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Chapter 7

7.1 Revisiting the research questions

Having made several attempts at theorising and operationalising the socio-cultural valuation of
ES, it is now time to take stock of these experiences and reflect upon the use of the concept of ES
to study socio-cultural values for nature. In so doing, in this section I firstly revisit the research
questions that have guided this thesis. In answering the first research question I will draw from
findings of chapter 2 and 6, whereas findings from the empirical chapters will be used to answer
RQ 2 and RQ 3.

7.1.1 How can socio-cultural values for nature be conceptualised?

This thesis shows that within the ES domain multiple value concepts have been forwarded that can
be studied using different methods. Chapter 2 aimed at giving a broad overview of these different
value concepts: it broadly followed the distinction between ’socio-cultural values’, ’economic val-
ues’ and ’ecological values’ that has underpinned much of the research in the ES domain (de Groot
et al., 2002; Jacobs et al., 2016; Arias-Arévalo et al., 2018). Conceiving of socio-cultural values
broadly as the importance people assign to nature, in this chapter socio-cultural values were con-
ceptualised as preferences that people may have for particular ecosystem structures and functions
that cannot be adequately captured using monetary valuation methods.

Drawing from the cognitive hierarchy model as forwarded by McFarlane and Boxall (2000) in
the context of forest conservation, I argued that such assigned values are different from but may
be influenced by ’basic values’ and ’general beliefs’. The cognitive hierachy model distinguishes
between several layers of cognitions that steer environmental attitudes and behavior. Basic values,
i.e. underlying norms and principles of what can be seen to be important in life such as notions of
’liberty’ or ’justice’, form the foundation as they transcend specific situations (and so do not relate
solely to issues of nature conservation). They influence broader environmental beliefs that can be
placed somewhere on the spectrum between eco-centric and anthropocentric value orientations.
As such basic values indirectly steer issue specific attitudes and preferences (assigned values) that
again give rise to particular environmental behaviors.

Digging deeper into how values for nature may come to be, chapter 2 broadened this model by
putting more emphasis on the role of physical landscape attributes and interactions between peo-
ple and nature. Reviewing the literature I argued that the importance people assign to nature is
influenced by how people use and perceive nature, which is grounded both in the material char-
acteristics of the physical environment and the socio-cultural contexts through which meanings of
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nature are created and reproduced.

Having done three empirical case studies to operationalise the socio-cultural valuation of ES, I
revisit the question of how socio-cultural values can be conceptualised in chapter 6. Calls for
value pluralism and critiques on ES valuation have made the interpretation of ’value’ within the
ES domain increasingly complex. Whereas chapter 2 paints a somewhat rosy picture of this het-
erogeneity by stating that different conceptualisations of value complement or feed into each other,
chapter 6 argues that contradictory ideas exist about what socio-cultural values are and how they
should be studied. Reviewing the literature from a different angle this chapter forwards that schol-
ars have different motivations for studying socio-cultural values and as such employ different ways
of doing so: wheras some researchers emphasise the importance of legitimacy and participation
in environmental decision making, others stress the need for negotiating about values in order to
bring about societal change towards more ’sustainable’ alternatives and/or quantifying values in
order to draw attention to the importance of nature in environmental policy-making.

There is thus no silver bullet to the question of how we are to theorise and consequently analyse
socio-cultural values for nature. Yet, acknowledging that this is perhaps a somewhat dissatifying
answer to the first research question, it is possible to forward an explicitly plural understanding of
socio-cultural values for nature that allows multiple (and at times contrasting) notions of value to
exist alongside each other. Table 1 therefore forwards a sketch of how ’value’ can be understood
as a multiplicit concept that is infused with our own judgements of why and how to value nature.
Creating such an understanding may foster a more constructive dialogue about the nature of ES
values and their relevance for environmental policy-making. This helps both critics of and prac-
tioners working with an ES approach to understand the highly variegated nature of ES research
and invites ES advocates to reflect upon their own motivations for studying values for nature.

Synthesising findings from the conceptual chapters, Table 7.1 relates the value concepts reviewed
in chapter 2 to the broad narratives identified as motivations underlying valuation research in chap-
ter 6. Although this framework most likely forwards a rather simplified picture of valuation in ES
research, it can be a useful starting point for thinking about ES valuation as necessarily being part
of broader narratives. It should therefore be read as an attempt to contribute to a discussion among
scholars, policy makers and other audiences to get to a better understanding of how values for
nature are differently conceptualised and studied.
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7.1.2 How do socio-cultural values for nature differ across and within geo-
graphic contexts?

