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‘The universe (which others call the Library) is
composed of an indefinite and perhaps infinite
number of hexagonal galleries, with vast air-
shafts between, surrounded by very low rail-
ings. From any one of the hexagons one can
see, interminably, the upper and lower floors.
The distribution of the galleries is invariable.
Twenty shelves, five long shelves per side, cover
all the sides except two; their height, which is
the distance from floor to ceiling, scarcely ex-
ceeds that of a normal bookcase. One of the
free sides leads to a narrow hallway which
opens onto another gallery, identical to the first
and to all the rest. […] […] In the vast Library
there are no two identical books. The Library is
total [and …] its shelves register all the possible
combinations of the twenty-odd orthographical
symbols (a number which, though extremely
vast, is not infinite): in other words, all
that is given to express, in all languages. Every-
thing: the minutely detailed history of the fu-
ture, the archangels’ autobiographies, the
faithful catalogue of the Library, thousands
and thousands of false catalogues, the
demonstration of the fallacy of those cata-
logues, the Gnostic gospel of Basilides, the
commentary on that gospel, the commentary on
the commentary of that gospel, the true story of
your death, the translation of every book in all
languages, the interpolation of every book in all
books ….’ (Borges (1964), ‘The Library of Ba-
bel’).

1. Introduction

VALSE was a project of research and demon-
stration of valuation procedures for policy.
Through empirical studies combined with a per-
manent discussion of methodology, the
team sought to design and demonstrate
valuation techniques as components of real prob-
lem-solving processes appropriate to specific situ-
ations.

The VALSE project starting point was to seek
to understand the ways that the concerned popu-

lations (or stakeholders) themselves express the
‘values’ of environment. (For full documentation
see O’Connor, 1998a,b.) In this approach, scien-
tific enquiries and analyses are to be tested —
validated or invalidated — partly by reference to
‘internal’ norms of coherence and rigour and
partly by reference to ‘external’ considerations
relating to the particular social (and ecological)
context of the enquiry. When well-structured tools
of analysis are employed in a process of enquiry,
a two-way learning process is set up. The applica-
tion of a chosen method of analysis structures the
enquiry, and the researcher also learns about the
reality through listening to what is said about the
situation and about the research method itself
from ‘other points of view’.

The VALSE project case studies have demon-
strated how to implement environmental valua-
tion studies in ways that fully reconcile scientific
and political dimensions of a social science pro-
cess. In Section 2, some main features and find-
ings of each case study are highlighted. These
brief recapitulations then serve as points of depar-
ture for the methodological discussions that fol-
low in Sections 3–5.

2. VALSE as social science epistemology

Within the four VALSE case studies, various
valuation methods have been applied, and them-
selves evaluated, from the points of view of con-
trasting knowledge perspectives and the
normative significance attached to the knowledge
sought or gained. In this way, the project VALSE
demonstrates a reflexive social science epistemol-
ogy and methodology for evaluating the perti-
nence and performance of various environmental
valuation methods. This paper does not offer a
full philosophical presentation of this perspective
(on which, see Borges, 1964; Latouche, 1984;
O’Connor, 1999), but it is useful to give some of
the main orienting ideas.

2.1. From uncertainty to complexity

The VALSE perspective can best be recapitu-
lated through reference to some well-established
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theoretical benchmarks. Valuation in economic
theory and practice has often been approached in
terms of ‘opportunity cost’. This means that the
value of an environmental asset or service (or a
damage avoided) is assessed in terms of the ‘trade-
offs’ associated with obtaining or maintaining
that good. Some approaches further attempt to
quantify these costs in monetary terms by
identifying a trade-off between the selected envi-
ronmental benefit (asset, service, or damage
avoided) and economic goods and services for
which price-tags are already attached. If this ap-
proach is pursued zealously, it becomes possible
to compare all economic and environmental
goods and services (and damages) in monetary
terms, and to look for ‘highest value’ uses of
economic and environmental resources in these
terms.

There are, however, many difficulties encoun-
tered with attempts at monetary valuation of en-
vironmental benefits and damage in these terms
(O’Neill, 1993; O’Connor, 1997a,b,c; Spash,
1997a,b,c; Martinez-Alier et al., 1999; O’Connor
and Spash, 1999). These include:
� systems uncertainties that make difficult the

quantification of the trade-offs between differ-
ent economic and environmental production,
conservation and consumption opportunities;

� distributional conflicts whose resolution implies
a ruling over the distribution of losses of eco-
nomic opportunity and access to environmen-
tal goods and services, and which cannot be
resolved by the search for a ‘Pareto efficient’
resource use;

� diversity of moral and political claims about
the basis for resolution of the conflicts over
environmental resource uses.
Noting all these features — the complex char-

acter of the systems in question, the existence of
distributional conflicts and the diversity of social
meanings or significations that the environment
can have — the VALSE project adopted an ap-
proach that avoids making strong presumptions
at the outset about the terms in which ’value‘
should be conceived. This means taking a less
stringent attitude to the comparability of values
than is implied by the conventional monetary
valuation approach.

