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Keywords: Ecological economics envisions problem-solving collaborative efforts characterized by disciplinary diversity and
Pragmatist philosophy participants within and outside of research professions. Pursuit of its ambitious vision has led to ambiguity in
Epistemology

terms of ecological economics’ paradigms, methodology, and subject matter. There remains a need for
comprehensive methodologies and for nuanced discussions of methodological pluralism and action-oriented
research practice. We present a pragmatist ecological economics as one foundation to practicing ecological
economics. We synthesize the basic normative assumptions of a pragmatist philosophy with the foundational
goals of ecological economics. This synthesis provides potential researchers with foundations including a basic
scientific worldview, a topical focus on a quasi-distinct portion of human-nature relationships, two broad
burning questions, a basic menu of methods, and action-oriented goals for applying ecological economics in
practice. Methodological pluralism is embraced, and conflicting normative assumptions are reconciled with the
recognition that singular inquiries provide incomplete or partial knowledge, not competing knowledge. By
integrating into applied contexts, in large part by building relationships with practitioners and the diverse
publics, we suggest that there is opportunity to co-develop processes and forums that at least can help us un-

Human-nature relationships
Social-ecological systems
Paradigm

Methodological pluralism
Actionable sustainability

derstand one another better on our collective effort toward sustainability.

1. Introduction

Ecological economics (EE), a transdisciplinary and interdisciplinary
field broadly focused on issues of sustainability, aims to engage in
problem-oriented science that directly addresses on-the-ground envi-
ronmental issues. Howarth (2008) stressed that EE has an overarching
goal to inform decisions, balance competing values, and draw on in-
sights from a variety of intellectual traditions.

Despite the promise and appeal of EE, the field has developed in a
way that has led to ambiguity, both in terms of its subject matter and its
methodology. With regard to the former, Rgpke (2005) noted that “itisa
difficult, if not impossible task to identify the main topics and research
programmes of ecological economics...the field could be said to cover
almost anything with a faint relation to the environment.” Similarly,
Spash (2015:32) asserted that the body of literature in EE is “amor-
phous.” These critiques are justified when considering scholarship
focused on establishing the bounds of the subject matter of EE. For
instance, Rgpke (2005) listed three main research programs: (1) identity
formation (a great deal of which included distinguishing EE from
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environmental and resource economics); (2) issues of scale and the
resilience approach and; (3) valuation and decision-making. And Castro
e Silva and Teixeira (2011) listed ten topic areas: (1) theory building; (2)
methodological issues; (3) values; (4) policies, governance, and in-
stitutions; (5) technical change and the environment; (6) trade and the
environment; (7) global environmental issues; (8) production, con-
sumption and sustainability; (9) biodiversity conservation and; (10)
valuation.

Regarding methodology, there is limited focus on the philosophical
and theoretical foundations of EE, which impedes progress in the field
and calls into question the scientific integrity of research conducted
within its purview (Baumgartner et al., 2008; Puller and Smith, 2017;
Spash, 2013; Anderson and M’Gonigle, 2012). Anderson and M’Gonigle
(2012) questioned the future of EE given, in part, its incoherence. That
is, a lack of clarity about the field’s foundations have led to “a situation
of ambivalences and contradictions” (Puller and Smith, 2017:19) and a
“precarious and epistemologically confused position” (Spash, 2012:37).

The core of these critiques implies that the progress and coherence of
EE, and ultimately its relevance, depends on more scholarship related to
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its scientific foundations. Indeed, such foundational discussions, and
methodological pluralism in particular, are said to be an important focus
for the next 30 years of EE (Farley and Kish, 2021). Strong scientific
foundations can lead to a stronger disciplinary identity, more confident
scientists working within challenging transdisciplinary and interdisci-
plinary hybrid disciplines (e.g., ecological economics, human ecology,
conservation biology), and clear criteria for evaluating methodological
approaches.

Within EE, theoretical frameworks have been limited. Those advo-
cating critical realism provide perhaps the most comprehensive foun-
dation (eg. Puller and Smith, 2017; Spash, 2015), with other proposals
including some form of social constructivism (Baumgartner et al., 2008;
Goeminne, 2011; Tacconi, 1998), the phenomenological (or interpreti-
vist) approach (Ramos-Martin, 2003), American pragmatism in the form
articulated by Bromley (2008) and in post-normal science (Funtowicz
and Ravetz, 1993; Munda, 1997). In large part, foundational discussions
in EE (e.g., Baumgartner et al., 2008; Soderbaum, 2008; Dow, 2004;
Puller and Smith, 2017; Spash, 2015; Levrel and Martinet, 2021; Spash,
2012, 2020, 2021) are challenging to parse because a framework for the
discussion is often missing or underdeveloped. For instance, even the
most attentive reader may feel lost when considering foundational ideas
such as the call for structured methodological pluralism with matching
epistemologies and ontologies (Spash, 2012), the practice of art within
EE (Herrmann-Pillath, 2020), the engagement with practitioners as
transdisciplinary (Batker, 2020), and participatory planning as an
alternative to markets (Akbulut and Adaman, 2020).

