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6 | Making sense of socio-cultural values
in ecosystem services research:
Motivations and points of contention

Abstract - In response to the controversy in the ecosystem services (ES) scholarship over monetary
valuation and market-based policy instruments, a growing number of scholars resorts to alterna-
tive approaches to capture the relevance of non-human nature to society. These scholars have
attempted to widen the scope and renegotiate the ambition of the ES project in order to foster a
more sophisticated view on the multiple ways in which people engage with their surroundings.
As more attention is given to such ’socio-cultural values’, it is increasingly claimed that the con-
cept of ES now caters for a wide range of value perspectives that can be meaningfully integrated
in order to improve the legitimacy of environmental decision-making. Efforts at integrating and
synthesising plural values, however, neglect that struggles over the concept of ES remain as there
is no consensus about why and how to value nature. This paper forwards a different perspective
on the socio-cultural valuation of ES by exploring what motivations have been forwarded to study
cultural values and what points of contention arise in trying to integrate such values into the ES
framework. By discussing these discordances this paper hopes to foster a better sensitivity to cri-
tique in the ES domain, thereby strengthening the interdisciplinary dialogue necessary to enrich
our understanding of socio-cultural values for nature.
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6.1 Introduction

Within the scholarship on ecosystem services (ES) there has been a fair amount of critique on the
monetary valuation of ES as an increasing number of scholars working with the concept found
themselves uncomfortable with the ’economic production metaphor’ (see Raymond et al., 2013).
This controversy has lead to the growth of an epistemic community that resorts to alternative ap-
proaches to capture the relevance of the non-humanworld to society (Raymond et al., 2014; Oteros-
Rozas et al., 2014; Iniesta-Arandia et al., 2014; Gould et al., 2015). Whereas the emphasis in the
application of the ES concept had long been on reconciling conservation with economic objectives,
’bridging the worlds of natural science and economics, conservation and development’ (see Braat
and Groot, 2012), a growing group of scholars tries to engage with disciplines beyond ecology and
economics, arguing that an ES logic can and should be used to more broadly investigate the rela-
tionship between people and nature (Carpenter et al., 2009; Sandifer et al., 2015). Such attempts
do not necessarily question the concept of ES in itself, but rather try to work the concept to better
’address and navigate cultural values’ (Chan et al., 2012b) in order to gain a more comphrensive
and sophisticated view on the contributions of nature to human well-being.

In result socio-cultural valuation studies of ES have, alongside economic and ecological assess-
ments, gained prominence in the ES literature. As an emerging and rapidly growing field of knowl-
edge, literature on the socio-cultural valuation of ES has been characterised by diverging episte-
mologies that are based on a broad array of value concepts. Tadaki et al. (2017) note that ’there is
no corresponding consensus about what values are or which approaches to understanding values
are useful and legitimate in particular settings’. As such work on values for ES is becoming increas-
ingly diverse as scholars from a wide range of disciplines are getting engaged with the concept,
either by offering critiques or by forwarding new strategies for implementation.

While recent efforts to synthesise the heterogeneity of value concepts in the ES domain have at-
tempted to put such concepts back into an overarching framework or typology (see Chan et al.,
2012a; Kenter et al., 2015; Tadaki et al., 2017; van Riper et al., 2017), this paper explicitly aims to
explore to how different notions of value within the ES domain conflict, in particular in the strand
of literature that has shaped the emergence of alternative forms of valuation, i.e. ’socio-cultural
values’ (also referred to as ’non-monetary’ values or ’social’ values). Paying attention to tensions
and discordances is important for promoting interdisciplinary dialogue about value concepts and
prevents us from taking seemingly similar concepts at face value. This will allow environmental
researchers and practitioners to come to terms with the heterogeneity of ES valuation approaches
while rendering these to critical scrutiny. As such this paper hopes to foster renewed sensitivity
to criticism in the ES domain, which is necessary to continuously reflect upon the implications of
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studying the reciprocal relationships between ’nature’ and ’society’ under an ES paradigm.

As Vadrot et al. (2018, p. S89) forward, neglecting the diversity and normativity present in the
production of particular knowledges ’bears the danger that particular approaches will not be heard
and others systematically reproduced’. To understand how diverging conceptualisations of socio-
cultural value come to be and are operationalised it is important to take note of the broader nar-
ratives from which these approaches form part. Since valuation is rarely a goal in itself, scholars
that employ such techniques do so for particular reasons. Though such motivations are not always
made explicit, they are necessarily infused with valuation research: they explain why we do what
we do. This paper therefore starts with an exploration of what motivations have been forwarded to
study socio-cultural values within the ES scholarship. It consequently elaborates on two specific
points of contention which are considered relevant to the ’socio-cultural valuation’ of ES, namely
(a) contestation around the multiplicity of ’value’ in relation to the ES framework (evidenced by
continuous efforts to demarcate boundaries and propose strategies for integration) and (b) the posi-
tion of ’culture’ in relation to the ES framework (which has received much criticism from scholars
who hold different perspectives on what ’culture’ is and how it should be studied). The paper
concludes by discussing the implications of these findings for future research on ES values.