The three empirical chapters of this thesis show that there are both differences and communalities
between public perceptions of the value of nature in different geographical regions and between
particular groups within these regions. Before comparing results across regions, however, this
section will start with briefly reviewing the findings of each chapter.

Chapter 3 shows how farmers, fishermen and local residents living and working in Persina Park,
Bulgaria perceive and value wetland functions. In a survey based on the ES framework respondents
were asked which functions they thought wetlands in Persina Park to have and which functions they
deemed important for themselves and others. Perhaps not surprisingly for a rural community, the
provision of food was found to be the most important function of Persina park, followed by pro-
viding abilities for recreation and providing habitat for biodiversity. Furthermore respondents had
specific associations with different types of wetlands, i.e. marshes, riparian forests and meadows:
whereas the support of biodiversity and maintenance of water quality were mostly associated with
marshes, recreation and the provision of materials were mostly associated with riparian forests.

Studying how the importance respondents assigned to different wetland functions related to aware-
ness of these functions, chapter 3 shows that a higher awareness of water quality among farmers did
not automatically lead to a higher appreciation of this function. As such, findings suggest that the
valuation of wetlands could be better explained by the ways in which people actually use and see
themselves to benefit from ecosystems present in Persina Nature Park. Perhaps not surprisingly,
fishermen placed more emphasis on the importance of the provisioning of food than did residents
and farmers. In addition, farmers, fishermen and residents were shown to have different environ-
mental value orientations, ranging from eco-centric to anthropocentric, which could not entirely
be related to the values they placed on particular ES. These value orientations were characterised
by different attitudes towards wetland restoration, where those with an anthropocentric value ori-
entation valued wetlands for their importance to local communities and those with an eco-centric
value orientation value wetlands for their importance to other species. Furthermore there were
respondents who had a more negative attitude towards wetland restoration and respondents who
saw wetland restoration as a potential threat to the economic development of the region.

Using the ES approach to study socio-cultural values for nature in the context of peri-urban devel-
opments, chapter 4 demonstrates to what extent people were willing to ’offset’ additional housing
with woodland restoration in the rural countryside of East Lothian, Scotland. Although much
has been said about environmental compensation from an ethical (see Ives and Bekessy, 2015)
or ecological standpoint (see Maron et al., 2012), there is little empirical evidence of how peo-
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ple themselves judge compensation efforts. This is problematic since the ’no-net-loss’ policies as
introduced by the EU are aimed to offset both impacts on biodiversity and ecosystem services,
indicating that both ecological and societal impacts of environmental change need to be accounted
for. As such, in chapter 4 a choice experiment was employed to study how people themselves, as
’beneficiaries’ of ES, perceive environmental compensation.

Findings from chapter 4 reveal the complexity of environmental compensation when looked at
from a socio-spatial perspective. Residents living in the peri-urban fringe around Edinburgh were
less critical about additional housing than rural residents who grew up in East Lothian. The latter
were least inclined to accept environmental offsets whereas these residents can be regarded to
be most affected by additional housing. Indeed, place attachment can have a strong influence on
resistance to change, depending on whether the change is regarded as enhancing or disrupting the
landscape (see Devine-Wright and Howes, 2010). Although some respondents may see the benefit
of additional residential areas when such changes come with an increase of particular facilities,
others may feel that their own identities and way of living is threatened by the increasing influx of
wealthy urbanites. This makes it important to pay particular attention to how people are differently
affected by environmental change.

Asking about the aspects of the East Lothian landscape people deemed important, recreation and
biodiversity were mentioned most. Interestingly people did not perceive additional housing to be
of much threat to the recreational qualities of the East Lothian landscape: it was rather perceived to
pose a potential threat to the traditional character of the landscape and to the biodiversity present in
East Lothian. Nevertheless, respondents who agreed that housing could have a negative effect on
the landscape in East Lothian, also acknowledged the necessity for additional housing. This shows
how decisions made about the environment are based upon a balancing act; while recognising the
importance of biodiversity, people may still see developments that may be a threat to its sustainance
as unavoidable.

Chapter 5 provides insights into what landscapes residents from distinct geographical regions in the
Netherlands found attractive. Based on an online participatory mapping exercise spatial patterns
were created that characterised which landscapes respondents found most attractive at regional and
national scale. Owing to the different landscapes that people reside in, respondents marked quite
different types of landscapes at regional level. Differences were, however, much smaller at national
scale suggesting there is somewhat of a shared understanding of the ’hotspots’ in the Netherlands
at large. This shows how landscapes are infused with symbolism and cultural meaning, and as such
can both be constitutive of and constituted by regional and national identities (Nogué and Vicente,
2004; Brunetta and Voghera, 2008).