2.2. A disciplined dialogue of epistemologies

The great variety of environmental evaluation
perspectives and practices may, for our purposes,
be considered along two axes: (i) the variety in
epistemological and normative stances concerning
scientific knowledge and its purposes; and (ii) the
variety of different valuation techniques or ‘tools’
that may be employed.

Concerning the nature of scientific knowledge
and its purposes, we mention three contrasting
perspectives, for convenience called Cartesian,
Democratic and Complexity.
� The Cartesian perspective privileges a disci-

plined (and usually disciplinary) development
of axiomatic foundations as a basis for obtain-
ing theoretically organised knowledge about
reality. It aims at an ‘objective’ description
(leading to universal knowledge), and explana-
tion based on axiomatic formulations of the
valid categories for system description and
behaviour.

� The Democratic perspective prioritises the
status of each member of a social group to
contribute to both knowledge and judgement
through deliberation. It asserts the goodness of
decision making based on deliberation with
free expression of individual views. In this re-
gard it represents a normative challenge to the
‘one dollar, one vote’ premise of cost-benefit
analyses seeking to identify a ‘highest-value’
(Pareto-efficient) resource use. Also, through
its advocacy of public expression, debate and
deliberation, the Democratic perspective makes
claims about valid ways for generating and
exchanging knowledge for arriving at satisfac-
tory environmental decisions. So it is an episte-
mological as well as normative stance.

� The Complexity perspective is based on the
postulate of an irreducible plurality of perti-
nent analytical perspectives for a situation of
enquiry. Analysis starts ‘in the middle of the
road’ with a willingness to work with several
analytical perspectives simultaneously in a sort
of permanent ‘conversation’ seeking mutual
understanding (even if not full reconciliation)
across the many points of view.
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Fig. 1. Epistemological stances and analytical methods.

Suppose that we seek to characterise an analy-
sis activity by locating it ‘within’ a cell of the
matrix. In this regard we can usefully speak of
‘diagonal’ and ‘off-diagonal’ cells. The diagonal
cells would be those where the analytical method
or family of methods (designated by a row in Fig.
1) is strongly congruent with the epistemological
stance (designated by a column). The off-diagonal
cells would be, by comparison, characterised by
some sense of anomaly, surprise or (apparent)
incongruence between the internal logic of the
tool and the epistemological stance.

It will quickly be seen that, from the point of
view of Complexity, often this incongruence is,
itself, more a matter of habits of conventional
thinking than of intrinsic properties.

3. Valuation from the point of view of complexity

3.1. What is behind WTA and WTP?

The VALSE project involved two separate im-
plementations of a survey into individuals’ WTP-
WTA attitudes and behaviour — the United
Kingdom wet fens WTP survey (Spash et al.,
1998; Spash, 2000) and the France enquiry into
woodlot proprietors’ WTA (Boisvert et al., 1998;

One can consider specific valuation methods
with reference to each of these three epistemologi-
cal stances. The valuation tools applied in the
VALSE project case studies were, respectively:
� United Kingdom Wet Fens: contingent valua-

tion (willingness to pay), citizens’ jury;
� Canary Islands Water: diagnostic systems anal-

ysis, institutional analysis;
� France Rural Woodland: systems analysis, dis-

course analysis, in-depth interviews, willing-
ness-to accept survey;

� Sicily Water and Development: institutional
analysis, multi-criteria analysis, in-depth inter-
views, attitudes and perceptions survey.
Putting these two classification frames in juxta-

position, the epistemological stances and cate-
gories of evaluation tool are presented
as the column and row labels, respectively, of Fig.
1.

This schema is essentially a heuristic aid. It
certainly does not exhaust all possibilities! The
demarcations serve simply to highlight, in the
specific context of the VALSE studies, the basic
understanding that every method of research en-
quiry carries ‘normative’ as well as ‘epistemologi-
cal’ pre-dispositions. Placement of a tool within a
particular cell should be understood in a ‘com-
plex’ sense that will now be explained.
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Noël et al., 2000). Both of these studies were
designed to obtain knowledge of the beliefs and
motivations that underlie the stated WTP-WTA
responses, based on the view that such knowledge
is of crucial importance for well-judged policy and
conflict resolution actions.

The method of Contingent Valuation (CVM) is
widely presented as a way of ‘revealing’ the pref-
erences of the populations consulted, based on
axiomatic assumptions of, inter alia, a full substi-
tutability between money-valued goods and the
non-monetised environmental services/goods in
question. On this basis, we could locate CVM as
conventionally understood, in the top-left diago-
nal cell of Fig. 1, as a technique underpinned by a
Cartesian epistemology.