We aim to contribute to EE with a proposed general methodology for
a pragmatist ecological economics, with the help of a ‘scientific
macrostructure’ framework. The pragmatist ecological economics pre-
sented herein emerged from our experiences over a decade of attempting
to integrate research into management and planning processes on public
lands in the United States. Specifically, we participated as researchers
within a variety of processes, embedded within a particular social-
ecological context, including a specific planning issue (e.g., national
forest planning, wild and scenic river planning) and its associated
governance institutions (both formal and informal), as well as a place
and its people.

As researchers engaged with planners, managers, and members of
the public, it became clear that our efforts were most integral to facili-
tating a social process among the diverse parties involved. The social
process, supported by our applied science efforts focused on people’s
relationship with the place and its environment, constituted the devel-
opment of actionable knowledge. Actionable knowledge recognizes that
scientific evidence in the absence of interpersonal relationships and
social contexts is inadequate for producing action (Levin, 2013; Stern,
2018). Actionable knowledge is considered a social enterprise that is
facilitated by effective ‘learning spaces’ whereby meanings and values
can be discussed and negotiated (Stern et al., 2021). We suggest that
pragmatist philosophy provides a foundation for an ecological economic
methodology that can, fundamentally, facilitate social processes focused
on developing actionable knowledge by centering people’s relationship
with the environment. It is a methodology for applied contexts where, as
Batker (2020) noted, theoretical insights can emerge from such practice.

2. A scientific macrostructure and ecological economics place
within it

Patterson and Williams (1998:284) defined science as a “systematic
set of empirical activities for constructing, representing, and analyzing
knowledge about phenomena being studied” which are guided by
normative philosophical commitments. Assessing scientific practice is
facilitated by considering the scientific ‘macrostructure’ (Anderson,
1986), and we adopt and adapt the framework developed by Patterson
and Williams (1998) with its three different levels: i) worldviews, ii)
paradigms, and iii) research programs.
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Separate

I

Purist/oppositional assumes that different paradigms are incompatible, which
cannot generally be mixed in the same study.

Complementary strengths assumes different paradigms are different in
important ways, but they should be kept separate to maintain methodological
integrity while expanding scope of study.

A-paradigmatic assumes that paradigm differences are logically independent,
and therefore can be mixed and matched.

Dialectic assumes paradigm differences can engage dialogically to yield new
l insights and understandings.

Alternative assumes paradigm differences are reconcilable through new.
emergent paradigms.

Blended
Fig. 1. Dialogs and views on the interaction of different paradigms.

2.1. Worldviews

Worldviews are the broadest and most general level of the scientific
macrostructure. The pragmatist worldview embraces multiple ap-
proaches to science with any one paradigm providing only a partial
understanding of the phenomenon of interest. These partial un-
derstandings are not necessarily mutually exclusive. Indeed, it is the
interaction of those diverse interests and epistemological communities
in a dialog (or not) that can plot the worldview on a spectrum from
separate through blended, as seen in Fig. 1. The pragmatist worldview to
science is described as “dialectic”, which Norton (2005:572) describes as
an open-ended process without “having a single, ideal endpoint.”

Within EE, discussions of worldviews are both foundational and
prevalent. Indeed, Howarth (2008:469) suggested the field is defined
“by a set of concrete problems rather than a particular epistemology or
methodology.” Since its inception, EE has seen many calls for meth-
odological pluralism (e.g., Costanza, 1991; Gowdy and Erickson, 2005;
Norgaard, 1989). However, as Spash (2015:33) stated: “the conundrum
for methodological pluralists is that they must either indiscriminately
accept everything, and so lose any meaning for the concept of knowl-
edge, or accept some grounds for rejecting ideas and approaches which
they find strongly objectionable.” And the challenge in such pluralism
will be the sorting of good knowledge from bad knowledge
(Baumgartner et al., 2008; Spash, 2012), and the avoidance of an
‘anything goes’ approach where science is practiced on a tenuous
theoretical foundation (Dow, 2007; Spash, 2015). As a result, Spash
(2012) embraces a methodological pluralism where common episte-
mological and ontological commitments of the different methodologies
are shared.