As such, some generic conclusions about the attractiveness of particular landscape characteris-
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tics could be drawn. Across regions residents marked coastal areas, urban green, national parks
and hilly areas as attractive. These results are consistent with findings from other scholars (van
Riper et al., 2012; Brown and Weber, 2012; van Zanten et al., 2016), but nevertheless give rise
to two important observations: firstly, even at national scale urban green remained an important
explanatory variable of which places people marked as attractive, signifying that maps that look
into recreational potential of land at larger scales should not only focus on areas outside the ur-
ban cores. Secondly, although coastal areas were generally marked as attractive it also became
clear that people marked specific areas along the coasts, as markers were not randomly distributed
across coastal regions. Indeed, in trying to simulate the reported point-patterns by drawing upon
indicators that are often used in expert-based recreation models the attractiveness of landscapes
could only partially be explained by physical attributes and accessibility, indicating that ’place’
matters.

Furthermore there was a clear effect of distance decay as respondents appreciated places closer to
their location of residence more than places far away. Nevertheless results also show that the effect
of distance decay was not straightforward, which further complicates the exercise of mapping the
recreational potential of land. While accounting for distance and landscape attributes the point
process model employed in chapter 5 underestimated the attractiveness of several places, such as
the southern hilly tip of the Netherlands and particular parts of the Dutch coast. This may suggest
that for some places the effect of distance decay is less pronounced than for others as people not
deem these sites substitutable by other (what may seem as similar) sites nearby. Furthermore peo-
ple themselves may differ in their willingness to travel to particular sites for recreational purposes.
Indeed Schaafsma et al. (2013) demonstrate that distance-decay effects are different across sites
and across users. The definition of what sites can be considered substitutes remains an important
challenge in predicting which areas can be considered most attractive.

Comparing the empirical chapters it becomes clear that socio-cultural values for nature, in the
context of environmental change (chapter 3 and 4) or nature-based recreation (chapter 5), are sit-
uated, making that important differences between regions exists, but also show some similarities.
Although differences are due in part to the different kinds of questions that have been asked, they
are also likely to be related to the different ways people and nature interact. In contrast to residents
from the peri-urban fringe around Edinburgh, residents of Persina Park placed much emphasis on
the provision of food and materials. This is perhaps not surprising for a rural community where
food gathering is an important practice for a number of reasons. As Staddon (2009) notes for the
community of the Razlog Basin in Bulgaria, people with low incomes may rely on the exploita-
tion of (wild) plants and animals in order to sustain a living; both for commercial (with the aim
of selling the products) and substistence reasons. In Persina Nature Park too, several farmers and
fishermen mentioned they could not entirely live of the income generated by these activities, forc-
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ing them to take on side jobs. This shows the importance of paying attention to the contextualised
nature of people-environment relationships; although for some communities in (predominantly in
North-Western) Europe food collection may signify a predominantly affective/cultural activity, in
the rural parts of Bulgaria, in addition to being an important expression of culture, it may also be
a necessity to sustain a certain quality of living. Although the collection of wild food may happen
across the EU (see Schulp et al., 2014), the meaning of this practice differs across contexts.

Despite these differences, in both chapter 3 and 4 biodiversity was mentioned to be one of the most
important reasons to value nature. On a similar note, in chapter 5, the status of protection of an area
(national park) was strongly correlated to its perceived attractiveness. This may point to the ’bio-
philia’ as forwarded by Born et al. (2001) who argue that on a generic level publics across Europe
and the US have developed a more nature-friendly attitude. Indeed the importance people assign
to biodiversity has been reported elsewhere (Casado-Arzuaga et al., 2013; Eriksson et al., 2013;
Clement and Cheng, 2011). This means that even if respondents may materially depend on nature,
this does not mean they do not appreciate nature as a place where other species should also be given
space to live. In this vein Staddon and Genchev (2013, p. 375) mention that there is somewhat of
a paradox apperent in Bulgarian attitudes towards the environment: ’nakedly expropriative on the
one hand whilst simultaneously deeply concerned and celebratory on the other’.

