China, and to some extent the EU and Russia
by including “third countries” (Carbone 2023). Maintain-
ing extraterritorial influence implies, therefore, that friend-
shoring does not only occur along the aim of relocation GPNs
into the territory of allied states, but also to nurture new
alliances through economic-diplomatic efforts.

Maintaining extraterritorial influence affects GPN
restructuring increasingly because growing multipolarity
in the global political economy has encouraged geopolitical
superpowers to compete more explicitly for strategic
partnerships with “small states” (Schindler and Di Carlo
2022). There is growing concern about the geopolitical and
economic alignment of third country regions, including the
Indo-Pacific region, Latin America, and Africa (Carbone
2023). Notably, competition over spheres of influence occurs
not only through infrastructure construction and credit
provision (Schindler and Di Carlo 2022), but also through
engaging in mutually-beneficial trade partnerships (Miiller
2023). On the one hand, these strategic partnerships may
entail formations of economic blocs defined by regional
free trade zones among “small states”. As a matter of
fact, preferential trade agreements will soon cover about
two-thirds of world trade (Dadush and Prost 2023). On the
other hand, they may also entail bilateral trade agreements
with one or another geopolitical superpower (Leshoele
2020).

Regarding GPN friendshoring, the imperative of main-
taining extraterritorial influence unfolds, therefore, far
from being unidirectional. While lead firm home countries
may be driven by the imperative to secure geopolitical sup-
port and economic de-risking, target country state-capital
alliances may use this imperative to leverage their non-
aligned status in negotiating beneficial friendshoring out-
comes (Miiller 2023).
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The three introduced geopolitical imperatives are far
from being mutually exclusive but simultaneously at play
and self-reinforcing. Just as the polycrisis confronts the
world with heightened uncertainty and geoeconomic com-
plexity, so must GPNs adhere to inter-related imperatives
when reorganizing their supply chains. Dynamic reorgani-
zation under uncertainty and geoeconomic concerns bears,
therefore, substantial possibilities for friendshoring out-
comes that occur against-the-odds when they are negotiated
and implemented between unexpected partners and play
out at unexpected places (cf. Das 2020).

3 Strategic coupling against the
odds: pushing the network out

In the following, we lay out how practices of state-capital
alliances to friendshore production amid multiple crises
alter the conditions for strategic coupling to conceptualize
a GPN dynamic that we term pushing the network out.

GPNs were never completely detached from state inter-
vention, especially in sectors of geostrategic relevance such
as the energy sector. In response to current multiple crises,
however, there is a trend towards an even more pronounced
role of the state, illustrated by neighboring debates on
the ‘entrepreneurial state’ (Mazzucato 2014) or also the
rise of “new” state capitalism (Alami and Dixon 2021). In
accordance with previous work (cf. McGregor and Coe
2023), we deem it necessary to account for state agency
in shaping GPNs against the background of the above-
mentioned geopolitical imperatives. This requires two ana-
Iytical distinctions.

Firstly, state and state-linked actors need to be explic-
itly distinguished from firm GPN actors (McGregor and
Coe 2023) in order to highlight “specific policy mandates,
strategic objectives and operational practices (Dawley et al.
2019: 4)”. The GPN concept of regional institutions subsumes
a number of organizations at different scales impacting
strategic coupling processes in the host region, but fails to
clearly outline the contributions of individual (state) orga-
nizations. Therefore, scholars have introduced the category
of state-linked GPN actors to highlight their involvement
in co-shaping the strategic coupling process (McGregor and
Coe 2023).

Secondly, it is necessary to distinguish between
(extraterritorial) activities of the home state of lead firms
on the one hand, and the impact that the recipient country
government has on the strategic coupling process on the
other hand. Dawley et al. (2019, 2) for instance focus on the
host region when analyzing the “institutional and political
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processes by which regional and national actors work to
attract and embed investment from lead firms”, thereby
“effectively pulling the network into the region”. While
market and geopolitical imperatives create the rules of the
game, there is an opportunity space for locally embedded
institutions to actively connect with global lead firms thus
emphasizing the agency of host region’s local (state and
state-linked) institutions to proactively achieve strategic
couplings. This is what has been termed an inside-out
dynamic, opposed to outside-in strategic couplings, where
global actors invest in resource regions (Kalvelage et al.
2023b).

We argue that besides these pulling the network in
dynamics, equally important are home states of lead firms
pushing the network out into geopolitically allied regions.
By reacting to current geopolitical imperatives, state strate-
gies change the preconditions for strategic coupling dynam-
ics in critical sectors (cf. McGregor and Coe 2023). Nation
states, through dedicated government agencies, quasi-
state development agencies, state-owned enterprises, state-
owned banks, sovereign wealth funds, political founda-
tions, and research institutions alter the cost-capability ratio
for investments in geostrategically allied regions to push
domestic lead firms towards strategic coupling.

States simultaneously are keen to attract and embed
GPNs to achieve regional growth and socio-economic wel-
fare, while pushing lead firms out in strategic relevant sec-
tors to meet geopolitical imperatives. However, states dif-
fer in their capacity to pursue these complementary goals,
depending not only on their bargaining power, related to
the availability of regional assets, but also on their capabil-
ities to affect strategic coupling extraterritorially. Further-
more, the wider geopolitical environment is decisive for the
rationale of coupling, and the actors behind it. Blazek and
Lypianin (2024) distinguish warfare-driven and resilience-
driven geopolitical (re-)coupling from more market-driven
types of (re-)coupling. The development of such a coupling
typology has analytical merits as it permits to emphasize
geopolitical trigger events such as trade sanctions or war-
fare as drivers of spatial restructuring. In this paper, we
advance the discussion by firstly, highlighting the long-term
strategic goals of states in a crisis-driven environment and
secondly, their practices to influence strategic coupling pre-
conditions in target regions to influence coupling decisions.
In this way, we offer a framework that allows to analyze the
gradients of home state involvement in coupling processes.