2.2. Paradigms

Paradigms or normative philosophical commitments shape the way
research is conducted (Patterson and Williams, 2005); such interrelated,
mutually defining and constraining assumptions include ontological,
epistemological, and axiological assumptions (Laudan, 1984).

2.2.1. Pragmatist ontology: a contextual and limited reality

Ontological assumptions are notions about what exists in the world,
and the nature of reality, human experience, and social beings. Ontol-
ogies can be mapped from realism to relativism, or alternatively objec-
tivism to constructivism. A strong realist would suggest that one reality
exists, that the social and natural world are both concrete and fixed and
that they can be observed and explained in terms of accuracy. A strong
relativist would suggest that multiple realities exist, perhaps one reality
for each person, since phenomena become reality through the mind and
its processes and our observations of these realities are mutable,
contextual and emergent (Evely et al., 2008; Moon and Blackman, 2014;
Morgan and Smircich, 1980).

According to Norton (2005:63), pragmatism is “not relativistic—it
expects to arrive at a justifiable decision in a particular situation—so it is
better thought of as contextual.” Additionally, pragmatism is not strictly
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realist in that it strongly rejects ‘foundationalism’, or the idea that
knowledge is grounded in basic beliefs about a certain reality (Minteer,
2012). Anderson (2011) suggested that pragmatists do not believe in an
absolute truth at a given time but, instead, a temporary belief that will
inevitably change. Thinking of reality within pragmatism as ‘contextual’
underscores that our experiences, social commitments, opinions about
what is important, and general viewpoints are diverse and, inevitably,
shaped by different circumstances. This does not mean that there is no
knowledge outside the human mind, but instead (applying the popular
analogy of Charles Peirce) that knowledge is like a cable made up of
individual strands (i.e., beliefs) where the breakage of one strand does
not necessarily weaken the cable as a whole (Peirce, 1868; Webb, 2007).
This signals the idea of a tentative truth, which does not commit with
certainty or a capital “T” truth.

2.2.2. Pragmatist epistemology: experience creates knowledge, wary
assessment confirms it (for the moment)

Epistemology is concerned with validity and what constitutes a claim
to ‘truth’. It is characterized as assumptions of how knowledge is ac-
quired and generated, what is knowable, who can know, and the rela-
tionship between the researcher and the subject (Hudson and Ozanne,
1988). Epistemology is often seen along an objective-subjective con-
tinuum, where a strong objectivist (sometimes positivist) considers that
a singular truth exists that can be verified with observation and empir-
ical evidence; whereas a strong subjectivist (sometimes ‘constructivist’
or ‘interpretivist’) considers knowledge of the world to be inherently
influenced by one’s experience (Durning, 1999; Moon and Blackman,
2014). A strong objectivity sees the researcher as detached and separate
from the phenomenon observed, while a strong subjectivist considers a
“fusion of horizons”, where the observer is always, necessarily, inter-
twined with the observed phenomena and, thus, call for greater reflex-
ivity and positionality in social science.

Pragmatist knowledge claims are developed and verified through
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repetitive observation and experimentation related to diverse human
experience, at both the individual and community level (Minteer, 2012;
Norton, 2005). The empiricism (i.e., the notion that experience is central
to creating knowledge) embraced by pragmatists is different from clas-
sical empiricism that reduced experience to a mechanistic occurrence
(Hildebrand, 2011; Webb, 2007). Dewey thought that an atomized and
mechanistic view of experience could never account for the diversity of
lived meanings in the sociocultural environment, which informed his
view that the mind was more social than isolated, and shaped largely by
natural and cultural environments (Hildebrand and Zalta, 2018). The
interactive nature of humans within diverse environments implies that
“each learner is a living organism with her own history, needs, desires,
and, perhaps most importantly, her own interests” (Hickman, 2009:9).

The commitment to experience and learning aligns with the prag-
matist commitment to ‘anti-foundationalism’, or the belief that there is
no certain knowledge serving as the foundation of inquiry (i.e., prag-
matism does not begin with theoretical starting points or pre-
suppositions) (Haack, 2009; Webb, 2007). As articulated by Friedrichs
and Kratochwil (2009:714), “instead of relying on false promises, we
will learn to act on reasonable bets.” Knowledge is inherently tentative,
and pragmatist epistemology implies open-mindedness and humility.