6.2 Socio-cultural values and ES: motivations

Reviewing the literature three main lines of argumentation emerged for the uptake of socio-cultural
values into the ES framework: (a) to create knowledge and awareness about the intricate relation-
ships between people and their surroundings (and particularly how such relationships may be af-
fected by environmental change), (b) to transform values to the good of nature and bring about
societal change, and (c) to pave the road for environmental decision making processes that are
more inclusive and participatory. These three rationales are rather generic and are differently re-
produced across various contexts. Nevertheless they broadly capture motivations for turning to
alternative methods for ES valuation.

6.2.1 To create knowledge and awareness about people-environment rela-
tionships

As argued by Gómez-Baggethun et al. (2010) the concept of ES was introduced as a rhetorical tool
to communicate the value of biodiversity and ecosystem functions for human well-being. As such,
much work on the socio-cultural values for nature is meant to show how nature contributes to peo-
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ple’s lives. The focus on economic valuation made that such people-environment relationships are
not well accounted for in the ES framework. This means that the societal impact of environmental
change is potentially not well understood (since knowledge about how environmental change may
impact cultural practices and values is missing) and consequently not considered in environmental
decision making (Chan et al., 2012a). Disregarding socio-cultural values may therefore have ’un-
intended side-effects’ (Plieninger et al., 2013). Knowledge about socio-cultural values may in this
sense bring additional arguments for the protection of nature (Chan et al., 2016).

Yet the way scholars reproduce this narrative differs and so research that aims to make socio-
cultural values explicit comes in multiple guises. Some scholars argue that in order to account
for socio-cultural values in environmental decision making, such values need to be integrated with
quantitative ecosystem service assessments (Raymond et al., 2009; Plieninger et al., 2013; Casado-
Arzuaga et al., 2014; Martín-López et al., 2014; Oteros-Rozas et al., 2014). As such socio-cultural
values, or relatedly ’cultural ecosystem services’1, are best made comparable to other forms of
assessments by quantifiying and/or mapping them. Following this line of argumentation, the rea-
son why socio-cultural values have been neglected is that their intangibe nature makes it difficult
to measure such values using conventional methods. Indeed, reviewing potential indicators for
cultural ecosystem services Hernández-Morcillo et al. (2013) argue that definitions and robust
measurements of the non-material importance of nature to people have been elusive. Thus al-
ternative methods should be developed that can better cater for socio-cultural values but still be
integrated into the larger ES framework, so that empirical evidence about socio-cultural values can
be gathered to ensure that ES assessments are balanced by paying equal attention to the immaterial
and material benefits of nature (Ibid).

When the explicit aim becomes to integrate knowledge about socio-cultural values with other forms
of knowledge about ES, the conceptualisation of socio-cultural value itself is fitted to the instru-
ments that facilitate its quantification. Socio-cultural values, then, are conceptualised as individual
preferences (although non-monetary) that can be aggregated and quantified to communicate the rel-
ative importance of particular services or particular ecosystems. Acknowleding that socio-cultural
values may be incommensurable with other types of values, i.e. they cannot be captured using the
same metrics as other types of values, this at least makes them comparable to other values (Satz
et al., 2013; Trainor, 2006).

Such an approach, however, contrasts with the argument that knowledge about socio-cultural val-
1Cultural ecosystem services are a seperate category in the ES framework and defined as ’the non-material benefits

people obtain from ecosystems through spiritual enrichments, cognitive development, reflection, recreation and aes-
thetic experiences’ (MA, 2005). Given that both ’socio-cultural valuation’ and ’cultural ecosystem services’ research
predominantly focus on the non-material appreciation of nature they are often conflated and used interchangebly in
the ES domain. One can argue that the distinction between the two is not so clear-cut: as such in this paper no explicit
distinction is made between the two.
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ues should reflect the complex and intricate nature of people-environment relationships, and so
should be studied interpretively and contextually (see Cooper et al., 2016). The aim then is not for
such values to be integrated back into an overarching framework, but to create impact and aware-
ness by producing rich stories about how people engage with their surroundings. Values are in
this sense conceptualised as closely related to cultural practices that cannot easily be reduced to
individual preferences that are to be traded-off against other uses of nature (Cooper et al., 2016;
Stålhammar and Pedersen, 2017). Although far from dominant in the ES domain, this perspective
is increasingly put forward by drawing upon the notion of relational values (see Chan et al., 2016).

Of course hybrid forms exist where quantitative approaches are used not with the aim of producing
maps or assessments per se, but rather aim at describing how values for nature shape and are shaped
by physical surroundings or social practices (García-Llorente et al., 2012; Calvet-Mir et al., 2012;
Poppenborg and Koellner, 2013). Instead of quantifiying ES values as such, such assessments
are rather pursued to advance our understanding of the impacts of environmental change or to
gain knowledge of how values for nature may conflict between (groups of) people. Moreover
qualitative and quantitative approaches do not necessarily conflict but are in some cases employed
simultaneously to triangulate findings about values for nature (Gould et al., 2014).