It is thus important to note that anthropocentric and ecocentric value orientations need not neces-
sarily bemutually exclusive; as shown and argued in chapter 3, people hold different environmental
perspectives and so may deem nature important for both eco-centric and anthropocentric reasons,
albeit to different degrees. As such the paradox identified by Staddon and Genchev (2013) need not
be a paradox at all: people may simultaneously hold a range of views and are more likely to express
a specific attitude in relation to particular context (e.g. when a change is proposed in their own
environment). Yet the importance of biodiversity, as found in this thesis, is particularly relevant
with respect to work on ES as it shows that at least on a generic level people may think of nature
altruistically. The framing of nature as a provider of services to human-well being may therefore
not always resonate with how people themselves value nature. This makes it important to reflect
upon the use of an ES approach to study socio-cultural values for nature.

7.1.3 What can we learn from the operationalisation of an ES approach as
an instrument to gauge socio-cultural values for nature?

Although ES research is becoming increasingly heterogenous, following Kull et al. (2015) the
research in this thesis is based on the premise that, despite this heterogeneity, we can identify
four main elements of an ES approach that are dominant in the ES literature: (a) something out
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there (e.g. ecosystems, landscapes, nature), (b) provides things (e.g. goods, services), (c) useful
to people and (d) this should be valued. In spite of critiques against such a conceptualisation of
nature-society interactions, the second research question of this thesis was posed to learn what
challenges and opportunities arise when operationalising an ES approach to study perceptions of
the value of nature.

Challenges of an ES approach

Findings of the empirical chapters of this thesis reveal several challenges of operationalising an
ES approach to study socio-cultural values for nature. Firstly, the positive framing of nature as
provider of benefits neglects the ’disservices’ people may associate with nature. In chapter 3 there
were several respondents who forwarded negative associations with wetlands, such as the pres-
ence of mosquitoes and the poor management of wetland areas. Attention for such disservices
of nature is increasingly receiving attention within the ES literature (see Lyytimäki and Sipilä,
2009; von Döhren and Haase, 2015; Shackleton et al., 2016). Reflecting on the spread of diseases
through ecosystems Dunn (2010) points towards ’the unspoken reality that nature sometimes kills
us’. Given that the ES approach frames the relationship between people and nature in a very par-
ticular way it may not be adequate in getting to a comprehensive understanding of the diversity of
attitudes, both positive and negative, people adopt when evaluating nature.

Furthermore, the strongly anthropocentric and individualistic framing of the ES concept may not
resonate with people who are not used to judging nature according to such terms. Indeed, the
discrepancy between ES values and an eco-centric value orientation suggest that not everyone is
comfortable with evaluating nature in terms of what nature contributes to one’s ownwell-being. As
such, in discussions about future pathways for nature people may automatically forward particular
opinions about the roles they attribute to nature not for their own, personal well-being but for the
communities of which they form part and/or for the well-being of other species.

It must be noted that the ability of the concept of ES to cater for the intrinsic values and altruistic
values of nature has been widely discussed (Davidson, 2013; Jax et al., 2013; Wegner and Pascual,
2011). The economic valuation of ES was broadened too include other-oriented values, including
the importance people assign to nature for other communities, other species or future generations.
Nevertheless as Wegner and Pascual (2011) argue the nature of such values is still consequentialist
and self-interested as they conceive of altruism as an expression of personal utility in the form of
’warm glow’ or ’moral satisfaction’. Furthermore, although the distinction between these different
kinds of values can be made at a theoretical level, this is not to say that people are able to explicitly
distinguish between such values themselves. Trying to operationalise a self-oriented and other-

129



Chapter 7

oriented perspectives chapter 3 showed that respondents made little distinction between these.

Along similar lines, the classification of nature as a provider of ’different’ things necessitates peo-
ple to make distinctions between functions of nature that to them seem inseperable. Fishermen in
Persina both mentioned recreation and the provision of food to be important, which could imply
that fishing has both immaterial and material dimensions that are heavily intertwined. This shows
the complicit nature of reductionism in favor of clarity and simplicity; although classifications of
distinct notions of ’value’ and ’services’ seems sensical in order to isolate and quantify the impor-
tance of singular services, they may oversimplify the processes through which people themselves
give meaning to nature. As such, such distinctions may not lead to a thorough understanding of
how people value and use nature (see also Leyshon, 2014; Winthrop, 2014; James, 2015). This
makes it important to be cautious of the way we interpret and frame the results of ES assessments
that draw from such classifications, as the ones undertaken in this thesis. It may not always be
the case that people do not deem certain aspects of nature important when they do not mention
these explicitly: instead they may find these aspects to be integrated with those they do mention.
The importance attributed to food in Persina park may well be because the collection of food is an
important cultural practice; as such framing this is a ’provisioning’ service that contrasts with a
’cultural service’ may be inappropriate.