The process for assessing knowledge claims is democratic, where
“community experience” (Norton, 2007:305) or “public critical discus-
sion” (Bernstein, 1989:9) are the arbiters of good and bad knowledge.
Evaluating knowledge claims requires wary assessment, or an under-
standing of both the immediate elements of the experience (i.e., the
interaction with the real world) and the background information influ-
encing one’s experience (Hildebrand, 2011). Wary assessment combined
with the belief in the diversity of human experience that accommodates
another fundamental commitment of pragmatism—pluralism.

The embrace of pluralism, whether it be a plurality of ethical stances
and values or a plurality of approaches to scientific inquiry, stems partly
from the normative commitment that science and democracy should be

A PRAGMATIST ECOLOGICAL ECONOMICS

Pragm atist Worldview
Methodological pluralism acknowledges that single inquires can only yield partial understandings; knowledge is incomplete, not competing

Pragmatist Paradigm

Ontological commitments:
¢ Contextual and limited realism

* Knowledge as a cable of individual strands of beliefs.
* Beliefs drive action

Epistemological commitments:
Interactive and social experience creates knowledge

Anti-foundationalism and wary assessment
Language matters
Democracy and science are intertwined

Axiological commitments:

Communication
Social learning

Pursuing warranted and valuable assertions

Pragmatist Ecological Economics Research Program

Conceptual domain:
Normative commitments from pragmatist paradigm
Normative sustainability, administrative
anthropocentrism, and procedural rationality
Human-nature relationship as bridging concept

Methodological domain:

Explore, understand, and communicate a portion of varied human-nature
relationships

Use research menu and synthesize existing knowledge to facilitate conversations
Ground human-nature relationships in applied contexts

Substantive domain:
* Primary focus is communication and social learning
* Honor the partiality of any single approach when disseminating knowledge

Fig. 2. The scientific macrostructure of a pragmatist ecological economics.
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closely related. While this commitment to pluralism may appear to be
relativistic, its adherence to community deliberation to sort good
knowledge from bad knowledge should yield some level of consensus, or
at least shared understanding. In other words, pragmatists do not sug-
gest that all ideas are equally valid. Even though full consensus may not
be found, one would expect that a manageable number of warranted
beliefs would emerge through public debate and deliberation.

The final element of pragmatist epistemology to be discussed is, as
Minteer (2012:10) phrased it, a commitment to a “linguistic emphasis on
community.” This commitment refers to the importance of language for
understanding diverse experiences and, consequently, knowledge.
Norton (2005:563) noted that a ‘truly’ pragmatic approach is one that
“pays attention to the uses of language in real, communicative situa-
tions”, and places “more emphasis on the use of language for purposes
other than to describe the world; more attention would be given to
language that evokes attitudes, persuades others, enters into commit-
ments, and builds trust.”

2.2.3. Pragmatist axiology: communication, social-learning, and addressing
the myriad practical problems of life

Axiology refers to the goals and objectives of research, reflecting
ethical and value commitments. Axiological assumptions can be cate-
gorized as ‘terminal goals’ such as prediction, explanation, description,
understanding and ‘instrumental goals’ such as generalizability,
persuasiveness, insightfulness, and reliability (Hudson and Ozanne,
1988). Axiology focuses less on truth (which is more the realm of epis-
temology) and more on important outcomes of the research. Ecological
economics has the dual aims of understanding and explaining the world,
and influencing action based on an idea of how the world ought to be
(Baumgartner et al., 2008).

With an embrace of methodological pluralism (Westbrook, 1993), a
pragmatist approach might employ methods aiming to predict, under-
stand, explain, or describe. While pragmatism embraces pluralism in
methodology, the primary axiological terminal goal could be considered
as communication and social learning. In the face of challenging prob-
lems, particularly those plaguing the public, Dewey (1927:155,
emphasis added) suggested that the solution is “perfecting of the means
and ways of communication of meanings so that genuinely shared interest
in the consequences of interdependent activities may inform desire and
effort and thereby direct action.” Pragmatism has the purpose of getting
to cooperative action and accelerated learning (Norton, 2007). Given
the terminal goals of communication and social learning, the instru-
mental goals of persuasiveness and insightfulness are useful criteria for
evaluating scientific knowledge.

2.3. Research programs

While worldviews and paradigms are not discipline-specific,
research programs are. Patterson and Williams (1998) identify
research programs as the third substantive component of any research
endeavor, comprising (1) the conceptual domain, which includes
normative commitments discussed above but also the theoretical con-
cepts (or core ideas); (2) the methodological domain, including ap-
proaches to research design, sampling, data analysis and interpretation
and (3) the substantive domain, including the applied or managerial
problems of interest (or burning questions, (Patton, 2002)).