Strategic coupling in the post-Washington Consensus
world is thus driven by four main forces: first, the strate-
gic consideration of lead firms to achieve cost-capability
ratios; second, geopolitical imperatives that drive states to
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strategically interfere in the spatial organization of GPNs,
third, the agency of regional institutions that pull the net-
work into a region; and fourth, home states that push
domestic lead firms to couple with geopolitical allies (com-
pare Figure 1).

In the following, we will focus our analysis on two
points which so far have received little attention: the geopo-
litical imperative and the push-dynamic that state-capital
alliances create to adhere to geopolitical circumstances: de-
risking, network brokering, and institution-building.

3.1 De-risking extraterritorial investments

De-risking refers to practices where public funds are used
to improve the overall risk-return profile of an investment,
making it more resilient to adverse market conditions and
economic fluctuations. Risks are often associated with con-
cerns about political and financial stability, as well as reg-
ulatory and institutional conditions, which together result
in a high weighted average cost of capital (Schinko and
Komendantova 2016). The practice of de-risking has become
“immensely powerful as a vision of statecraft” (Gabor and
Sylla 2023: 2): various government programs, such as the
Inflation Reduction Act in the US or the Green New Deal in
Europe, aim to achieve industrial transformation by accom-
panying catalytic private investments with public funds
to encourage industries to adopt transformative technolo-
gies with reduced uncertainties (Kedward and Ryan-Collins
2022). By shifting financial risks from private to public
actors, it is hoped to increase overall economic resilience in
times of technological change.

States apply this technique not only to their own ter-
ritories, but also conduct de-risking exercises in foreign
territories of geostrategic interest in order to create a
stimulating environment for investment capital (Choi and
Laxton 2023). Any form of external financial and institu-
tional support that reduces the risks associated with invest-
ment falls under the category of extraterritorial de-risking:
preferential loans, green bonds, interest rate subsidies, loan
guarantees, or insurances (Steckel and Jakob 2018). Finan-
cial de-risking lowers the perceived risks and required
returns, thereby reducing the cost of investment. Many
development agencies have launched de-risking programs
to attract private investment in development projects, and
the European Union currently expands its blended finance
approach (van Waeyenberge et al. 2020). At the interna-
tional level, bilateral and multilateral development banks
play an important role in supporting development by pro-
viding financial and technical assistance. These develop-
ment finance institutions (DFIs) are usually majority-owned
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Post-Washington, geopolitical interregnum, polycrisis
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Figure 1: Conceptual framework. Own illustration.

by national governments, which ensures their high cred-
itworthiness and enables them to raise large amounts of
capital on the international market. As a result, they are able
to offer grants or provide debt and equity at lower interest
rates than domestic capital providers (Sweerts et al. 2019).
In sum, states can push domestic lead firms out by
altering the risk environment for investment in “friendly”
regions. Measures may include international agreements, or
policies aimed at creating a more favorable environment for
their firms operating abroad. For example, states can nego-
tiate with other nations to establish free trade agreements,
protect the rights of their investors, build distinctive finan-
cial ecosystems dominated by institutional (patient) capital,
or secure markets through long-term off-take agreements.

3.2 Outward-oriented network brokering

To establish new connections in global production net-
works, agents are needed that bridge ties between regions.
Notions of “public knowledge facilitators (Bathelt and Li
2020)” or “boundary spanners (Wu 2022)”, describe a
process of outward-oriented coupling driven by individuals
and organizations in GPNs. Boundary spanners are under-
stood “as both individuals (e.g. entrepreneurs, inventors,
designers and scientists) and organisations (e.g. govern-
ment actors, firms, universities and trade/professional
associations)” engaging in “a set of activities, processes,

and practices that connect entities separated by bound-
aries (Wu 2022: 261)”. Similarly, “knowledge facilitators”
are “organizations that voluntarily or on a for-profit basis
broker valuable market, industry, and business knowledge
across borders — or bridge structural holes across dispersed
knowledge pools (Bathelt and Li 2020: 3)”. While private
knowledge facilitators such as global consulting firms and
law agencies work on a for-profit basis and provide more
specific know-how, public knowledge facilitators encom-
passing trade commissioners, government representatives,
business associations, and chambers of commerce provide
broad location specific knowledge (ibid). Both concepts have
in common that they emphasize the necessity of brokering
agents and processes to bridge the gap between regional
assets on the one hand, and transnational capital on the
other hand, either by building cross-border knowledge
pipelines, or by establishing contacts between otherwise
separated organizations.

One of the first accounts of this type in the con-
text of GPNs was Kleibert (2014) who analyzed how local
coalitions, function as brokers by translating between the
interests and ideologies of incoming transnational capital
and more local sets of interests and agents. Similarly, geo-
graphical political economists have developed the concept
of “coupling creation” (Dawley et al. 2019). The coupling
creation approach seeks to unpack how temporary coali-
tions actively use their agency to connect with lead firms. In
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this understanding, the creation of couplings is seen as the
driving force behind the dynamics of inside-out couplings.

We follow this argument, but describe these processes
more generally as network brokering to highlight its bidi-
rectionality: not only can local actors of host regions
form temporary coalitions and link to lead firms (inward-
oriented), but also state-capital alliances of regions with
outgoing investments can engage in activities of connect-
ing with regional institutions to prepare for strategic cou-
pling (outward-oriented). Besides individuals, agents of
outward-oriented network brokering include export pro-
motion agencies, business fora, or development agencies
linking lead firms to local institutions. By establishing new
connections to regions equipped with potentially interest-
ing assets, state and state-linked actors can push the net-
work out to strategic coupling.