6.2.2 To transform values to the good of nature and bring about societal
change

Rather than studying values to create a better understanding of how people give meaning to and
engage with nature, some scholars actively seek to influence such relationships. Indeed, in their
call for a new valuation school Jacobs et al. (2016) argue that the new culture of valuation they
advocate can only be achieved when an explicit choice is made for transformative research for
sustainability. In so doing valuation should seek to achieve societal rather than only academic
impact; focus then should not so much be on understanding and explaining as such but rather on
bringing about societal change.

Such perspectives are echoed across the ES domain where a discourse of shared and delibera-
tive values is employed to draw attention to how values for nature are socially produced and thus
susceptible to change (see Kenter et al., 2015). As a critique against the focus on the individual
and the aggregation of individual values common to economists, the argument is that people are
influenced by processes of socialisation as they necessarily form part of a wider societal context.
Values should, therefore, not only be thought of as fixed and static, but rather as fluid notions that
can be negotiated upon and deliberated through group processes. This not only accomodates a
better understanding of values within their socio-cultural context, but also allows for these values
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to be actively changed with the aim of contributing to better environmental outcomes. Raymond
and Kenter (2016, p. 253) argue that

’deliberation about ecosystem management futures, where participants are debating
and making explicit their deeper held environmental values in a practical context,
may not just change the way that participants evaluate specific projects, but may also
change how they feel about the relative importance of living in harmony with the
environment compared to other life goals.”

Taking the perspective that the neoliberal norms and values dominating contemporaryWestern so-
cieties rather hamper than facilitate sustainability transitions, ES valuation can be used to challenge
existing norms and values (Ives and Fischer, 2017; Everard et al., 2016). Deliberative approaches
can be useful in this regard, as they allow for social learning: rather than elucidating values by
treating these as given, valuation can be used to create an atmosphere where dialogue about en-
vironmental change becomes possible. In so doing participants are invited to reflect more deeply
on how they feel and think about nature. Yet the extent to which values may be and should be
transformed itself is contested within the ES literature. Manfredo et al. (2017) argued that values
are deeply embedded within societies’ cultures, traditions and institutions. As such efforts aiming
at trying to change such values may end up bearing no fruit; instead conservationists would do well
to work within such value systems rather than challenging them. Such a view is also commonly
forwarded by economists who, as Simpson (2016) notes, treat economic forces as given: people
have fixed preferences for what they wish to consume and the extent to which those preferences
can be satisfied is constrained by ecological and technological possibilities.

Forwarding a different argument, Lo and Spash (2013) point towards the pitfalls of using deliber-
ative (monetary) valuation as a preference moralising exercise that asks of participants to convert
their perspective toward a particular, pre-defined moral end. When the aim becomes to strive for
consensus and overcome differences, the risk arises that particular values are surpressed, which
hampers the expression of multiple values. As such Lo and Spash (2013, p. 781) argue that delib-
eration ’does not necessarily aim to induce citizens to change their first-order values; it is rather
aimed at encouraging diverse value positions to live with each other even if they are mutually in-
compatible’. Rather than steering towards convergence, the aim should be to create respect for
each other’s perspectives. This will allow for workable agreements in which participants agree
on a course of action for different reasons (Ibid). The notion that convergence need not always
explicitly be aimed for was also forwarded by a recent contribution that suggested an arts-led dia-
logue may help to open up space for the articulation of multiple values for nature. This approach
distances itselves from both the instrumental and deliberative paradigms presented in the ES do-
main by emphasising the use of ES valuation to foster a critical dialogue. Rather than tailoring
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valuation exercises to inform specific decisions such a dialogue is meant to question and challenge
the dominant narratives about the value of nature (see Edwards et al., 2016).

6.2.3 To pave the road formore inclusive and participatory decisionmaking
processes

Although deliberative approaches too emphasise the importance of including a wide audience to
come to legitimate decisions, under such a paradigm participatory decision making is not always a
goal in itself. As such it is important to note that some scholars explicitly use the investigation of
the socio-cultural values for nature to open up space for more inclusive decision making processes.
Rather than steering towards particular outcomes, the aim itself is to allow for a broader set of per-
spectives on values for nature, thereby opening up space for diverging and contrasting views (thus
seeking representation in a qualitative sense and not necessarily in a quantitative sense). Indeed,
as Fish (2011, p. 675) argues ’inclusive, legitimate and informed responses...are likely to emerge
where mechanisms are put in place to accomodate a diversity of perspectives and experiences’.

Along these lines Tadaki et al. (2017) argue that ES valuation should explicitly build on the nor-
mative commitment to foster diversity by allowing different forms of participation by experts and
communities. This makes it important to reflect upon the legitimacy of different valuation ap-
proaches in terms of to what extent they can be considered to reflect the diversity of opinions held
by those who are part of the context at hand. Valuation approaches should in this sense also be
seen as ways of structuring and framing the participation of different community members. They
necessarily reflect partial perspectives creating an image where some social groups’ interests are
made more visible than others (Ibid).