It is therefore important to recognise that the functional and utilitarian frame of nature as a provider
of ecosystem services to individual well-being is only one of the many perspectives through which
nature can be defined and valued. As Swart et al. (2001) note, next to a ’functional’ nature perspec-
tive, ’wilderness’ and ’arcadian’ nature perspectives are also present among the public. Underlying
such alternative perspectives are different beliefs about what nature is, why nature is important and
why nature is beautiful (Ibid). While ’wilderness’ emphasises ecocentric values for nature, the ar-
cadian perspective stresses the cultural-historical meaning of nature as part of a landscape wherein
people continiously interact with, change and give meaning to the environments that surround
them. Although the classification of ES (as also used in this thesis) aims to be holistic and tries
to combine multiple perspectives towards nature, e.g. by including biodiversity and cultural her-
itage, the overall frame is still that all services are contributions from nature to human well-being.
The underlying assumption then is that everyone is able to adopt a functional perspective that puts
emphasis on how nature contributes to your own well-being. If, however, people pertain more
ecocentric or arcadian perspectives, they may value nature for different reasons. This complicates
the interpretation of the results of a valuation exercise. If people do not find nature particularly im-
portant for their own well-being, reported ES values may not strongly reflect how they think about
nature and consequently will not function as good indicator for how people are affected by or will
respond to environmental change. This is indeed suggested by the observation that in both chapter
3 and 4 values for ESs were not strongly related to wetland restoration attitudes or preferences for
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specific landscape outcomes.

The question therefore remains how and when an ES approach is suitable to gauge public percep-
tions of the value of nature. The term ’ecosystem services’ has become such common ground in
environmental research (and increasingly also in environmental policy-making) that it is some-
times forgotten that it is not a given and not generally known among the public (Thompson et al.,
2016). As Setten et al. (2012, p. 310) argue, ’landscape is a missed opportunity for the understand-
ing of human-nature dynamics: because landscape is an everyday concept, it provides stakehold-
ers with both a material and symbolic tool to communicate their feelings, experiences, and shared
knowledge about the co-constitution of the social and natural worlds’. We all work, live, and spend
our free time in (urban) landscapes, giving us all sorts of experiences and associations with such
landscapes that are not easily disentangled into different services. Marking the landscapes we find
important, as done in chapter 5, may therefore be easier than naming what particular functions of
these different landscapes we value. As such, a focus on landscapes allows us to study values for
nature more holistically than does an ES approach.

The point here, however, is not necessarily to call for the integration of research on ESwith research
on cultural landscapes, as others have done (see Schaich et al., 2010; Termorshuizen and Opdam,
2009). The ambition in the ES domain has been to try in pull everything under the ES umbrella in
order to come to more comprehensive frameworks that do justice to the ’full ensemble of processes
and feedbacks’ (Carpenter et al., 2009, p. 1305). Although the attempt to do justice to multiple
interpretations of value is laudable, it also makes research on ES increasingly complex for others
to understand. The struggles of operationalising the ES approach to study socio-cultural values
for nature are also visible in this thesis: whereas a strict focus on values for ES is still adopted in
chapter 3, chapter 4 puts emphasis on landscape attributes for which an ES approach is not strictly
necessary and chapter 5 heavily draws from the concept of ’perceived attractiveness’ as forwarded
in the discipline of leisure sciences. This is not uncommon in ES research, as often scholars use the
concept to frame their research while using other concepts for the theoretical backing of their work.
This, however, makes that ES terminology has become ingreasingly ambiguous which hampers
the salience of the ES concept for environmental practice (Koschke et al., 2014). Instead of trying
to frame everything as an ecosystem service, it may be more productive to be clear about the
applicability and limits of using an ES approach and acknowledge that other concepts and methods
remain necessary to come to amore sophisticated understanding of socio-cultural values for nature.
Having stressed the limitations of an ES approach, it is now time to look at the opportunities it
offers.
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Opportunities of an ES approach

Allowing for a more nuanced and humble representation of the ES concept and its relevance may
also open up space to talk about the opportunities it brings for creating dialogue between natural
scientists and social scientists, conservation experts and the public, scientists and policy-makers,
and so forth. Indeed Setten and Brown (2018) mention that as a communicative tool the concept of
ES is something to think with and argue against; as such it can generate new ideas and contribute
to dialogues about nature (see also Fish, 2011). Having stressed the challenges of working with an
ES approach, I should therefore also draw attention to the findings of this thesis that may not have
surfaced without the use of the concept. If used reflexively, the ES concept may provide a very
useful starting point for constructive dialogue about nature conservation.