3.3 Extraterritorial institution-building

States rely on institutions to exercise power. To main-
tain extraterritorial influence, the existence of institutions
abroad linked to state interests is crucial. To pursue geo-
economic interests, states actively engage in institution-
building abroad (Phelps 2007). GPN research tends to use a
rather broad understanding of institutions, including orga-
nizations, norms, and conventions (Coe and Yeung 2015).
However, following Bathelt and Gliickler (2014), we distin-
guish between organizations as clearly separated entities
from their environment on the one hand, and rules, laws,
and regulations as codified prescriptions on the other hand,
from institutions as stabilized forms of social relations that
emerge from interaction.

With respect to rules and regulations, extending the
legal reach of states is an important segment of extraterri-
torial institution-building (Potts 2020). This includes the use
of explicitly “extraterritorial” laws that extend regulation to
people and activities around the world, transnational certi-
fication schemes, or the application of jurisdiction abroad
on the basis of minimal connections to foreign activities.
With respect to organizations, states are actively building
organizations abroad as anchors of extraterritorial influ-
ence. Efforts to build a global network of language centers
such as the Confucius Institutes, the Alliance Francaise, the
Goethe-Institut, and the British Council can be seen in this
light, as they reflect an attempt to gain geopolitical traction
through cultural values and ideals (Kluver 2014). These orga-
nizations thus act as agents that, on the one hand, change the
institutional landscape of regions by enhancing their ability
to connect with GPNs, and on the other hand, organizations
are used to modify endogenous institutions with the aim of
leveraging regional assets.
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Enhancing the ability to connect with GPNs refers
to actors that are mobilized to bridge relations between
regions and thus facilitate strategic coupling (Kleibert 2014).
For example, transnational development corridors such
as China’s Belt and Road Initiative are used to build dis-
courses that legitimize investments in strategic sectors and
thus facilitate strategic couplings (Tups and Dannenberg
2023). Modifying endogenous institutions refers to mobiliz-
ing, transforming, and leveraging local assets to meet GPN
coupling criteria (Dawley et al. 2019). Local government ini-
tiatives can actively engage in institution building to create
favorable conditions for strategic coupling: For example, the
Namibian government built domestic institutions to meet
the coupling criteria of the tourism GPN (Kalvelage et al.
2023a). While most of the literature on these types of institu-
tion building refers to intra-regional actors, we suggest that
more attention should be paid to extraterritorial institution
building activities by states: by deliberately creating, alter-
ing, or repurposing organizations in target regions, states
alter the institutional fabric of host regions to make them
suitable for strategic coupling.

In sum, one possible reaction towards geopolitical
imperatives is the friendshoring of production into geopo-
litically aligned states. To pursue this goal, states and state-
linked actors together with lead firms exert extraterritorial
practices to alter the conditions for strategic coupling and
thus, push the network out. Host states of arriving GPNs on
the other hand may use their agency to accelerate or hinder
their region’s embeddedness into GPNs. To test the usability
of this framework in the following we turn to two differ-
ent cases of friendshoring: state-directed friendshoring in
China versus state-incentivized friendshoring in Namibia.

4 Methods

To address how friendshoring in GPNs is orchestrated by
state-capital alliances, this research followed a deductive-
inductive approach based on document analysis and expert
interviews (cf. Kuckartz and Radiker 2023). By choosing the
cases of China and Germany, we decided to explore two
extreme cases in terms of state-led GPN coordination (Sea-
wright and Gerring 2008): China influences its lead firms
with a state-capitalist approach and through direct state
ownership of outward-oriented SOEs, while Germany, as a
liberal market economy, follows a “light touch” approach
that relies more on the coordination of various state and
state-related institutions such as foreign affairs, develop-
ment aid, and development finance. Both cases have in
common that they are about friendshoring production to
African states (Tanzania, Namibia) that are not clearly
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aligned with one geopolitical bloc or another. The compar-
ison helps to understand the dynamics that arise when
industrialized countries compete for geopolitical allies that
are resource-rich but less industrialized non-aligned states.
In addition, we examine friendshoring in two different but
similarly strategic sectors, both being at the core of contem-
porary geopolitical shifts: energy and agriculture.

As a first step, we identified both existing academic
literature and policy documents dealing with the phe-
nomenon of friendshoring and geopolitics more broadly
by searching a popular literature search engine (Google
Scholar). After a first round of reading, additional works
were added by identifying relevant literature that was ref-
erenced. By reviewing these works, we deductively con-
structed analytical categories to arrive at a first interpreta-
tion of the drivers behind friendshoring and the practices
of friendshoring as demonstrated in Section 2 and 3. In a
second step, these analytical categories were integrated into
a semi-structured interview guide, which included ques-
tions about the nature of relationships between state and
private actors, motivations and expectations for engage-
ment abroad, practices and strategies, and perceived threats
and risks, as well as questions not related to this spe-
cific study. We included GPN actors in the analysis based
on their involvement in the host region — Tanzania or
Namibia. These included private companies and govern-
ment actors (both home and host), as well as other organi-
zations (e.g. development agencies, embassies, development
banks, business associations, cf. Tables A.1 and A.2) that
interviewees considered relevant to the GPN. The purpose
of conducting expert interviews was to test the validity of
the categories we had previously constructed, and to learn
more about the practices and rationales behind friend-
shoring. For the soybean case study (China — Tanzania), the
second author conducted 24 expert interviews in 2022 and
2023 with stakeholders and experts involved in implement-
ing the integration of Tanzanian farmers into the Chinese
soybean GPN (Table A.1). For the green hydrogen case study
(Germany—Namibia), the first author conducted 27 semi-
structured interviews from February to April 2023 with
companies, civil society organizations, consultants, aca-
demics, and government agencies in Namibia and Germany
(Table A.2). Most interviews were conducted with indi-
viduals (in English), lasted approximately 60—90 min and
were recorded and transcribed, but some interviews were
conducted in groups, online, or could not be recorded for
confidentiality reasons. In these cases, notes were taken
during the interviews and then supplemented with recall
minutes. Following the interviews, we conducted a qualita-
tive content analysis, applying our deductively constructed
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categories to each case (cf. Kuckartz and Radiker 2023). In
an iterative process and by comparing the two cases, we
further refined the concepts and arrived at the concepts pre-
sented here. The empirical section is therefore structured
along the lines of our concepts, and composed of both schol-
arly literature, policy documents and interview material.
Wherever interviews are being quoted, we use abbrevia-
tions to reference them (A — business association; B — first
tier supplier; C — development cooperation; D — developer;
F — firm; G — government agency; O - civil society organi-
zation; P — policy analyst; R — research institute).