Those who call for more legitimacy in environmental decision making, therefore caution others
to be aware of how the articulation of values is closely related to the exercise of power (though
not necessarily intentionally): if only a small group of experts and decision makers is allowed to
define what may be considered a service and consequently what should be found important, this
may marginalise those whose perceptions do not fit with such classifications. In this vein Fish
(2011) warns against a narrow focus on stakeholders that may seem readily identifiable because
they have been given the mandate to speak on behalf of others or because they have particular
expertise or credentials that are relevant the problem context. Including those who are already
empowered to influence the political agenda may exacerbate rather than reduce inequality. This
warrants close scrutiny of who is invited to participate in the valuation of ES.

As such scholars who emphasise the necessity of paying equal attention to values held by vari-
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ous groups are often motivated to study socio-cultural values to give a voice to those ’who are
struggling to find their voice with another means to communicate the importance and nature of
their relationships with ecosystems’ (Chan et al., 2012b, p. 16) or to challenge particular modes
of thinking that have come to dominate and marginalise others’ perspectives. In this vein the ES
concept itself has been critised for forwarding a particular way of seeing the world (e.g. nature as
seperate from people, nature as a provider of services) that may not resonate with other ways of
thinking about people-environment relationships (Turnhout et al., 2013). Challenging the concept
of ES thereby comes an explicit goal to ensure the debate about values for nature remains open to
alternative representations.

6.3 Socio-cultural values and ES: points of contention

As shown in the previous section, the scholars that engage with the socio-cultural valuation of ES
forward different arguments for studying socio-cultural values. Following these different motiva-
tions, there is little agreement on how socio-cultural values should be conceptualised and where
they fit within the ES framework. Although overarching frameworks may suggest otherwise, dis-
putes over the concept of value are far from settled.

Reviewing the literature it became evident how difficult it can be to provide a neat demarcation
between the value domains that currently underpin much ES research, i.e. ’socio-cultural’, ’eco-
nomic’ and ’ecological’ values. Scholars themselves disagree about the extent to which boundaries
should be drawn between these different domains. Without aiming to be comprehensive, this sec-
tion therefore treats value in a broad sense. I identified two major points of contention which I will
discuss more elaborately below: the multidimensionality of ’value’ as a concept and the notion of
’culture’ in relation to the concept of ES, in particular its contingency with economics. Although
other impurities are likely to exist, these two are of particular relevance of this paper as the move-
ment towards alternative valuation approaches was explicitly aimed to open up space for value
pluralism and to better embed socio-cultural values in the ES framework.

6.3.1 Grappling with value pluralism

To some extent the multiplicity of perspectives towards value in the ecosystem service scholarship
is welcomed. Increasingly scholars argue for the development of alternative valuation methods
that should allow for a more ’pluralistic’ approach towards environmental valuation; one that does
not ’attempt to enforce a universal vocabulary upon the discourse of environmental value’ (Norton
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and Noonan, 2007, p. 666) and can better handle the complexity of environmental problems that is
not easily reduced to a single framework of analysis. As such, an important concept underlying the
notion of value pluralism is the concept of incommensurability: there is no common unit that can
be used to measure different types of value, implying that the values that can be attributed to nature
cannot all be captured with a monetary metric. In response to this call a wide range of perspectives
have come to the fore that conceptualise value as fixed preferences and transformative norms and
principles; as self-oriented and other-oriented; as individual and shared; as contextual and gener-
alizable; and as instrumental and relational (Kenter et al., 2015). These ’plural values’ constitute
the reasons for which people value nature and cannot be measured using the same method.

As such, critics that argue that the concept of ES is overly simplified by paying little respect to
the historic, place-specific, cultural and political contingincies of values, are increasingly refuted
by ES advocates who offer that the field (in answer to earlier critiques) has become incredibly
diverse. Indeed in a synthesis of ’critique and counter-arguments’ Schröter et al. (2014) argue that
the ES concept can be used to reconnect society and nature by including peoples’ diverse values and
needs. In a similar vein, the assertation by Turnhout et al. (2013) that economic and technocratic
discourses linger in the ES domain was opposed by Abson and Hanspach (2014) by positing that
ES scholars increasingly recognise that value pluralism is necessary to meaningfully address the
complexity of people-environment relationships.

The notion of value pluralism, however, poses particular challenges in the ES domain. Firstly,
tensions have arisen about the extent to which the ES concept can and should account for diverg-
ing value concepts. For instance, in their effort to disentangle the value dimensions of the ES
concept, Jax et al. (2013) highlight that an important struggle within the ES scholarship is the ex-
tent to which the concept of ES only treats instrumental values and whether it provides space for
discussing intrinsic values of species. In contrast to instrumental values, by which entities are con-
sidered valuable through their relationship with something else, intrinsic values reflect the right
for a species to exist for its own sake, calling upon our moral obligation to protect them. There
has been great debate about the extent to which the concept of ES actually lends itself to notions
of intrinsic values (see Batavia and Nelson, 2017), where some offer that the concept is too an-
thropocentric in nature to allow for a convincing argument of the value of nature itself (Davidson,
2013; McCauley, 2006; Silvertown, 2015) and others posit that such values can be accounted for
because people themselves may render explicit value to nature on its own terms (Schröter et al.,
2014; Mace et al., 2012). There is thus no consensus about the extent to which the concept of ES
can allow for ’plural’ values.