However, it was hypothesised that a CVM sur-
vey study, carefully conducted, can be an effective
scientific enquiry technique for insights into both
qualitative and quantitative (monetary) dimen-
sions of people’s valuation attitudes and possible
behaviour.1 The UK and France VALSE case
studies both demonstrate, in different ways, that it
is possible to utilise survey techniques to solicit
quantitative willingness-to-pay (WTP) or willing-
ness-to-accept (WTA) information simultaneously
with qualitative information permitting interpre-
tation of motives and attitudes underlying peo-
ple’s WTP/WTA statements. This places
WTP/WTA enquiries under the Complexity
column label.

Thus, it is suggested that the CVM enquiry
process can be understood not just as a way to
obtain information about people’s preferences
quantified in ‘commodity’ terms of price for a
given good/service, but more profoundly as a
reciprocal learning process where both the re-
searchers and the interviewees might come to

appreciate more about the range of perspectives
that may be brought to bear on the valuation
problem. Even within the confines of the informa-
tion obtainable through a CVM survey format, a
researcher who adhered rigidly to a schema of
analysis and interpretation based on the neo-clas-
sical axioms of optimal producer and consumer
choice, would be missing a lot of relevant infor-
mation. So, in the VALSE project, the UK wet
fen WTP survey and the France woodland WTA
enquiry have both been conducted ‘from the point
of view of complexity’ — that is, with a view to
learning about motivations and attitudes rather
than trying to establish some numbers that can be
fitted into a pre-conceived axiomatic framework
(such as utility theory with presuppositions of
substitutability). This choice has a strong empiri-
cal as well as scientific justification.
� In the France woodland study, a willingness-

to-accept survey was conducted to enquire into
the conditions surrounding the transmission of
individual woodlots from one owner to an-
other. Investigations revealed that the woodlots
are transacted mostly in the context of a hered-
itary transmission. The changes of ownership
involve monetary transactions, administered
through notary offices in the district. In this
situation, an enquiry into the willingness-to-
pay on the part of potential or aspiring wood-
lot owners, and the willingness-to-accept on the
part of proprietors, should focus not just on
considerations of price, but also on the social
circumstances of the transaction. The survey
became not just an enquiry into actual and
hypothetical market-like transactions (defined
by a quantity and a price), but also an enquiry
into the motivations for the actions — that is,
the social norms, customs, and individual be-
liefs — of the persons involved.

� The UK CVM survey was designed to permit a
distinction to be made between ‘zero bid’,
‘don’t know’ and ‘refusal’ responses. In the
past, it has been common to discard zero and
‘very high’ bids for purposes of statistical anal-
ysis. However, the question of defining invalid
or illegitimate responses is not simple to re-
solve. Individuals can be reluctant to pay if, for
example, they believe that wildlife ecosystems

1 The suggestion that a survey combining quantitative data
and open-ended qualitative question formats can work as an
enquiry instrument in this way was already made, with a
preliminary empirical demonstration, in Vadnjal and O’Con-
nor (1994). A number of ecological economists including
Sagoff (1994, 1998) and Blamey (1994) have highlighted the
likelihood that respondents to contingent valuation enquiries
may be expressing views as ‘citizens’ concerned with how
society should be, rather than uniquely as ‘consumers’ reveal-
ing their individual trade-off considerations.
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‘should’ be maintained or that they, as citizens
have — or should have— ‘rights’ to the goods
or services.

Zero bids in a WTP context, if taken at face value,
can misstate the intensity of some people’s environ-
mental preferences (e.g. some people may bid
‘zero’, not because they don’t care but because their
view is that protection of the environmental feature
in question ‘should’ be assured). Reliance on ‘re-
vealed’ monetary WTP bids as a method for
appraising the value that people attach to the
environmental feature may thus be controversial
from both epistemological and normative points of
view. The ‘refusals’ were, in the UK wet fens study,
only around 5% of the sample. This suggests that
most of the interviewees did accept the survey
purposes as meaningful and legitimate. Nonethe-
less, the analysis of the significance of attitudinal
and ‘rights’ variables in accounting for the level of
bids for wet fens shows that many people are
motivated by deontological concerns (that is,
moral beliefs, principles of good or right action,
etc.) that are not adequately captured by the
criterion of a Pareto-efficient resource use. As
Spash (2000) discusses, many respondents would
appear to hold the view that the wet fen creation,
and wildlife habitat maintenance more generally, is
not a matter of willingness (and ability) of individ-
uals to pay, but more a matter of an appropriate
public commitment.