Overall, such a methodological approach was useful
for an exploratory research design on geopolitical drivers,
but the research could have benefited from the inclusion of
industry visits and policy events that deal more explicitly
with geopolitical challenges. Moreover, here we have mainly
focused on actors that are active in the host region, further
research could complement this perspective by integrating
more firmly state and firm actors in China and Germany.

5 Chinese state-directed versus
German state-incentivized forms
of friendshoring

In the following, we use two case studies of recent friend-
shoring processes in the Sino—Tanzanian soybean GPN and
in the German-Namibian green hydrogen GPN to con-
trast two extreme types of friendshoring: in a more coer-
cive state-directed friendshoring approach, China influ-
ences its lead firms through direct state ownership of
outward-oriented SOEs. Germany, as a liberal market econ-
omy, follows a “light touch” state-incentivized friendshoring
approach that relies more on the coordination of various
state and state-related institutions such as foreign affairs,
development aid, and development finance.

5.1 Leveraging an old friendship for food
security: China’s soybean politics
in Tanzania

China’s friendshoring practices in the soybean GPN can be
explained by our conceptualization of three main geopoliti-
cal imperatives.

First, high import shares of about 60 % of worldwide
soybean trade comes with substantial inflationary risks for
China’s economy (Wesz Junior et al. 2021). China aims to
reduce its supply chain risks through strategic diversifica-
tion of the China-oriented soybean GPN which is highly



DE GRUYTER

dependent on imports from few production regions and
their supplying intermediary firms (US, Brazil, Argentina).
China used to be a net exporter for soybeans until the mid-
1990s. However, following the WTO entry, China made the
strategic choice to use Chinese farmland mainly for grain
production whilst offshoring the land intensive produc-
tion of soybeans and using Chinese state-owned enterprises
(SOEs) to operate as buying lead firms in off-shored pro-
duction regions (Oliveira 2016). This decision resulted in a
dramatic downturn of China’s soybean self-sufficiency ratio
that has dwindled to about 15 per cent (Wesz Junior et al.
2021).

Second, China’s soybean imports have become a
weaponized commodity in the US-China trade war. China
used retaliatory tariffs on US soybeans and banned its home
grown SOEs from buying US soybeans since mid-2018. This
was meant to strategically harm the US (agro-)economy
and exert political influence of voter behavior. By gradually
shifting the major supply chain of the soybean GPN towards
alternative production frontiers including Latin America
and more recently Africa and Russia, China de-weaponizes
its own supplies (Wesz Junior et al. 2021).

Third, China seeks to establish new spheres of geopo-
litical influence in Africa. Remarkably, this imperative
goes beyond funding and building infrastructures as it
also includes the coupling of Chinese GPN with African
economies. Embedded in Cold War ties and the social-
ist brotherhood between China and Tanzania (among a
number of African states), agricultural “green lanes” have
recently been proposed by China. This coincides with strate-
gies to strengthening Sino—African trade and GPN integra-
tion via the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) (Tups et al. 2024)
and demonstrates China’s ambition to compete with West-
ern countries for geopolitical influence (Large 2022; Li 2023).

Taken together, the above geopolitical imperatives
define why the Chinese soybean GPN is being friendshored
to couple with new production regions in Africa. Below it
will be shown how this process is governed by Chinese SOEs
and more indirectly orchestrated by the Chinese communist
party which can directly define key agendas of soybean
SOEs through shareholder rights as well as ownership of key
firm assets (Fares 2023).

5.1.1 Extraterritorial de-risking: off-take agreements via
Chinese SOEs

Coupling Tanzania’s agrarian hinterland to the Chinese
soybean lead firms comes with substantial risks for Chi-
nese and Tanzanian actors. This is due to the investment
costs required by Chinese soybean lead firms to equip the
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immature soybean industry in Tanzania to meet the Chi-
nese criteria (soybean varieties, quality, volumes, costs). As
highlighted by an oilseeds trading analyst (P1), more con-
ventional lead firms would be unlikely to invest under these
coupling conditions because Tanzanian farmers have much
higher production costs than highly industrialized, large-
scale farms in the U.S., Brazil, and Argentina (also raised by:
G3, D6). This is why extraterritorial practices of de-risking
both economic and political risks have been paramount to
initiate the coupling process.