Critics of the concept of ES have not only expressed doubts about the ability of ES research to
cater for the intrinsic value of nature, but have also argued that the concept cannot fully capture
the diversity of socio-cultural values for nature. According to this logic the concept of ES itself
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may be bounding and therefore cannot and should not be considered as all-encompassing. As such,
Ernstson and Sörlin (2013, p. 277) argue against the ’universalizing pretentions of the ES approach,
the assumed non-place position from which a set standardized methodologies can be constructed
and used for deducing ’true’ values of ecosystems, for any place, or any city, anywhere, at any
time’. In this sense there may be limits to value-pluralism under an ES paradigm. Indeed Tadaki
et al. (2015) show that the concept of ES imposes rather than reveals certain rationalities, thereby
reproducing inequitable power relations because categories are aligned with the perspective of elite
actors and not with those of other community members.

In addition, arguments for bounding pluralism in the ES domain have also been forwarded by those
who voice the need to at least classify or standardise these different types of values so that they can
be meaningfully compared or integrated. Such calls come in different gradients: there are those,
who in response to the growing heterogeneity of ES work, have attempted to rally the troops by for-
warding ’blueprints’, ’common approaches’ or ’typologies’. Indeed some have been weary of the
rapid escalation of research into ecosystem services, defying the lack of standardised approaches
that are necessary to integrate and compare findings from ES assessments (see Crossman et al.,
2013; Burkhard et al., 2012; Seppelt et al., 2012). Others offer a more pragmatic perspective by
acknowledging that no framework will comprehensively cater for all values for nature, but compre-
hensive frameworks at least focus attention to values that may have otherwise been left out (Satz
et al., 2013). Indeed, in a recent special issue on ’shared, plural and cultural values’ Fish et al.
(2016) explain that eventhough the understanding of socio-cultural values is an interpretive and
plural issue, the aim of meaningfully informing environmental policy and practice requires some
consistency in definitions. In a similar vein, Chan et al. (2012a) question whether ES researchers
should integrate ill-fitting values into a comprehensive framework but argue that the risks of not
doing so may be too large. It is therefore not clear to what extent value pluralism should also entail
epistemological pluralism, allowing multiple ’ways of knowing’ to co-exist (Miller et al., 2008).

In result, notwithstanding attempts at engaging with multiple conceptualisations of value, the ten-
dency has rather been to translate this multiplicity back into an overarching framework. Indeed
in providing a taxonomy for plural values Arias-Arévalo et al. (2018, p. 32) mention that such a
taxonomy can ’open up the evaluative space for recognizing the plural values of ES’ by advancing
’the dialogue regarding how to speak coherently about the ontological and epistemological com-
plexities of ES values’ (emphasis added). Martín-López et al. (2014) call for value pluralism but
also forward the development of comprehensive assessments whereing biophysical, socio-cultural
and economic values can be properly integrated. Indeed, growing attention is given to ’integrated’
valuation that tries to cater for plural values while accomodating coherency by finding ways to
integrate diverging notions of value (Jacobs et al., 2016).

Attempts at categorising and synthesising plural values have therefore made that plural values in
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the ES domain have predominantly been addressed as belonging to seperate and complementary
knowledge domains. In reference to value pluralism, Trainor (2006) notes that beyond economic
values there are additional realms of value that are also relevant to environmental decision-making,
such as cultural and scientific values. Along similar lines Arias-Arévalo et al. (2018, p. 31) note
that value pluralism is ’based on the recognition of different and often conflicting value domains,
which are reducible neither to each other nor to some ultimate value’. As different value realms or
domains are, either implicitly or explicitly, part of environmental decision making (Jacobs et al.,
2016), it is important to ensure the values in these domains are expressed according to their own
logics, after which they can be compared and traded-off against each other. As such, as mentioned
before, the incommensurability of values does not necessarily mean that plural values cannot be
compared. Without aspiring to capture different kinds of values with one measuring rod, it can be
possible to integrate plural values into environmental decision making by discussing the relative
weight that is given to different values (Adger et al., 2003).