3. A pragmatist ecological economics

We now build on these normative commitments to illustrate a
pragmatist EE (Fig. 2) and discuss the conceptual, methodological, and
substantive domains of a pragmatist EE research program in turn. Our
purpose is to continue to illustrate the distinctive characteristics of a
pragmatist ecological economics and how it might be operationalized.
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3.1. Conceptual domain

Environmental pragmatism adopts normative sustainability, which
differs from a ‘descriptive’ sustainability that dictates, a priori, what
should be measured (e.g., all relevant forms of capital (Neumayer,
2013)). Normative sustainability holds that choosing what to sustain
happens prior to devising a way to measure it (Norton, 2005), which
allows evolving communities to specify the meaning of sustainability for
their own community (Norton, 2015). Norton (2015:104, emphasis
added) defined normative sustainability as follows: “for a given gener-
ation to live sustainably means that that generation fulfills its needs and
desires so as not to destroy important and valued opportunities for future
generations.”

Defining ‘opportunities’ requires a pluralistic approach to the ways
that humans relate to, or connect with, nature. Indeed, we suggest
embracing the concept and language of human-nature relationships. The
use of the word ‘relationships’ is deliberate, as it acknowledges a reci-
procity that is important to EE, and it is sufficiently broad and inclusive
as an introductory term for facilitating conversations and productive
discourse in applied contexts. The idea of human-nature relationships is
nebulous (Dvorak et al., 2013), and we root the term in ecological
economics by focusing largely on values, meanings, preferences, bene-
fits, ecosystem services, connections, or natures contributions to people
(Borrie and Armatas, 2022; Diaz et al., 2018; Hein et al., 2006; Ives et al.,
2018; Pascual et al., 2023; Williams, 2014a). These ideas (e.g., con-
nections, values) have been discussed at length, and there is consider-
able overlap and interrelation; they may include ‘meanings’ ranging
from identity-expressive to instrumental and inherent (Williams,
2014a), ‘connections’ from philosophical to material (Ives et al., 2018),
‘ecosystem services’ from cultural to production (Hein et al., 2006), or
‘values’ from prosperity and belonging to stewardship and harmony
(Pascual et al., 2023).

No particular framing or framework is authoritative, but instead
there may be benefits to incorporating some or all the ideas in applied
contexts. In essence, we are suggesting a focus on a more inclusive,
descriptive, and perhaps emotive version of both the concept of ‘utility’
and the goods and services from which utility is derived. Carrying the
analogy of human-nature relationships and neoclassical-economic con-
cepts too far is contrary to the spirit and practice of methodological
pluralism and EE. But the primary point to convey is that the EE herein
targets the touchpoint between people and the opportunities provided
by natural systems. Exactly how that touchpoint is framed or concep-
tualized is determined in specific applied contexts.

Flint et al. (2013:215) were reluctant to include ecosystem services
as a ‘type’ of human-nature relationship, and suggested that the concept
only covers “a narrow segment of the broad human-nature relationship
spectrum.” We would avoid the idea that there are types of human-
nature relationships along a spectrum, but instead think about human-
nature relationships as a sea urchin with spines — where each spine is
a different element of our individual relationships. We suggest that the
portion of spines of the human-nature relationship investigated by the
EE pertains to discussions of values, preferences, benefits, ecosystem
services, connections, or natures contributions to people; it is that focus
which makes our approach ecological economics, and not another trans-
disciplinary hybrid approach focused on human-nature relationships.

For instance, human ecology with roots in sociology might aim to
understand how humans and non-humans compete, cooperate, behave,
and organize, and the implications of such interactions on both humans
and the environment (Catton, 1994). Conservation biology partly seeks
to understand how human activities influence, usually negatively, the
biology of species, communities, and ecosystems (Soulé, 1985). Political
ecology may explore social and environmental change through a polit-
ical lens, often with a focus on governance institutions; fundamentally,
the hybrid discipline eschews the idea that social and environmental
change are apolitical (Robbins, 2012). We temper our assertions of what
defines other hybrid disciplines because they generally face similar
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Box 1
Burning questions of a pragmatist ecological economics.

vices, or natures contributions to people?

contexts?