Remarkably, de-risking between China and Tanzania
does not rely on the Western model of subsidizing outward
oriented investments or covering the high costs of political
risks. Rather, China uses the state’s tight grip over SOEs
in the grains and oilseeds sector to deploy rather diplo-
matic means to de-risk Tanzania’s soybean frontier (Asian
commodities markets analyst [P2]). A substantial off-take
agreement which was made on state-to-state rather than
firm-to-state level served as a political means of de-risking
otherwise unlikely and risky investments — both on Tan-
zanian (farmers, traders) and Chinese side (SOEs). In Octo-
ber 2020, China and Tanzania announced the signing of a
Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) which foresees that
China buys at least 600,000 tonnes of soybean annually and
up to 2 million tons of soybeans prospectively — compared
to Tanzania’s production capacity of about 20,000 tonnes in
the same year (Tanzanian Ministry of Agriculture [G1, G3],
high-ranking development agent involved in facilitating the
MoU [D6]).

5.1.2 Outward-oriented network brokering: soybean
diplomacy

Since Tanzania has so far been a net-importer of soybean,
supply chains have to be assembled from scratch to allow
coupling with the Chinese GPN through practices of network
brokering.

Firstly, remobilizing the BRI expansion after its slow-
down amid the Covid-19 pandemic, the provincial govern-
ment in China’s Hunan province was the first to commit to
open “green lanes” for agricultural products that had been
announced during the eighth Forum on China—Africa Coop-
eration (FOCAQ) in early 2021. The provincial government
set up a free-trade zone in Hunan for imported agricultural
products from Africa which was flanked by decentralization
efforts encouraging local authorities and the private sector
to proactively establish trade relations with African part-
ners (Tanzanian Ministry of Agriculture [G1], Asian com-
modities markets analyst [P2]).
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Secondly, the Chinese embassy in Tanzania played a
pivotal role in initiating extra-firm bargaining processes
between Tanzanian grain and oilseed traders and Chinese
SOEs. Already in April 2021, the embassy issued licenses
for 49 Tanzanian traders to be eligible for soybean exports
via Dar es Salaam port (Soybean trader in Dar es Salaam
[B1]). In June 2021, the first batch of soybeans was exported
from Tanzania to China (State-owned Assets Supervision and
Administration Commission of the State Council, 2021). The
trader Dar-Lyon Investment handed over a symbolic trade
volume of 120 tons of soybeans to the Chinese SOE COFCO
to kick-start the new partnership. In the first year of trade
however, only 1,140 tons could be exported to China, as the
quality of the soybeans was often insufficient (Tanzanian
Ministry of Agriculture [G3]). In 2022 — and thus way before
large-scale measures to raise Tanzania’s production output
were implemented — 22,000 tons of soybeans were exported
to China according to official statistics.

5.1.3 Extraterritorial institution-building: changing
regulatory standards

The shift from peasant-oriented and locally adapted soy-
bean varieties towards export-oriented and imported soy-
bean varieties required extraterritorial institution building
to fast-track a transformation of regional assets to meet the
coupling criteria with the Chinese soybean GPN. As con-
firmed by Tanzanian seed breeders (R1, R2) Soybean pro-
duction in Tanzania has so far solely occurred for house-
hold (diet substitution) and domestic uses (Tanzanian ani-
mal feed industry). Tanzanian soybeans neither reach the
fat and protein content required by Chinese soybean pro-
cessors converting soybeans into edible oils and animal
feed, nor do they reach the quality criteria (standardiza-
tion, phytosanitary controls) and volumes foreseen under
the Sino-Tanzanian MoU (Public employee responsible for
soybean breeding in Tanzania [R3]).

Firstly, the Chinese embassy agreed with the Tanzanian
Ministry of Agriculture to issue a special approval for Long-
ping High-Tech, a subsidiary of the Chinese state-owned
investment firm CITIC Group, to be eligible for importing
and replicating soybean varieties that were originally bred
for the Chinese and Brazilian market. The standardized pro-
cess for registering new seed varieties usually takes four
and more years, but Longping could fast-track the trials to
take only two years (R3). Following a scoping tour through
the Southern Highlands in Tanzania, Longping received a
lease for a 30,000 ha farm by the Tanzanian government and
was given the mandate to kick-start local seed reproduction
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(Regional development agent involved in soybean promo-
tion [D4]).

Secondly, this repurposing of the Tanzanian seed pro-
duction system was further flanked by institutional alter-
ations of the seed innovation system. In cooperation with
Tanzanian universities and the governmental seed breeding
institute Uyole, Longping operates several trial farms across
the Southern Highlands to gather data to define breeding
goals and parameters required to adapt soybean varieties
to the local context (Regional development agent involved
in soybean promotion [D5]).

5.2 Healing old wounds with development:
Germany’s green hydrogen promise for
Namibia

Germany’s energy friendshoring efforts respond to the
three geopolitical imperatives described above: First, to
reduce its exposure to supply security risks, the German
government is seeking to diversify its energy imports and
increase imports of renewable energy carriers, such as
green hydrogen. Second, in response to Russia’s invasion
of Ukraine, Germany quickly used its purchasing power
for natural gas and oil as a weapon in the trade war.
The trade sanctions imposed targeted Russia’s commod-
ity export sector to hit its economy at a vulnerable point.
Third, to maintain influence in the region and ease diplo-
matic tensions from its colonial past, a German devel-
opment cooperation representative in Namibia confirms
that Germany seeks to support economic development in
Namibia (C4). Despite years of negotiations between the
two countries, they have yet to reconcile the genocide com-
mitted by the German Empire in what was then South
West Africa (now Namibia) from 1904 to 1908 (Melber
2020). The German Federal Ministry for Economic Affairs
and Climate Action (BMWK) has developed green hydro-
gen partnerships with strategic exporting countries to face
the janus-faced challenge of achieving the self-imposed
target of climate neutrality, nuclear phase-out, and the
need to ensure stable energy supply from reliable part-
ners, including Canada, Egypt, Saudi Arabia, Australia, Chile
and Namibia. While some of these countries are already
closely aligned with Germany’s geopolitical aims, stronger
alignment with other countries is to be achieved via this
energy diplomacy (Quitzow et al. 2023). The hydrogen part-
nership with Namibia took the form of a joint declaration
of intent signed in March 2022 and is aiming for a mutually
beneficial outcome: exporting green hydrogen to Germany
for increased energy security, while fostering significant
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industrial transformation in Namibia. The mutual benefits
of this agreement was confirmed in a group discussion with
high-ranking Namibian government officials (G2).