Probing respondents perceptions of ecological functions by having them link particular ES to
ecosystems as was done in chapter 3 and 4 provides a useful example. Perhaps not surprisingly,
chapter 3 showed that people pointed to functions with which they are most familiar: the provision
of food andmaterials, space for recreation, but also habitat for non-human species. In this sense one
could argue that an ES approach may yield a higher understanding by communicating information
about functions that often go unnoticed; such as the capacity of wetlands to buffer floods. Indeed,
some respondents replied that they thought that wetlands induced floods, by allowing water to en-
ter the fields. In a similar vein, chapter 4 showed only few respondents recognised that shelterbelts
may contribute to sustain biodiversity. In such instances, providing information about particular
ecological functions may help to create an understanding of why certain restoration projects are
proposed.

This would require us to move from the idea of ES valuation as a static exercise about the im-
portance of nature to a setting where perceptions of nature are discussed and deliberated. Such
approaches to valuation are becoming increasingly common in the ES literature (see Raymond
et al., 2014; Irvine et al., 2016; Gould et al., 2015) and have also been forwarded in the domain of
monetary valuation (for a review see Bunse et al., 2015). Important here is to note that deliberative
valuation is not meant for experts to teach others how ES work and why these are valuable, but
rather to facilitate a dialogue between participants on equal footing in order to learn more about
each others values and beliefs. Learning can thus happen both ways. When interviewing local
residents our project partner at WWF was positively surprised by how people perceived wetland
functions: the starting point had been that people opposed wetland restoration because they were
unaware of its functions, and so did not deem wetland restoration important. Engaging with locals
through a participatory exercise allowed members of WWF to listen to people’s stories, especially
since the cards we used to depict ecological functions motivated respondents to ask questions and
share their own experiences. This shows how instead of mere quantification of values for nature, a
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deliberative ES approach can strengthen our understanding of why people may or may not support
ecological restoration.

Indeed the narrative of ’creating awareness’ in the ES domain has too often been focused on quan-
tifying knowledge about ’the benefits of nature’ under the assumption that such scientific informa-
tion will lead to better informed decisions. This ’information deficit model’ has been challenged by
several scholars, however, who argue that providing people with scientific knowledge does not nec-
essarily lead them to adopt more environmentally friendly attitudes or behavior (Groffman et al.,
2010; Owens, 2000). We must therefore be careful not to overstate the issue of scientific illiteracy
when it comes to opposing ecological restoration. As chapter 3 also shows, a higher awareness of
ecosystem functions is not necessarily sufficient for appreciating these; factors such as experience
and value orientations are likely to play a larger role.

Using the concept of ES as way of fostering support for nature conservation means that communi-
cation will have to go both ways; just as it is important to communicate what functions ecosystems
may serve, it is also important to gauge how people themselves understand nature and why they (or
why not) consider nature to be important for their own lives. For this reason, during the study for
chapter 3, we allowed people to add associations we had not listed. Using ES classification some-
what flexibly, we may use existing classifications of ES as a starting point but also allow people to
oppose and/or extend such classifications (Satterfield et al., 2013).

7.2 Methodological implications

Combining insights from both the theoretical and empirical chapters of this thesis, it is now time to
reflect upon themethodological challenges that arise when studying socio-cultural values for nature
quantitatively. The empirical chapters of this thesis all rely on the use of quantitative surveys.
Although these methods have equipped us with several important insights that have been discussed
in previous sections, they also come with some limitations. Studying what people’s perceptions
of ecosystem services are requires researchers to explain this abstract term more thoroughly and
to help respondents think about these ’services’ by operationalising these in terms of statements
and/or pictures (as done in this thesis). This process of translation is, however, not an innocent
task; it often means that experts select the services that are deemed relevant and explain them in a
particular way, thereby bounding the answers people are able to give (Tadaki et al., 2015).

Relatedly, surveys pose great challenges when asking people about topics they have not yet given
much thought. The legitimacy of surveys rests on the assumption that people have reasonably well
formed opinions, in which case the survey is an appropriate instrument to measure such opinions.
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This may, however, not be the case for issues which are complex and unfamiliar. Facing such
complexity respondents may use the context offered by the survey to formulate an answer at that
moment (Spash, 2002). As such, the scientist that tries to obtain such values can strongy influence
the outcomes of a valuation exercise, thereby producing such values and instead of elicitating them.
Indeed in the ES literature several scholars show the effect of survey design, additional information
and appearance of interviewers on values for nature (Bateman and Mawby, 2004; Derkzen et al.,
2017). This makes it important to question whose values scientists represent and to what extent
they can make claims with regards to communicating public interest.