(1) What comprises the varied portion of human-nature relationships pertaining to values, connections, preferences, benefits, ecosystem ser-

(2) How can this portion of human-nature relationships be effectively communicated and discussed to further productive discourse in applied

Measurement-without-tradeoffs

Featuring Likert scales, psychometric constructs, levels of
agreement/disagreement, factor analysis, cluster analysis, conducive to
generalizability and aggregation

©
J

Measurement-with-tradeoffs

Featuring non-market valuation techniques, econometrics. marginal willingness-
to-pay estimates, aggregated monetary values. forced choices. conducive to
generalizability and aggregation

Descriptive-without-tradeoffs

Featuring phenomenological and social/discursive methods, interviews, scenario
building, oral histories, conducive to personalized perspectives

Descriptive-with-tradeoffs

Featuring relative ranking techniques such as Q-methodology. conducive to
personalized perspectives.

o &0 B f

Fig. 3. A research menu: different approaches to partially understand human-
nature relationships.

challenges to EE, with internal debates about how to define their
respective fields with clarity and coherence. Nonetheless, most hybrid
disciplines focus on a quasi-distinct portion of spines of the human-
nature relationship.

While the conservation sciences community has learned much about
how humans relate to nature, each field is only capturing a portion of
that relationship. We suggest that human-nature relationships can act as
a bridging concept among the varied conservation sciences, with some
inevitable overlap in the questions (and results) of inquiries across
fields. While most transdisciplinary hybrid disciplines only address a
portion of the human-nature relationship, it is also true that any single
inquiry within a particular field will only yield a partial (or incomplete)
understanding of a portion of the human-nature relationship. Herein, a
single inquiry will only provide a partial understanding of an in-
dividual’s complex array of values, preferences, benefits, ecosystem
services, or natures contributions. A plurality of approaches is thus
needed to yield a more comprehensive understanding of the portion of
the human-nature relationship that is of focus in EE. And as discussed in
Section 4.4, we believe that it is only through the earnest and thorough
consideration of the diversity of human-nature relationships that
normative commitments of sustainability can be widely understood and
actioned in applied contexts.

3.2. Methodological domain

A pragmatist EE focuses on two burning questions (Box 1). Data
collection and measurement is broadly defined, and generally any
structured approach to knowledge development could be deployed. We
propose a ‘research menu’ (Fig. 3) not as an exhaustive accounting of all
approaches, but instead to stimulate thought by providing an accessible
overview of types of approaches that can support understanding human-
nature relationships in applied contexts. The research menu acknowl-
edges that method choice will have implications for what part of the
human-nature relationship story is told. We make two main distinctions
in the research menu:

e Measurement versus description: Williams (2014b) makes the
distinction between approaches focused on quantifying the strength
of bonds to nature (measurement), and primarily qualitative ap-
proaches focused on characterizing experiences and meanings of
nature (description). Those approaches focused on measurement are
likely to be relatively more reductive in how values, preferences, and
connections to nature are framed, as they need to be established prior
to the actual measurement (i.e., a respondent is constrained by the
data collection instrument). Differently, descriptive approaches are
often more free flowing with respondents often articulating their
individual perspectives at length. Approaches that measure connec-
tions to nature are more conducive to generalizing to a broader
population (and thus aggregation), whereas approaches focused on
description can provide more personalized perspectives.

o With-tradeoffs versus without-tradeoffs: We distinguish between
methods that force (or do not force) people to consider tradeoffs for
two reasons. First, understanding tradeoffs is a critical focus of
ecological economics, as it acknowledges planetary limits and the
limits of growth, and at a more micro-level it acknowledges that our
choices have both opportunity costs and potential implications for
others (our human-nature relationships may conflict). Second, as a
transdisciplinary approach, researchers work with both decision-
makers and other stakeholders, and methods that force tradeoffs
can facilitate important conversations about what opportunities a
given community may want to prioritize; after all, wicked problems
(Rittel and Webber, 1973) are the focus, and there is no single correct
answer.

A pragmatist EE works in applied contexts (e.g., broad-scale plan-
ning, project level decision-making), where insights related to the sec-
ond burning question (Box 1) can emerge; within these arenas one is in
the substantive domain.

3.3. Substantive domain

The substantive domain of the researcher program is where “science
links directly with substantive (real world or managerial) problems”
(Patterson and Williams, 1998:290). A pragmatist EE researcher in the
early stages of the research cycle (i.e., problem definition, method se-
lection and design) looks to engage non-researchers on how different
types of methods can both facilitate an understanding of human-nature
relationships and provide support to addressing the real-world issue at
hand (e.g., forest planning). In the latter stages of the research cycle (i.e.,
dissemination), the research menu could help to ensure that whatever
partial understanding is being presented is contextualized within the
bigger picture. Such -contextualization is important, as Norton
(2012:456) noted: “where I think economists may remain open to crit-
icism is that, having recognized the necessary incompleteness of their
results, they do not do much to clarify what is missing.” Clearly artic-
ulating the partiality of any single method is a major impetus for pro-
posing a research menu, and it supports a transparent approach to both
science and decision-making.