5.2.1 Extraterritorial de-risking: off-take and finance

Germany is taking three main measures to de-risk private
green hydrogen investments: first, by signing long-term off-
take agreements; second, by matching private capital with
government funds (“patient capital”) to reduce capital costs
for geostrategically desirable projects; and third, by upgrad-
ing relevant infrastructure in the host region.

German development cooperation organizations con-
firm that Germany established the H2 Global funding mech-
anism to promote the production and use of green hydro-
gen worldwide (C4). Facilitated by a government-backed
off-taker, long-term purchase agreements provide the nec-
essary investment security to unlock large-scale invest-
ments on the supply side and short-term sales contracts on
the demand side. The difference between the supply and
demand price is compensated by grants from a public fund-
ing body, thus promoting the decarbonization of significant
CO2 emitters worldwide. Work is underway to Europeanize
H2 Global (European Commision 2023): H2Global will be
open to all EU governments interested in conducting joint
European tenders.

In addition, the German extraterritorial de-risking
strategy is embedded in a European approach to spa-
tial development, the Global Gateway Initiative (Euro-
pean Commission 2021). Investment capital for global infras-
tructure and economic partnerships comes from the EU,
member states and financial institutions such as the Euro-
pean Investment Bank. The initiative plans to allocate €135
billion to provide an alternative to China’s BRI by reduc-
ing the risks of investing abroad for European companies
(European Commission 2021). In this vein, EU Commission
President Ursula von der Leyen and Namibian President
Hage Geingob announced the EU-Namibia strategic part-
nership on sustainable commodity value chains and renew-
able hydrogen (European Commission 2023). €1 billion will
be invested to mobilize funding for infrastructure, capacity
building, research and regulatory changes in Namibia.

This adds to further funds in infrastructure invest-
ments stemming from German government funds: a Namib-
ian town council mentions that €5 million are dedicated
to support shaping urban development and infrastructure
improvements in the town of Liideritz, which will accom-
modate a 10 bn USD investment from British—German con-
sortium Hyphen Energy (G1). Besides creating a long-term
horizon for guaranteed off-take, the Namibian government
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currently plans to directly invest in the incoming Hyphen
Energy investment (G2). The agreement between the com-
pany and the Namibian government foresees a 24 % Namib-
ian government stake. However, this investment will be
backed by a credit provided through the European Invest-
ment Bank (Gabor and Sylla 2023).

5.2.2 Outward-oriented network brokering: creating
industrial linkages

Namibian government officials and companies alike empha-
size the considerable effort that has been put into network
brokering by establishing new industry contacts or bridging
connections between industry, research and policymaking
in Germany and Namibia (A1, G1, G2, G4, F3, F4). Following
a Joint Declaration of Intent, a number of B2B platforms,
including business roundtables and business delegations to
and from Germany, have been organized by German gov-
ernment agencies to strengthening ties between Namibian
and German companies, the chairman of the renewable
energy business association elaborates (Al). In September
2022, a first German—Namibian business exchange platform
was established, and in December 2022, the German Minis-
ter for Economic Affairs made a visit to Namibia with a large
business delegation to establish contacts (G2). Here again,
brokering activities were flanked by efforts on a EU level,
such as the EU-Namibia business forum, which took place
in Brussels in October 2023. These initiatives are assessed
generally positively by Namibian firms as they provide plat-
forms for information sharing and networking opportuni-
ties with international companies (A1, D4). However, inter-
viewees raise doubts regarding the readiness of Namibian
firms to enter the newly emerging sector, as the majority of
Namibian firms lack required capabilities (A1, A5).

To showcase green hydrogen potential for the regional
economy, the German government, through the Federal
Ministry of Education and Research (BMBF) and the Fed-
eral Ministry of Economics and Technology (BMWK), has
provided €30 million to fund five pilot projects in Namibia
to demonstrate the use of green hydrogen in Namibia (C3).
The pilot projects aim to establish fertilizer production from
green ammonia, a green steel plant, green marine fuel pro-
duction, decarbonization of the port of Walvis Bay and a
train powered by hydrogen locomotives (C3, D1, D2, D4, F1).
While this is a further case of de-risking investments by
creating a hydrogen ecosystem with public money, this is
also a concrete example of network brokering: involved
actors highlight that all projects match European technology
leaders with local business partners, thus strengthening ties
between lead firms and locally embedded industrial assets
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(D4). The expectation expressed by Namibian policy-makers
is that private investments will follow once the applicability
of use cases is displayed (G2).

5.2.3 Extraterritorial institution-building: research and
development

Germany’s government and government-related institu-
tions are busy building and rebuilding institutions that
are conducive to the development of green hydrogen in
Namibia (C1, C2, C3, C4, F2). The BMBE, through its imple-
menting organization, the Southern African Science Centre
for Climate Change and Adaptive Land Management (SASS-
CAL), sponsored the Namibian National Green Hydrogen
Strategy, which was implemented by the global consulting
firm McKinsey and serves as a roadmap for the sector
and is integrated into Namibia’s strategic economic plans
(G2, C3).