3.2. Democratic 6alues

From a normative point of view, procedures that
would permit ‘protest voters’ to voice and ‘have
heard’ their motivations and intensity of commit-
ments can be readily motivated from a Democratic
perspective (see O’Neill, 1996; Jacobs, 1997a). A
Citizens’ Jury (CJ) is specifically designed to pro-
mote the possibilities for deliberation between
members of a social group all having standing as
individuals within a political unit. So we may, in
the first instance, locate CJ within the ‘diagonal’
cell in Fig. 1, of deliberative processes underpinned
by a Democratic value commitment to the public
airing and debate of value statements from all
members of the social group.

The Ely Citizens’ Jury conducted as part of the

UK wet fens study has been implemented as a
demonstration of the effectiveness of deliberative
processes underpinned by a value commitment to
the public airing and debate of value statements
from all members of the social group. Sixteen
ordinary members of the public, selected to repre-
sent a cross-section of the local community, came
together over a period of 4 days. The members of
the jury were briefed by expert witnesses, and
discussed the issues with each other in small and
large groups, chaired by an independent modera-
tor. On the final day the jurors reached conclusions
and made recommendations. The Ely experience
(Aldred and Jacobs, 1997, 2000) has shown that, in
a suitably designed process, jurors without special
expertise can approach their appointed evaluation
tasks as responsible citizens and reach measured,
well-thought-out conclusions. Not only are a vari-
ety of social perspectives and scales brought to bear
in evaluating the options, but the building up of
shared understanding can be a crucial component
for building mutual trust between people and their
political representatives for effective policymaking.

A feature of the Ely Citizens’ Jury is the way that
it was implemented specifically as a component
within an ongoing democratic political process.
The initial decision to carry out a CJ study on the
wet fens was made independently by the research
team, and then the design and development took
place as a partnership in consultation between the
researchers and the main stakeholders concerned.
Instead of taking the classical view that a scientific
process should seek to ‘observe’ without perturbing
the system under observation, the researchers ac-
cepted, on the contrary, the status offered to them
of being actors themselves (of a particular type)
within a democratic social process.

Certainly this co-operative synergy of research
and local politics was possible because of, and
perhaps only because of, some fairly widely shared
political values (viz. value of public discussion,
etc.). Given this underpinning, the insertion of the
CJ as a component in coevolution within the
pre-existing political process has contributed much
to its legitimacy and political impact. It may,
however, be noted that the Democratic normative/
methodological choice appears, within the episte-
mological perspective of Complexity, as one
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possible perspective among others. The practical
importance of this is quite obvious. There could
be a great variety of justifications for dissent
arising within a Citizens’ Jury situation — stem-
ming from (e.g.) tribal affiliation, religious convic-
tion, historical precedent (of the type, my
great-great… grandparents were here before me
and you), might-is-right, and so on — that ne-
glect or explicitly contradict democratic values.

3.3. What moti6ates or justifies a 6aluation?

We have said that when well-structured tools of
analysis are employed in a process of enquiry, a
multi-faceted learning process is set up.

On the one hand, the application of a chosen
method of analysis structures the enquiry. We
have seen in the two-pronged Fens study an ex-
ample of how different structures of enquiry gen-
erate quite distinct kinds of valuation statements.
In fact, a CVM enquiry, centred around a ques-
tionnaire technique of quantitative valuation, and
a CJ centred around a deliberative process of
evaluation, relate to different institutional needs,
cultural roles and social contexts. An outline of
these contrasts (which should be understood as
didactic rather than hard-and-fast contradictions)
is presented in Table 1.

On the other hand, an alert researcher also
learns about the reality through listening to what
is said about the situation, and about the research
method itself, from ‘other points of view’ not
embedded in the method itself. Suppose that a
researcher enquiring into WTA or WTP is inter-
ested in questions such as ‘Why do people make
protest bids?’ and ‘What is the significance of the
protest bids for policy?’ Suppose that, within a
democratic political arrangement, people express
an unwillingness to accept the outcomes of a
voting or a citizens’ deliberation process. We have
seen that the question of the meaning and signifi-
cance of ‘protest votes’ may, in practice, readily
be investigated using in-depth interviews and dis-
course analyses. Similarly, we may suggest that, if
severe dissension arises within a ‘liberal’ or demo-
cratic political framework, a reasonable starting
point for understanding the sources of the confl-
icts may be a sociological or anthropological type

of interest into the ways that the protagonists ‘see
the world’. Methods of analysis such as open-
ended interviews, linguistic evaluations in fuzzy-
set multi-criteria analysis and hermeneutic
discourse analyses (applied to documentary, insti-
tutional and interview material) admit Complexity
in this precise sense of possible incommensurabili-
ties between multiple perspectives.