While the limitations of quantitative research mentioned above give much reason to pay equal
attention to qualitative research in studying how people interact with nature, it does not mean that
surveys and quantitative studies are not to be employed. But it does behoove us to thoroughly
reflect upon the design of quantitative studies, the kinds of questions such studies are fit to answer
and the ways in which we frame its outcomes. As Nightingale (2003, p.79) notes what matters
is not the use of a particular method per se, but rather ’how they are used to ask which kinds of
questions and how the results are interpreted’. At best research on public perceptions on the value
of nature provide us with insights about the particular aspects of nature people deem important in
the context of their daily lives. This does not mean they have made up their minds about questions
of why nature is important and whether or not it should be conserved. For instance, just because
some places were not marked as attractive by respondents in the survey in chapter 5, does not mean
that people would not oppose against any change that were to happen in these areas. Similarly in
chapter 4, if environmental compensation were to be actually proposed people may develop very
particular atttudes depending on the ensuing debate.

Indeed, the evaluation of hypothetical changes poses a serious limitation to choice experiments as
used in chapter 4. In order to gain insight into the preferences people have a hypothetical context
needs to be generated, which introduces a hypothetical bias (see Loomis, 2011). Especially when
considering that people may not have fixed preferences for particular states of the environment,
this means that their preferences may change when an actual context presents itself. As such,
there has been much debate within environmental economics about the extent to which stated
preference techniques are a reliable measure of what people value as there can be a discrepancy
between what people say they (will) do and what they actually do (see Hausman, 2012; Haab et al.,
2013). Observing actual behavior through revealed preferences is thereby thought to give more
robust evidence of environmental values. Yet observing behavior to get to people’s preferences is
problematic when there is not much to observe (since there are no clear markets for many aspects
of nature) and is still predicated on the assumption that people’s preferences do not change. The
better questions to ask here are to what extent the concept of willingness to pay, whether it is
observed or stated, actually tells us something about the things people find important and whether
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it is necessary to get to a ’true value’ of nature. The merit of valuation exercises is perhaps best
seen not in terms of offering solid predictions of how people will react to certain proposals, but
rather in exploring the diversity in responses that people may adopt. The underlying premise here
is that policies that pay attention to the different points of view that people may take will have more
chance of success than those that do not take such differences into consideration.

This makes it important to look beyond to ’qualitative-quantitative’ or rather ’critical-quantitative’
divide. Indeed, in reference to critical and quantitative geography Kwan and Schwanen (2009)
note that the dualism between quantitative and critical studies is somewhat misplaced as spatial
analysis was originally developed as means of critique and progressive social change. In this vein
quantitative geography is increasingly shifting from showing averages and similarities to focusing
attention on identifying and understanding differences (Fotheringham et al., 2000). Although a
certain level of abstraction and generalisation will remain necessary, the explicit attention towards
difference at least emphasises the message that diverging ideas may exist about environmental
problems, or reversely may help to understand similarities across communities (by showing rather
than assuming them).

As this thesis shows different techniques can be used to gather information about the diversity in
perceptions of nature, all of which come with strengths and weaknesses. The open-ended nature
of questions in the survey for chapter 3 and chapter 5 allowed people to freely list associations
with nature and mark locations they deemed important. While this gives us good insights into how
people themselves perceive different types of nature, it does not directly tell us how people may
evaluate specific trade-offs that form part of relevant political debates as does chapter 4. Economic
analyses of the importance of nature therefore remain important considering that people may be
significantly more optimistic about nature when asked about it freely rather than when having to
offer something in return. At the same time, while quantitative studies can give us a broad overview
of ’who values what’, they do not always lend themselves for finding out more thoroughly ’who
values what why’. Such knowledge is invaluable to better understand what role nature plays in
people’s lives and how people shape and/or are affected by environmental change.