In addition, German government organizations are cre-
ating new structures to improve industry-related skills and
knowledge. One example is the PtX hub Namibia project,
implemented by the German Society for International Coop-
eration (GIZ), which focuses on building local green hydro-
gen skills through training programs (C1). Another example
is the BMBF-funded Green Hydrogen Research Institute,
which is embedded in the structures of the University of
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Namibia. The institute conducts research projects to adapt
green hydrogen technologies to local environmental con-
ditions. Leading researchers of the institute confirm that
in parallel, the curricula of two renewable energy master’s
programs are being adapted to the needs of the green hydro-
gen industry (R1).

5.3 A brief comparison of Chinese and
German friendshoring approaches

The two cases show that friendshoring is not a uniquely
Western response to geopolitical turmoil and multipolarity,
but both GPN actors from China and Germany are respond-
ing to pressing geopolitical imperatives by leveraging histor-
ical ties between friendshoring partners with the ultimate
goal of sourcing strategic commodities from global periph-
eries (Table 1).

First, states aim to reduce the risk exposure of cru-
cial GPNs: sourcing strategic commodities from various and
preferably more aligned locations and GPN counterparts
reduces supply-side risks such as crop failure due to climate
change or energy shortages due to political instability (cf.
Vivoda 2023). Second, states use their grip over GPNs to
(de)weaponize strategic supply chains: in response to the
ongoing U.S.-China trade war, China is seeking to simulta-
neously weaponize (reducing purchases from the US) and

Table 1: Friendshoring imperatives and practices. Comparing the Sino-Tanzanian soybean GPN with the German-Namibian green hydrogen GPN.

Soybean GPN China & Tanzania

Green hydrogen GPN Germany & Namibia

Geopolitical imperatives

Reducing risk exposure - Chinese import dependency for soybeans

- Chinese neo-mercantilist approach to food systems

- German import dependency for dense energy carriers
(such as natural gas, ammonia)
- Decarbonization of domestic energy intensive industry

(De-)weaponizing - US-China trade war

supply chains

- Inflationary effects on Chinese domestic economy

- EU-Russia trade war
- Recessional pressure of high energy prices

Extraterritorial

- Multipolar world - Uneven Sino-African trade balance

- EU global gateway competition with Chinese BRI

influence - Slow-down of BRI during Covid-19 pandemic - Overcoming diplomatic tensions stemming from colonial
legacy via economic development promise
Extraterritorial coupling practices
Extraterritorial - MoU with non-binding but high off-take agreement - H2 global buyer scheme - Infrastructure development
de-risking under global gateway programme

- High-level political commitment to fulfill the trade agreement

- Financial de-risking via development bank

Outward-oriented - Mobilization of Chinese SOEs
network brokering

Chinese embassy

- Establishment of cross-border B2B platforms

- Going out of Hunan Province state institutions and brokering by - Funding of joint-venture pilot projects - Diplomatic

efforts

Extraterritorial
institution building

- Reorganization of soybean seed system in Tanzania
- PPPs through Chinese SOEs on local and regional level

- Funding of national hydrogen strategy
- Establishment of green hydrogen research institute
- Repurposing of SASSCAL
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de-weaponize (diversifying supplies for the Chinese market)
the soybean supply chain through a long-term strategy of
spatially reorganizing its soybean GPN (Wesz Junior et al.
2021). Germany has taken an even more active approach of
weaponizing GPNs, using its purchasing power to the detri-
ment of the Russian economy by decoupling and sanction-
ing its energy exports whilst simultaneously fast-tracking
alternative supplier relations (Zhang et al. 2024). Third, both
countries are linking their friendshoring ambitions with
large-scale infrastructure projects to maintain extraterri-
torial influence conducive to the market imperatives of
home-grown lead firms. The revitalization of the BRI after
the Covid-19 pandemic is directly linked to the launch of
Sino-African green lanes for agricultural products just as
Europe’s Global Gateway is linked to state-driven coupling
attempts in energy or also critical mineral GPNs with alter-
native suppliers on the African continent (Heldt 2023). There
are, however, differences in the way states influence inter-
firm coordination:

Chinese state influence is expressed through mobi-
lization of state-owned soybean SOEs (COFCO, Longping)
that are well-coordinated with government institutions,
equipped with patient capital and diplomatic backing allow-
ing to de-risk otherwise infeasible investments. China’s high
demand guarantees stable off-take agreements for produc-
ers which are further backed on diplomatic level. To achieve
conducive network brokering and to build new institutions
in form of prospective public-private partnerships (PPP)
with Tanzanian actors and changing the soybean seed sys-
tem, China mobilizes its SOEs quite directly.

Germany’s foreign trade policy, on the other hand,
remains intertwined with EU initiatives such as the Global
Gateway initiative and takes a more indirect approach,
focusing on changing the conditions for strategic coupling
to incentivize coupling with geopolitically aligning regions
endowed with strategic assets. This explains the focus on
financial de-risking and institution-building: more than net-
work brokering, these practices alter the regional asset
base and prepare the ground for strategic coupling. By
orchestrating the actions of a wide range of state and state-
linked organizations, diplomatic relations are strengthened
in order to create opportunity spaces for domesticlead firms
in strategic sectors in geopolitically aligned states.

6 Conclusion and way forward

Our article contributes to the growing body of literature
on the geopolitics of GPNs by offering a conceptual per-
spective on the rise of GPN friendshoring that has received
little attention so far. Specifically, this article has advanced
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the discussion in four ways: by distilling three geopolit-
ical imperatives, by conceptualizing pushing the network
out practices, by distinguishing between state-led and state-
incentivized friendshoring approaches, and by highlighting
state agency more broadly in strategic coupling processes. It
is along these lines that further research can make fruitful
contributions.