In the Canary Islands study, the water situation
appears as ‘contradictory’ both scientifically and
politically. From a neo-classical economic theory
standpoint, current water resource use appears
both inefficient and unsustainable. Also, however,
the wealth distribution is highly skewed, with
short-term water extraction interests dominating.
So, a ‘rational’ water use reflecting opportunity
costs (viz. the norm of allocative efficiency) would
require major political reforms.

A sustainable aquifer water use, on the other
hand, would imply constraints on present levels of
extraction reflecting a commitment to the interests
or entitlements of future generations. Altruism,
honour or many other sorts of ethics might here
play a role. But the present ‘balance of power’ is
not favouring the sustainable management
outcome.

We observe that there are conflicting viewpoints
on the severity of the problem and on the appro-
priate responses, and we observe also that these
viewpoints are closely related to (perceived) inter-
ests. In this sense, the Canary Islands water re-
source study presented in a stark way the
inseparability of evaluation from politics. The
present valuation of groundwater is an outcome
of social processes that determine a relative domi-
nance of the ‘commodity’ conception of the water
resource and a technological supply-side view of
water shortage and possible solutions. In this
context, the ambition of ‘policy relevance’ be-
comes the question of ‘in what sense policy rele-
vance, and for whom?’.

The plurality of policy criteria and political
motivations (Efficiency? Democracy? Sustainabil-
ity?) has profound implications for justifying pol-
icy procedures. There are conflicting views, there
is no single agreed axiomatic basis for solution.
So, Complexity prevails as a social fact.

Enquiry into water resource valuation would
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Table 1
Contrasting features of contingent valuation (CVM) and citizens’ juries (CJ) as methods for eliciting value statementsa

Citizens’ JuryContingent ValuationDistinguishing features

People have mixed motives; their valuesPeople are utility-maximisers; their(i) Presuppose quite different pictures
of the human subject and of human are often indeterminate, but answer to‘optimising’ behaviour is based on

context, and may be rationallypreferences that are ‘given’ from outsiderationality and motivation
the calculation domain structured on the basis of principled

reasoning

(ii) Engage the subject in different Subject is reactive, isolated, individual; Subject is interactive group member;
views are public and open to challenge;ways views are private and not open to

challenge; subject is confined to one role subject is able to try out different roles

Practice of the subject’s calculative(iii) Make different demands on the Practice of the subject’s reasoning
faculties and of their prudencesubject faculties, skills and virtues

Question(s) decided by researchers(iv) Promulgate quite different views of Question(s) evolve through negotiation
among stakeholders, jurors andhow issues are, or should be, framed
researchers

Citizen as citizen to whom policy-maker(v) Embody quite different views of Citizen as ‘customer’ whose preferences
devolves, and with whom he/she shares,and values it is the role of thethe relation between citizen and
responsibility for decision-making;policy-maker policy-maker to satisfy and accommodate;

relationship of mutual benefit — relationship of trust — policy-maker
vulnerablepolicy-maker invulnerable

Quantified intelligence about people’s Rarely quantified, often unclear and(vi) Produce quite different outcomes
sometimes inconsistent intelligenceconcerns which can be used both to
which reveals how people understandvalidate policy and to estimate likely
the issues which they facecompliance with policy

‘Information’ is (largely) anonymous and(vii) Handle ‘information’ in quite ‘Information’ is owned, defended and
unquestioned contradicteddifferent ways

What matters is how information isWhat matters is how much information is(viii) See knowledge in a different light
provided construed

Methodology is sovereign, process is(ix) Proceed according to different Methodology is fluid, process is creative,
‘rules’ dynamic, open endedtheory driven and circumscribed

Condones existing distributions of rights; Can challenge existing distributions of(x) Handle distributional issues
rights; silences some voices; open tosilences some voices (protest bids, incomedifferently
manipulation by participantseffects); open to manipulation by

researchers

(xi) Are validated in different ways Validation through precedent, consistency Validation through argument and
with previous studies, convergence and mutual acknowledgement among

participants (stakeholders, jurors,methodological rigour
researchers)

(xii) Need different institutional Digestible by bureaucratic and financial Can be indigestible to traditional
structures bureaucratic and financial structuresstructures for assimilation of ‘results’

The point of the exercise is as much inThe point of the exercise is in the(xiii) Have different endpoints in view
outcome the process itself as in its outcome

(xiv) Have contrasting political Fosters ‘customer’ habits and a Fosters civic habits and democratic
valuesmanagerial societysignificance

a Compiled by A. Holland, R. Grove-White, J. O’Neill, C. Spash.
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imply reopening debates about what the key ques-
tions are and what the justifications for present
and future water use are, and might become. The
country is formally a democracy, but many mech-
anisms for controlling water resources are covert
and quite far from democratic values such as
transparency of decision making and equal treat-
ment of citizens. Some powerful interest groups
are opposed to reopening this debate. Thus,
through invoking reference points of democracy,
social equity and sustainability, the case study
analysis has sought to make more visible the
critical social choices that could be debated, not
solely focussed on notions of technological effi-
ciency in an excessively partisan framework.2

Quality of principled social scientific enquiry and
policy relevance together mean to participate in
the necessary, and necessarily controversial, social
reconstruction of the problem around the require-
ments for maintaining the aquifer renewability in
the future.