As Lo (2014, p. 269) notes, however, ’the mere recognition of value incommensurability is not
a sufficient condition for pluralistic value theory’. While the relevance of individual valuations
languages is commonly portrayed, there is less understanding of the conflicts between different
valuation languages (including conflicts between different non-monetary valuation languages) (Lo,
2014; Centemeri, 2015). Boundaries between cultural, economic and ecological values may them-
selves be contested and sources of conflict. Indeed Pascual et al. (2017) acknowledge that such
boundaries are not stringent but rather fluid, which is especially true given the interdisciplinary
nature of much of the work on ES. Natural scientists do not limit their work to assessing the eco-
logical functions of an ecosystem; instead, they define and assess what culture is by forwarding
concepts and methods to measure cultural ES. Vice versa, social scientists have their own models
of how ES are produced arguing that it is not the ecological values of a system that determine its
contributions to human well-being, but rather how such functions are harvested, shaped and per-
ceived by people (see Fish, 2011). As an interdisciplinary endeavour, ES scholars are therefore
likely to hold multiple (and at times contrasting) interpretations of concepts that seem to belong to
one particular value domain. Although the current understanding of value pluralism in the ES do-
main draws attention to the multi-dimensional nature of the term ’value’, it neglects that research in
itself is tied to competing value-based positions that lead to conflicting knowledge claims that are
not easily integrated (Sarewitz, 2004; Spash, 2012). Such conflicts occur both within and between
value domains and merit more attention in the debate about the plural values of ES.
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6.3.2 The conceptualisation of culture in relation to the concept of ES

A particulary thorny issue with respect to the ES paradigm, which has also been addressed by
those calling for an emphasis on socio-cultural values, is the notion of culture within the wider
ES framework (Winthrop, 2014; James, 2015). Questioning ’Where are Cultural and Social in
Ecosystem Services?’ Chan et al. (2012a) assert they are both ’everywhere and nowhere’. The
awkward position of culture in the ES framework, both as particular domain of value and category
of type of ES, has therefore been heavily contested by scholars from both within and outside the
ES scholarship (Leyshon, 2014; Setten et al., 2012). de Groot et al. (2002) refer to socio-cultural
value as non-material well-being that mainly relates to how people perceive nature, and not how
they materially interact with it, i.e. information functions. These information functions have been
incorporated into the ES framework as cultural ES, which The Millennium Ecosystem Assessment
(MEA, 2005) describes as services related to spirituality and religiosity, recreation and ecotourism,
aesthetics, inspiration, education, sense of place and cultural heritage. Critics argue that, although
these services can be considered to be important aspects of culture, they are difficult to disentangle
from the ways through which people engage with nature materially through practices such as for
instance fishing and/or farming (Pröpper and Haupts, 2014).

Indeed the distinction between ’material and monetary’ on the one hand and ’immaterial and cul-
tural’ on the other, has been said to oversimplify the complex reality in which material and imma-
terial aspects of nature are heavily intertwined. Anthropologists engaging with ES research have
stressed that culture should be understood not as an object but as a process of meaning-making
(Pröpper and Haupts, 2014; Satterfield et al., 2013; Winthrop, 2014). As such, culture is part of
people’s everyday talk and practice and it is (re)produced through the worldviews we pertain, the
behaviors we engage in and the symbols and assets we create (Satterfield et al., 2013). Whereas
socio-cultural values for nature in Western countries may somewhat resonate with a perspective of
nature as a place for gaining predominantly recreational, aesthetic, social and spiritual experiences,
such a view is problematic in contexts where this is not the case and where instead it is (explicitly
or implicitly) put forward as the way through which people ought to experience nature (Ibid).

Thus, the conceptualisation of culture as a suite of static, separate entities and values and relatedly
the quantitative methods to measure such a form of culture is contested in the ES domain (Leyshon,
2014; Winthrop, 2014; James, 2015). Yet critiques on the proposed duality between ’material and
monetary’ and ’immaterial and cultural’ also stem from those who argue that they present a false
dualism between economics and culture. Kenter (2016) decries the view on cultural values as a
separate, complementary domain of enquiry, because the development of such a ’parallel tracks
approach’ does not only lead to separate value domains, but also separate knowledge domains.
Such a perspective may be counterproductive because it fails to recognise that economists have
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(to some extent) treated cultural values too. Contingent valuation has been forwarded as a way
to measure the loss of the intangible aspects of nature (in terms of non-use values) as an antidote
to the prevailing focus on natural resources. Indeed the short section on sociocultural values in
the Millenium Ecosystem Assessment forwards that the ’historical, national, ethical, religious,
and spiritual values’, which are recognised as cultural ecosystem services, can to some extent be
captured by ’utilitarian methods of valuation’ (Alcamo et al., 2003, p. 140).

Despite contrasting views about whether socio-cultural values can or should be studied using quan-
titative and/or economic assessments, most scholars agree that there is a certain risk in referring to
culture as ’non-economic’ or ’non-monetary’. Kenter (2016) notes that by treating socio-cultural
and economic values as belonging to seperate knowledge domains, scholars are not forced to crit-
ically reflect upon how their assessments relate to monetary valuation. This has resulted in ap-
proaches that do not substantially differ from economic valuation methods as they still draw on
individualistic and consequentialist assumptions and thereby do not help to come to a richer un-
derstanding of values for nature. This is perhaps even more so given that cultural values within the
ES framework have often been defined in terms of what they are not, namely ’non-monetary’ and
’non-economic’. In this vein an important problem in the current debate about ES is that culture is
still accepted as a category of ES in which to place immaterial aspects of nature without defining
what culture is (Pröpper and Haupts, 2014). Indeed, as argued by Winthrop (2014, p. 210)

’Despite a burgeoning literature, the study of cultural ES has no coherent basis in
theory, but is instead defined largely in contrast to the methods of environmental eco-
nomics. Absent such a foundation, it is problematic to compare the results of one
analysis of cultural ES with another, to build a body of shared findings from accumu-
lated research, or distinguish valid from invalid (or even better from worse) accounts
of cultural ES.”