Firstly, by conceptualizing three geopolitical impera-
tives this article aims to spark debate on the impact of
geopolitical imperatives and spatial reconfiguration of GPNs
mediated by states and state-linked actors. Geopolitics is
primarily a mandate at the national political level, and with
rising geopolitical tensions, states need to develop both the
power and the tools to persuade lead firms to link up with
strategically desirable locations. Therefore we can expect,
first, the emergence of new organizational private-public
hybrids, even in liberal market economies, and, second, an
increased interest on the part of states to transcend their
borders in order to exert power extraterritorially. However,
we do not claim the list of imperatives presented here to be
exhaustive but hope to inspire future research that identi-
fies further non-market imperatives, including for instance
decarbonization goals (BlaZzek and Lypianin 2024) and fur-
ther responses to climate risks (Coe and Gibson 2024).

Secondly, the three practices of pushing the network out
are strongly interrelated. Extraterritorial institution build-
ing goes hand in hand with network brokering and de-
risking: outward-looking network brokers rely on organi-
zations to anchor their activities in the target region, and
de-risking is accompanied by institution building (such as
policy-de-risking). More can be done to refine each of these
concepts. More broadly speaking, however, this research
has set the focus on the agency of home states of lead firms,
while widely neglecting the agency of host states to hinder
or support these forms of coupling. Rather than being a
mere scaffolding for strategic coupling, host regions can co-
shape investments in their asset base, leverage diplomatic
relations, and steer institution-building activities to become
attractive as friendshoring partners. Host regions can also
align their activities with those of potential friendshoring
partners by engaging in complementary practices of de-
risking to amplify the regional development effect on their
territories (Gabor and Sylla 2023).

Thirdly, our two case studies have shown that the orga-
nizational practices and extraterritorial “tools” that states
use to exert power on their strategic GPNs differ widely,
from a state-directed approach in the case of China to a
state-incentivized form of coupling in the case of Germany.
More can be done to typologize different organizational
forms underlying state agency to achieve strategic coupling
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extraterritorially. Recent attempts to conceptualize differ-
ent drivers and actors in coupling processes are helpful in
this regard (BlaZek and Lypianin 2024).

Lastly, it will be useful to further understand the
regional development effects, power relations involved,
and associated risks of these different coupling types on
target regions. Especially in non-aligned states, there is a
“friendshoring” competition between foreign states that can
be exploited by regional institutions in the coupling bargain-
ing process through playing out different interests (Miller
2023). As the regional asset base is modified in the long
run, opportunities for further couplings in related sectors
may be opened up. However, structural decoupling is a
real risk for host regions when the geopolitical landscape
changes and geostrategic imperatives are again overridden
by market-driven imperatives, or if another crisis overturns
former geopolitical imperatives (BlaZek and Lypianin 2024):
lead firms may decouple from the friendshoring region in
favor of more cost-effective regions. Moreover, when insti-
tutions are built by foreign states, there is no guarantee that
they will work to the benefit of the host region, nor that they
will be sustainable once de-risking measures are phased
out. For example, scarce endogenous resources, such as
skilled labor, may be channeled into the friendshoring

Appendix A
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sector and thus lacking in alternative, potentially more pro-
ductive sectors, to the detriment of the host region. This
calls for future research to focus on state agency in times
of geopolitical turmoil.
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Table A.1: List of interviews with soybean stakeholders and experts (Tanzanian case).

Interviewee affiliation Date Code
Ministry of agriculture 03.08.2022 G1
Ministry of agriculture 14.08.2022 G2
Ministry of agriculture (online) 20.09.2022 G3
Agricultural development project 02.08.2022 D1
Agricultural development project/PPP 06.08.2022 D2
Agricultural development project 09.08.2022 D3
Agricultural development project 15.08.2022 D4
Agricultural development project/PPP 16.08.2022 D5
Agricultural development project/PPP 24.08.2022 D6
Soybean trader 02.08.2022 B1
Soybean trader 11.08.2022 B2
Soybean buyer 06.08.2022 B3
Soybean buyer 06.08.2022 B4
Soybean buyer 06.08.2022 B5
Soybean buyer 16.08.2022 B6
Soybean seeds supplier 05.08.2022 B7
Soybean research & development 01.08.2022 R1
Soybean research & development 03.08.2022 R2
Soybean research & development 07.08.2022 R3
Policy analyst - oilseed & grain trade (online) 20.03.2023 P1
Policy analyst - Asian markets (online) 21.04.2023 P2
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Table A.2: List of interviews with actors of the green hydrogen GPN
(Namibian case).

Interviewee affiliation Date Code
Business association 30.03.2023 Al
Business association 16.03.2023 A2
Business association 31.03.2023 A3
Business association 14.04.2023 A4
Business association 15.02.2023 A5
Development cooperation 23.03.2023 a
Development cooperation 06.04.2023 2
Development cooperation 04.04.2023 a
Development cooperation 03.03.2023 c4
Green hydrogen project developer 13.02.2023 D1
Green hydrogen project developer 22.02.2023 D2
Green hydrogen project developer 23.02.2023 D3
Green hydrogen project developer 01.03.2023 D4
Green hydrogen project developer 08.03.2023 D5
Private company 20.02.2023 F1
Private company 20.02.2023 F2
Private company 03.03.2023 F3
Private company 31.03.2023 F4
Private company 02.03.2023 F5
Namibian government agency 11.02.2023 G1
Namibian government agency 14.02.2023 G2
Namibian government agency 02.03.2023 G3
National government agency 29.03.2023 G4
Civil society organization 16.02.2023 01
Civil society organization 21.02.2023 02
Civil society organization 21.02.2023 03
Research institute 27.02.2023 R1
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