During the dissemination phase, there is opportunity to better un-
derstand how different methods influence the publics and the decision-
makers. As Batker (2020) suggests, there is a need to evaluate what
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different methods provide in different settings when implementing EE.
The implication of a research program focused on influencing public
sentiments, in combination with an experience-based model of learning
(i.e., pragmatist epistemology and axiology), is that surveys, or other
data collection methods, can themselves influence peoples’ beliefs. This
is a critical point, as a pragmatist EE would view data collection efforts
as a way to get people to engage reflective thinking about their own
connections to nature, or at least gain an increased understanding of
how others relate to nature.

4. Applying the process-based methodology of pragmatist
ecological economics

A pragmatist EE is process-oriented, whereby the quality of man-
agement, planning and policy decisions is commensurate with the in-
vestment in the process aimed at addressing some complex social-
ecological problem. The pragmatist EE researcher looks to actively
engage with social processes (e.g., land management planning efforts),
with the goal of facilitating communication and mutual learning among
all involved around the portion of human-nature relationships of focus
within social-ecological contexts. We consider several priorities for a
researcher applying a pragmatist EE methodology in practice.

4.1. Engage social processes to navigate differences

While transdisciplinary approaches have been variously defined,
Lawrence et al. (2022) suggest they have several characteristics,
including: an effort to transcend disciplinary boundaries, the involve-
ment of societal actors (non-academics) in the process, a focus on real-
world problems with a goal to support action or intervention, an
orientation toward the common good, and thorough awareness and
consideration of the broader context. Adding some detail to the idea of
transdisciplinary work, Chambers et al. (2021) analyzed 32 cases using
co-production and identified six different modes, and the ‘navigating
differences’ mode of co-production aligns with the pragmatist philoso-
phy advocated herein. This co-production mode has a strong emphasis
“on managing processes of relating together, learning and empower-
ment over producing and transferring scientific knowledge about
human-ecosystem interactions...[and] facilitation techniques and
boundary objects were used to connect stakeholder groups to explore
conflicts and reframe perspectives, while allowing new institutions,
regulation and practices to emerge” (Chambers et al., 2021:989).

Among the hazy landscape of transdisciplinary research, a pragma-
tist EE directs efforts to understanding values, connections, benefits,
preferences, ecosystem services, and natures contributions to people in
order to navigate differences. This approach to co-production can
facilitate an opportunity to work with practitioners on democratic pro-
cesses, and potentially facilitate the construction of institutions that can,
as Akbulut and Adaman (2020) suggest, provide venues for such pro-
cesses. A prerequisite to such work is building relationships with prac-
titioners (critical to implementing EE (Batker, 2020)), and, for example,
we can report success integrating into, and influencing, public partici-
pation processes in U.S. public land planning contexts. For instance, in
support of the Gila National Forest plan revision in New Mexico, we
collaborated with land managers to develop a process for running five
public meetings in 2016; the meetings included a component where
members of the public expressed their views on important and unim-
portant ecosystem services (Armatas et al., 2022a). Similarly, we inte-
grated into a river planning process in Montana in 2019 (Armatas et al.,
2022b), and we interviewed participants about the process and the
benefit of seeing the different perspectives of the interested public. We
heard comments that suggested participants were engaging in reflective
thinking about their own human-nature relationships, were appreciative
of seeing the perspectives of others, and were learning about others
perspectives and were open to having their views influenced. Research is
not just about what is learnt (i.e., new insights), but it is also about
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involving many in learning to gain new insights as well as other benefits
of being involved in learning (e.g., relationships, shared purpose). Thus,
research builds capacity (to learn) as well as a resilience in the face of
uncertainty.

4.2. Center human-nature relationships without judgment

Judgment-free centering of human-nature relationships (i.e., stress-
ing that no human-nature relationship is right or wrong) facilitates so-
cial processes among decision-makers and the diverse publics by,
fundamentally, raising awareness about the various ways people relate
to and interact with nature. A primary goal of centering human-nature
relationships is, at least initially, a consensus in understanding. Even if
someone feels that a decision did not align with their desires, they may
be more accepting of the outcome if they fully understand the process
and rationale that led to some decision.

Centering human-nature relationships may also generate shared
understanding about the challenging task of achieving sustainable out-
comes. For instance, while embedded in a planning process for the
Flathead Wild and Scenic River in Montana, USA, we asked people
engaged in the public process how they might approach the planning
task, given the diverse human-nature relationships that existed. Many
respondents acknowledged the challenging and unenviable decision
facing managers and planners; one participant noted: “It is easy to
complain, it is easy to point out problems. The solutions, finding the
solutions, it’s tough...I don’t have great answers on how you find so-
lutions. Ultimately, I think communication is the key; communication,
education, transparency, are the keys” (Armatas et al., 2020:89).