The contention over culture within the ES scholarship shows how knowledge produced through
different disciplinary practices that are based on distinct epistemologies, are not easily integrated.
Although it is now widely acknowledged that socio-cultural values should be accounted for in
ES research, little agreement remains on how socio-cultural values for nature can be meaningfully
studied using the concept of ES, if at all. In this vein (Fish, 2011, p. 674)mentions that ’[a]dvcoates
of the ecosystem services framework face a steep climb in winning the hearts and minds of cultural
theorists over to their world view, many of whomwould bemore likely to regard cultural ecosystem
services as an object of critique rather than a concept to be embraced’. Reflecting on this issue
Setten et al. (2012) argue that the problem is not so much that what has been identified as a cultural
service under the ES framework cannot be considered relevant. It is rather the poor understanding
of their nature and the way in which these are operationalised and measured that makes the concept
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of ES so difficult to embrace. The framing of an externalised nature as a provider of benefits to
society, thereby seperating culture from nature, runs against the long tradition of studying context-
specific co-constitutions of humans and nature that exist in other disciplines (Ibid). This warrants
further debate on how ’culture’ is to be meaningfully integrated with ES research.

6.4 Discussion

This paper has shown that ES valuation is and will likely remain a highly diverse terrain with het-
erogeneous and at times conflicting efforts. Researchers from disciplines that were previously not
well represented within the ES domain may forward new arguments for studying socio-cultural
values and offer alternative ways of doing so. Aiming explicitly to reveal this complexity, this
paper does not provide any answers of how socio-cultural values should be conceptualised or stud-
ied. It rather shows that efforts will vary according to the underlying value judgements of the
researcher. Researchers that nominally approach the same topic (e.g. valuation), may do so on
the basis of different grounds and motivations making that ’research content and structure are in-
commensurate with each other’s aspirations’ (MacMynowski, 2007). Such motivations are likely
related to the disciplinary cultures to which we belong and that shape how we define the problems
we study (Schoenberger, 2001). Accepting that contrasting notions about ES values may exist, the
question becomes what we have to learn from the perspective of ES valuation as a contested and
heterogeneous enterprise.

6.4.1 Rethinking value pluralism

Explanations of what values are and how (and why) they should be studied may not complement
but contradict each other. Although value pluralism is increasingly called for, current accounts
have predominantly attempted to classify and categorise values back into an overarching frame-
work so that they can ultimately be synthesised and compared (see Trainor, 2006; Arias-Arévalo
et al., 2018; Kenter et al., 2015). In this vein disciplinary differences are often thought of as re-
flecting differences in the subject matter studied and thus as complementary (Lélé and Norgaard,
2005). Such a perspective emphasizes the unity of knowledge and does not recognise that there
may be multiple interpretations of reality that, while being equally legitimate, produce contrasting
knowledge claims. As Lélé and Norgaard (2005, p. 973) put forward, scholars seem differently
comfortable with this idea, as ’[s]ome scholars are sure the sciences will unify; they seek that
unity, and are convinced that the current disunity means some scholarly communities must be
wrong. Other scholars are comfortable with the disunity of knowledge; they are methodological
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pluralists, and are not disturbed by competing, and sometimes contradictory, insights’.

We may thus need to rethink, or at least better specify, what we mean when calling for value
pluralism. As Norton and Noonan (2007) forward pluralistic approaches do not coherently fit
together but rather seem messy and confusing to interpret. Instead of pointing to answers they
generate open questions about instances where the solutions that are offered point in different
directions. This diversity, however, need not be problematic; in contrast, it shows that ’a topic
as broad as ’human-environment’ relations simply cannot be understood through one - let alone
putatively ’objective’ - approach, worldview or method’ (Castree et al., 2009, p.9). As such value
researchers that seek to unify value concepts in the ES domain would do well to pivot away from
theoretical gridlock (Tadaki et al., 2017) and acknowledge there may bemultiple legitimate ways of
knowing nature and its values which cannot all be put under the same meta-narrative (Pedynowski,
2003).