As such, it must be noted that the choice-experiment conducted in chapter 4 would have benefited
from an additional in-depth analysis of the opinions in East Lothian about additional housing and
to what extent environmental compensation could be able to ameliorate some of the problems that
people experience. In Chapter 3 too, richer descriptions and on-site observations of how people
interact with and understand nature in Persina Park could have given us a better understanding of
how perceptions of nature interact with actual environmental practices (such as the collection of
food). Looking beyond the critical-quantitative divide may contribute to research methods that
try to draw from both qualitative and quantitative insights. Mixed-methods research designs will
therefore be an important imperative to triangulate research findings and come to a more sophisti-

135



Chapter 7

cated understanding of people-environment relationships both in and beyond the ES domain (see
Nijnik and Miller, 2017; Irvine et al., 2016; Busch et al., 2012).

7.3 Outlook

Within the ES scholarship, a growing number of scientists is looking into ways of making the di-
versity of values people attribute to nature explicit in order to ensure these values are accounted for
in environmental policy making. Calls for ’value pluralism’ and ’integrated valuation’ have been
succesful in broadening the scope of value assessments, which now integrate knowledge from a
wider range of disciplines than economics and ecology. As such assessments move forward, it is
essential to not only look into questions of ’how to value nature’, but also to pay attention to the
more fundamental question of who speaks (and should speak) for the value of nature. As Tadaki
et al. (2017) note, valuation exercises can create platforms for experts to forward claims about why
nature is valuable, giving such experts a priviliged role. A recent call in the ES domain therefore
warns researchers to ’be aware of their roles at the interface of ecosystem services science and
policy’ (Crouzat et al., 2018). If we want to make room for everyone who is affected by environ-
mental change to express their opinion about these changes, we should also reflect on how we best
constitute a vibrant public space where multiple perspectives on nature and people-environment
interactions can be exposed and debated (see Lövbrand et al., 2015).

This calls for more public participation in environmental research and policy-making (see Car-
rozza, 2015), yet simultaneously poses us with with a certain dilemma. As Jasanoff (1996) notes,
relying on both science and democratic participation is no guarantee for success; on the contrary,
’[p]articipation and science together often produce irreducible discord and conclusion’. Indeed,
Fischer (2018) argues that the procedural logic of democracy, i.e. to compromise among com-
peting interests and values, and the substantive logic of ecology, i.e. to find the best possible
answer or solution to a certain problem, are often incompatible. Although we may find that paying
attention to citizens’ voices and allowing for multiple interpretations of environmental problems
is necessary to ensure legitimate outcomes, these do not necessarily lead to better environmental
outcomes.

These are challenges that defy an easy answer. They require us to go beyond mere calls for more
participatory approaches and think more thoroughly about the institutional arrangements that are
necessary to ensure both public participation and scientific knowledge can meaningfully inform
environmental decisions. To this end, it may be useful to consider the knowledge held by scien-
tists and publics as different forms of expertise that we need to meld ’into an alloy that is better at
informing decisions than any one form of expertise would be acting alone’ (Dietz, 2013, p.14084).
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Exploring different mixes of these alloys where scientific and public expertise meet will be an im-
portant avenue for future valuation research in the ES domain. Rather than treating the valuation of
nature as a static exercise during which researchers translate people’s perceptions into knowledge
for policy-making, researchers can also be considered part of the broader process of valuation and
engage with the public about values interactively. As Raymond et al. (2014) note, such a combi-
nation of instrumental and deliberative paradigms can be operationalised by discussing scientific
results obtained earlier in focus groups or using group deliberation for survey design. By linking
analysis to deliberation in an iterative manner not only will researchers become more sensitive to
differences in values, interests and understandings of facts but it may also improve the ability of
the public to handle complex and uncertain scientific information.

As such, the valuation of nature should be understood as a necessarily plural task that thrives not
on scientific truth claims about the value of nature, but rather on the quintessential task of politics
to cultivate diverse perspectives in order to explore which values and which natures are to be pri-
oritised. The value of pluralism, opposing perspectives and critical debate is often not recognised
by those who emphasise the need for standardisation and objective evidence to come to well-
informed decisions (McElwee, 2017). As Blue (2016, p.5) notes ’[c]omplications arise...when
science moves from the position of informing public deliberation to driving and delimiting the op-
tions that are available for discussion’. Placing too much emphasis on one way of knowing nature
may marginalise and oppress alternative perspectives that are necessary to reflect the diversity of
opinions that exist about the consequences of environmental change. Instead we need to identify
the diversity of values that surround environmental problems in order to arrive at sound and bal-
anced decisions, that are both competent about facts and competent about values (Dietz, 2013).
This thesis has contributed to this aim, by offering insights into the heterogeneous and sometimes
diverging ways in which people perceive and interact with nature.
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