4.3. De-privilege singular sources of knowledge and highlight partial
understandings

The research menu (Fig. 3) provides a heuristic for highlighting the
partial understanding that different methods provide. Generally,
stressing that understanding even a portion of complex human-nature
relationships can only be comprehensively made with multiple ap-
proaches de-privileges any single source of knowledge. This is impor-
tant, in large part, because it conveys the importance of investing in the
social process, whereby diverse stakeholders and rightsholders are
welcomed into a collaborative space to both contribute their ideas and
build relationships with practitioners and other members of the public.
Those relationships are, in part, built over a shared dilemma of
addressing some complex issue.

Without an authoritative, singular source of knowledge, the power
dynamics related to who ‘belongs’ at the decision-making table may be
mitigated, as a more collaborative approach is prioritized with the
assumption that a variety of knowledge types can contribute. The
‘navigating differences’ mode of co-production was shown to value “all
forms of expertise, and effectively minimized hierarchies to directly
engage with actors across power differentials” (Chambers et al.,
2021:989). Embracing the limits of our understanding of diverse and
complex human-nature relationships can hopefully create a foundation
for humility, and perhaps facilitate discussion around theoretical rigor
in applied contexts (Batker, 2020). The idea of humility, and embracing
and characterizing the process of how humans collectively come to
know and understand aligns with the ecological economic foundations
articulated by Goddard et al. (2019).

4.4. Define sustainability locally through earnest and thorough
consideration

Foundational to a community wrangling with a social-ecological
problem is that the current reality (how things are) is concerning
enough to warrant discussions about some desired alternative reality
(how things ought to be). What “is” today is not necessarily what it
“ought” to be. In the broadest sense, this moving toward normative
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Fig. 4. Theoretical convergence of the objective (how it is) and the normative
(how it ought to be) in pragmatist ecological economics.

sustainability requires an earnest and thorough consideration, by those
engaged in relevant social processes, of diverse human-nature re-
lationships in applied contexts (Fig. 4). As highlighted above, the role of
a pragmatist EE is to focus on a portion of human-nature relationships,
but Fig. 4 takes a high-level approach to pursuing normative sustain-
ability. Therefore, we would expect that earnest and thorough consid-
eration of human-nature relationships would include researchers and
practitioners from a variety of backgrounds and, likely, transdisciplinary
hydrid fields.

Earnest and thorough consideration involves the embrace of varied
semantic and knowledge forms, and provides an opportunity, for
instance, to incorporate the artistic elements of even the most technical
pursuits such as climate modeling (Herrmann-Pillath, 2020). Earnest
and thorough consideration involves, as Blignaut and Aronson (2020:6)
phrase it, “embracing the narrative” whereby actors express their views
of the past and the need or imperative for change. Earnest and thorough
consideration will inevitably provide opportunities within social pro-
cesses to incorporate important priorities of EE, including environ-
mental ethics (Washington and Maloney, 2020) and the influence of
political and governance institutions (Vatn, 2020). Given that earnest
and thorough consideration will likely require conversations with
perhaps hundreds or thousands of individuals over time (i.e., commu-
nities), there is a need for structured engagement approaches (e.g., ap-
proaches on the research menu) that have tested systematic and
transparent methodologies (Armatas et al., 2022a).

To be clear, achieving normative sustainability through perfect
communication and uptake, as illustrated in Fig. 4, is a theoretical
endpoint, and we are not suggesting some utopian state. Nor are we
suggesting (perhaps in contrast to Blignaut and Aronson (2020)) that a
shared vision will emerge that is fully satisfactory to all actors involved.
Instead, the theoretical endpoint is a place where all involved have
mutual understanding, where outcomes are likely not universally
embraced, but instead there is satisfaction with the process as an earnest
and thorough effort to support the collective given the complex cir-
cumstances of some social-ecological context.

5. Conclusion

A major implication for a pragmatist EE researcher is the need to
address two separate, but major, tasks. First is the design and imple-
mentation of applied methods to understand diverse human-nature re-
lationships in applied contexts. And second is the evaluation of the types
of knowledge (and thus what methods) are most effective for helping
decision-makers understand the public, the public understand each
other, and the public understand the decision-makers. There are

Ecological Economics 227 (2025) 108422

numerous challenges associated with effectively engaging social pro-
cesses while (simultaneously) developing, progressing, participating in,
and evaluating the process itself. Nonetheless, it is likely a challenge
worth trying to overcome.
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