This makes it important to recognise that there is only so much that the concept of ES can account
for. As James (2015) notes the concept of ES seems totalising: it is represented as comprehensive
and all-encompassing, implying that no other ways of studying socio-cultural values for nature (be-
yond the ES paradigm) are relevant or necessary. Categories that have become broadly accepted in
the ES domain, i.e. ecological, economic and socio-cultural values, may not sit well with scholars
who are not keen on drawing such boundaries. Relevant to this notion is work in the broader social
science scholarship that has tried to blur the lines between the social and the natural, rejecting the
dualism between human/culture and environment/nature. In this vein Setten et al. (2012) argue that
instead of thinking about ecosystems and/or nature as external to humans there are scholars who
centre on the idea of landscape. This concept can arguably better account for people-environment
relationships because landscape has become more accepted as a concept that has both material
and symbolic dimensions, making that people are necessarily seen as part of landscapes and not
as external to it.

Forwarding pluralism in research on socio-cultural values for nature is, however, not to suggest that
anything goes. In reference to the heterogeneity of the (sub)discipline of environmental geography,
Castree et al. (2009, p. 10) note that ’there is one obvious problem with a ”let many flowers
bloom” stance towards the field...It is not so much a problem of epistemic relativism...[but] of
mutual ignorance and indifference’. Accepting there may be multiple interpretations of the same
reality does not mean we should not engage in critical debates about their nature and relevance.
In addition, as Stirling (2003, p. 41) notes, ’even when the truth is plural, it is still possible to be
just plain wrong’. Forwarding that multiple interpretations of value are valid does not necessarily
mean that all interpretations are valid. As such, rather than obscuring or uncritically accepting the
epistemic variety present in studies of nature, it may prove more relevant to openly reflect upon
the tensions that are raised by competing knowledge claims. This also means we need to foster a
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debate about the validity of knowledge claims, not just in terms of which is more ’true’ than the
other, but in terms of the practices they engender. In this vein (Tadaki et al., 2017) note that we are
responsible not only for the content of our theories, but also for the effects of our practices. This
makes it important to continually reflect on how the concepts and methods we offer to value nature
actually impact environmental policies and practices.

6.4.2 Furthering interdisciplinary dialogue about socio-cultural values in
the ES domain

Paying more attention to dissidence may contribute to a more productive dialogue between crit-
ics and advocates of the ES concept as it will help us to create sensitivity towards knowledges
that have thusfar not merited much attention within the ES domain. In choosing with whom we
collaborate we are likely to seek those we best understand. In reference to cultural ES, Leyshon
(2014) coins this as ’epistemic distance decay’ and notes that the social science disciplines that
adopt methodologies that can contribute to the the quantification and mapping of ES are better
integrated in the ES scholarship than social science disciplines that adopt qualitative and interpre-
tative approaches. This makes it important to recognise that, although the call for ’value pluralism’
has invited scholars form a wide range of disciplines to participate with ES research, the social sci-
entists that feature in the ES scholarship do not speak for the social sciences in toto (see Castree
et al., 2014, who explain this point more elaborately in the context of global environmental change
research). If ES advocates aim to succesfully include such disciplines more attention should be
given to the boundaries that need to be overcome in order to cater for diverging notions of value
and nature. This may include the willingness to revisit dominant assumptions in order to come
to a better understanding of the critiques offered against current classifications and methods (see
James, 2015).

It must be noted that work on integrated valuation within the ES domain has at least drawn at-
tention to the notion that there are multiple knowledge domains from which consequences of en-
vironmental change may be studied. Yet such synthesising efforts have tended to obscure more
than enlighten (Tadaki et al., 2017). This is perhaps so because those advocating the integrated
valuation of ES warn against ’overemphasizing epistemological debates on how a context should
be framed or ’reality’ analysed’ (Jacobs et al., 2016, p. 217)). Instead focus should be put on
practical outcomes, given that the urgency of the environmental problems we face require us to
quickly come up with ways of integrating values for nature into environmental decision making.
As Castree et al. (2014) note, such a crisis rhetoric (’we need to act now!’) hampers the societal
debate necessary to democratically discuss and decide about future pathways. Solution-oriented
approaches distract from the notion that environmental problems themselves are often not well
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understood as they are entangled with clashing norms and values. Qualititative and interpretative
approaches are invaluable for coming to a better understanding of why environmental problems
occur and provide us with the skills necessary to discuss how we might ameliorate them.

As such, attempts that suspend critical debates about nature conservation by calling for standardi-
sation and shared definitions may end up doing more harm than good. By envoking complicated
schemes that somehow draw everything together into one framework, important differences be-
tween studies are obscured, rendering these invisible for (public) scrutiny. This, while interdisci-
plinary exchange can only meaningfully take place when enough attention has been paid to how
potentially conflictuous value judgements can be addressed or reconciled. Indeed MacMynowski
(2007) argues that to enhance the ’synthetic potential of interdisciplinarity’ it is necessary to em-
bark upon a process of ’differentation and clarification before, or while, moving toward synthesis’.
In this vein it is important to recognise that efforts that try to integrate different knowledges with
the aim of fostering actual change are equally relevant to those that critically reflect upon the solu-
tions that have been offered. Striking a better balance between differentation and synthesis in the
ES domain thus seems warranted. Allowing for multiple and at at times conflicting interpretations
can and should result in rich scholarship and discussion.
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