Democratic values cannot be deduced by a
scientific analysis as being superior to dictator-
ship, free-market, or covert control. So, specific
normative premises are entailed when, as in the
VALSE case study, institutional analysis is used
for a scientific elucidation of the (opaque) politi-
cal-economic situation, so as to support informed
public discussion (Aguilera Klink et al., 2000a,b).
The analysis approach thus admits Complexity
while specifically developing analyses in a Demo-
cratic epistemological and normative perspective.

In the Troina case study, a multi-criteria analy-
sis combined with institutional analysis, in-depth
interviews and survey were implemented to ex-
plore alternatives for action on a water resource
problem with the Comune of Troina in Eastern
Sicily. Social process was at the heart of research
design from the outset (see Funtowicz et al., 1998,
2000; De Marchi et al., 2000). A decision problem

that seemed both vague and intractable, with a
mass of conflicting interests, has been transformed
through analyses and communication undertaken
explicitly in a perspective of Complexity, into the
beginnings of a purposeful community dialogue.

In this case study, a prior commitment had
been made to apply an analytical multi-criteria
analysis method, but it was recognised that such
an approach might be rejected by the stakeholders
concerned if it was felt that outside self-appointed
‘experts’ were intruding with concepts, ranking
criteria and conclusions alien to the sentiments of
the people themselves. Thus, the attempt was
made to avoid the pitfalls of the ‘technocratic’
approach, in part by an early process of enquiry
and consultation with key stakeholders within the
Troina township, and in part by applying in syn-
ergy a range of different methods of sociological
research — both qualitative and quantitative,
some participatory and some non-participatory.
This triangulation of methods proved very power-
ful. First of all, the various methods provide
opportunities for cross-checking of opinions and
facts, as well as important inputs into the multi-
criteria analysis. Also, the institutional, participa-
tory and perception information permitted the
members of the research team to develop compe-
tence in communication with the local people in
their own terms. On this foundation, the results
obtained by the researchers (i.e. the data, findings,
interpretations and insights) have been able to be
returned to the Troina community, which is now
building on them in development of their own
public information, deliberation and decision-
making processes. This type of extended evalua-
tion process has thus satisfied two desired features
— the goals of being trans-disciplinary (with re-
spect to the research team) and also participatory
(with respect to the local community).3

2 There is something of a parallel here with the theme of
Costanza and Folke (1997) on ‘Valuing ecosystem services
with efficiency, fairness, and sustainability as goals’. The three
criteria can, in principle, be achieved simultaneously — but
this does not happen ‘naturally’. In the Canaries study, fair-
ness is understood in the procedural sense of an outcome of a
democratic process, rather than in a substantive sense of
quantifiable equity.

3 The insertion of the multi-criteria analysis within a com-
munity process seems an important achievement. Joubert et al.
(1997) in their recently reported MCDA study of a South
African ecosystem/water management problem, emphasise
that analytical approaches need to ‘integrate public input more
fully in the process’. The Troina study goes further than
simply to ‘integrate public input’ — rather, it got itself
integrated into a public/political process!
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3.4. Complexity as a methodological frame

We see that for a given valuation problem there
are — both theoretically and in practice — many
feasible procedures and justifications for obtain-
ing scientific and policy relevant information. An
overall sense of valuation from the point of view
of Complexity can be built up through emphasis-
ing the permanent co-existence of multiple per-
spectives and, more particularly, the permanent
possibility of shifts in perspective — that is, the
possibility of considering the same object or
method of enquiry from two or more quite dis-
tinct normative and epistemological positions. In
this sense, the ‘Complexity’ perspective is not only
represented by a column in the Fig. 1 matrix, but
also by a particular way of regarding the whole
set of possible methods and epistemological
perspectives.

In this sense, we are in Borges’ ‘Library of
Babel’ (Borges, 1964). Yet, as Borges’ own apoc-
ryphal metaphor insists, this emphasis on plural-
ity does not mean that all methods and
perspectives are ‘equally good’. On the contrary,
various tests of adequacy can be invoked. For
environmental valuation practices, these include
traditional scientific quality criteria such as inter-
nal coherence, falsifiability, ability to account for
observed phenomena, fecundity for orienting re-
search. They also include social considerations
such as usefulness for conflict resolution or for a
policy need, perceived relevance to stakeholders,
compatibility with ethical convictions, etc. The
important thing is that judgements about perti-
nence and adequacy relate not just to the scientific
quality (or defensibility) of the information ob-
tained, but also to the roles that can be played by
(or claimed for) different sorts of knowledge in
the social and policy context.

The distinctive VALSE starting point has been
to seek to understand the ways that the concerned
populations (or stakeholders) themselves express
the ‘values’ of environment. The scientific en-
quiries and analyses are thus situated, and vali-
dated, partly by reference to ‘internal’ norms of
coherence and rigour, and partly by reference to
‘external’ considerations relating to the particular
social (and ecological) context of the enquiry.

This pragmatic approach can be thought of as a
sort of ‘agnosticism’ (Latouche, 1984), meaning
that one starts with an ‘open mind’ concerning the
terms in which ‘value’ might be conceived. This
does not, however, mean that the approach is
theory-free. On the contrary:
� This ‘agnostic’ departure point actually entails

certain epistemological considerations such as
the postulate of complexity, that is, of an irre-
ducible plurality of useful descriptions of social
reality.

� The researcher, even if open-minded, does and
must employ well-structured tools of analysis
in the process of enquiry. There is a ‘dialogical’
learning process, where the application of a
method of analysis partially structures the en-
quiry, but does not totally pre-determine the
sense of what what may be learned.

� Research conducted in this spirit certainly en-
tails normative dimensions — e.g. views on the
standing of research participants (e.g. ‘respect
of diversity’) — which has a major impact on
conceptions of reasonableness (indeed ‘ratio-
nality’), on the framing of decision support
processes and goals, and on political objectives
for seeking out consensus or compromise solu-
tions, and so on.
These points are demonstrated at length in the

reporting of methods and results of the VALSE
project. Concerning the first point, we do not
offer an explicit philosophical account (see, how-
ever, Latouche, 1984; O’Connor, 1999). Rather
we appeal to a certain type of common sense.

What determines people’s ‘willingness to pay,’
or to make sacrifices, for this or that aspect of
environmental protection or enhancement? What
determines what they are ‘willing to accept’ in
exchange for present or future environmental
degradation? We know empirically that individual
and societal choices can be formulated in both
monetary and non-monetary terms, that they can
be based on a variety of motivations and justifica-
tions, and that they are co-ordinated through a
variety of different institutional forms (Holland et
al., 1996; Jacobs, 1997b; O’Neill, 1997; Godard
and Laurans, 2000). In some situations people will
express a willingness to make or receive monetary
payments; in other cases people will insist on
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non-monetary considerations or on matters of
principle (Holland, 1997; Aldred, 1997). Valua-
tion statements about the environment may be
expressed in people’s overall lifestyle choices, in
their attachments to place of life and of work, in
their commitments to family, tradition and com-
munity, in their political activity and goals of
justice, and so on. Groups and individuals may
struggle to defend access to what they believe is
an entitlement or a right or inheritance (patri-
mony, ethnic identity, village identity, citizenship).
In the context of sustainability people express
disparate views about their own interests and the
entitlements (or not) of others — such as chil-
dren, future generations, different cultures and
other species — to ‘fair’ life opportunities, and so
on (e.g. the conflicts over Canary Islands water).
This observed plurality of motivations and justifi-
cations, which finds its expressions through all the
different forms of social organisation, debate and
(sometimes) antagonisms, can be postulated as an
irreducible basis for enquiry into value. The
VALSE research task was to show practicable
methods by which diverse value statements can be
expressed (or ‘revealed’) and, in full recognition of
this irreducible diversity, given political effect.

4. Social process: discovery, action and politics

4.1. Social process and policy-rele6ant research

We have mentioned that the Complexity per-
spective starts ‘in the middle of the road’ with a
willingness to work with several analytical per-
spectives simultaneously — a sort of permanent
‘conversation’ seeking some mutual understand-
ing (even if full reconciliation cannot be always
attained) between the many points of view. This
epistemological stance on irreducible plurality
also has far-reaching political ramifications, such
as the meaning(s) that can given to a search for
rationality or compromises in conflict resolution.

The VALSE project has designed and demon-
strated valuation research as a process of both
discovery and social action. For all the parties
involved the research can contribute to both
learning and social change. As such, any research

process will have different sorts of significance for
the various stakeholders involved — including
the ‘researched’ as well as the researchers, the
‘decision receivers’ as well as the policy advisors
and formal decision makers. The researchers in
each case study are themselves understood as
‘actors’ within a wider social process. A choice of
method and of the way in which analytical valua-
tion ‘tools’ will be applied is not a purely scientific
affair; it is also necessarily an action charged with
social, cultural, political meaning. This has been
illustrated in the VALSE studies for the cases of:
surveys of WTA or WTP, Citizens’ Jury, Multi-
Criteria Decision Aid, and Institutional Analyses.

Researchers who seeks to justify their activity
by its putative scientific basis alone is not fully
facing up to the unavoidable political dimensions
of the work they do. All policy-relevant social
science research is necessarily a social act charged
with cultural and political weight, and will be
assessed by stakeholders primarily as such. We
amplify around this point starting with three
themes: the social and ecological scale of the
problem; the degree and nature of conflict; and
the social role(s) of ‘agency’ ascribed to the
researchers.

4.1.1. Scale
Water resources management in the Canary

Islands is critical for the population of several
hundred thousand people, and has repercussions
for public policy of mainland Spain. Lessons
drawn for the Canaries may have visibility
throughout water-scarce zones in the Mediter-
ranean region. This contrasts with the rather dif-
fuse initial nature of the Troina water resources
management problem, and the extremely local
nature of the French Bois de Bouchereau. Yet all
studies reveal linkages across different geographi-
cal and political scales. The woodland study in
France yields insights into demographic and eco-
nomic trends of rural/agricultural France which
are inseparable from large-scale questions of Eu-
ropean agricultural and environmental policy (no-
tably reforms to the Common Agricultural
Policy), and the same linkage is evident in the
East Anglia wet fens study where agricultural
policy was explicitly a dimension of discussion.
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4.1.2. Conflict
The case of the woodland in rural France is

marked by fairly high local consensus on the
‘value’ of the forest. There are local disagreements
over specific woodlots or management actions,
but the situation overall is one of not enough
‘interest’ to ensure future sustaining of the value.
The water resources situation in the Canaries is,
by contrast, marked by explicit political and eco-
nomic conflicts the terms of which have deeply
stratified the island populations. The tensions are
so strong that open discussion of the issues is
difficult. The cases of Troina water futures and
East Anglia wet fens are intermediate. Differences
of interests have been clearly identifiable but it
has proven possible — partly through the valua-
tion studies themselves — to have exchanges of
views and to build procedures of stakeholder
negotiation.

4.1.3. Agency of the researchers
The case studies may be compared and con-

trasted in terms of the roles played, or potentially
played, by the researchers in the wider social-po-
litical process. This is not just a matter of the
researchers’ own choice, but depends largely on
perceived possibilities of alliances and the decision
stakes.
� In the UK case, the question of agricultural

versus wet fens has an important local reality
with possible ‘litmus test’ importance on a
larger scale. The researchers were recognised to
have a legitimate role, not only for im-
proving the information base, but also in the
process of public debate; this multiple role was
epitomised in (but not limited to) the Ely Citi-
zens’ Jury.

� In the France Bois de Bouchereau case there
were not any ‘crisis’ decision stakes; the re-
searchers could pursue peacefully the social
scientific question of understanding the socio-
economic basis of the woodland value. Yet, it
was necessary to develop the enquiry with re-
spect for the sensitivities of the host commu-
nity (e.g. through tactful initial contacts with
local leaders and polite conduct throughout).
Once a respectful interest was expressed in the
local community and their forest, the re-

searchers were (despite having no prior links
with the locality) solicited as potential friends
or allies in the sustaining of the local values.
This is, of course, quite coherent with the
proud tradition of patrimonial values.

� In the Troina water study, the question of
prospects for the future is a major matter of
community concern. In this situation of a deep
but diffuse concern, the options for research
design were rather wide. The researchers were
confronted by the necessity to make explicit the
key social, ecological and economic dimensions
of the water valuation problem that were partly
implicit in the established management struc-
tures (electricity, irrigation); it was also desir-
able to maximise the perceived benefit of the
research to the local community. The needed
problem clarification was made possible be-
cause the researchers were accepted as ‘part-
ners’ within the local community. This
co-operation (notably with the Troina munici-
pality) gave the researchers an ‘entrée’ to the
local scene and also established a dimension of
legitimacy and pertinence for the study. The
high perceived pertinence was preserved be-
cause, as it turned out, the methods of
analysis and implementation were successfully
formulated in ways that were congruent
with the local culture. The Troina water
valuation research became accepted locally as a
positive contribution to the community,
leading directly to the initiation of a water
public information campaign and the begin-
nings of a structured stakeholder negotiation
process to consider future water management
options.

� In the Canary Islands case, the political situa-
tion concerning water is highly polarised which
means that any expression of opinion or scien-
tific judgement is considered as a political act.
Economic and political stakes are high, and
there is no such thing as a ‘disinterested’ scien-
tific enquiry in such a situation. Inevitably
the valuation analysis starts with an institu-
tional analysis, and finishes with explicit
observations about the significance of the re-
search process itself within the conflictual polit-
ical process.
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4.2. The disco6ery and the construction of 6alue

The VALSE project has been developed
through specific case studies, and there is no
general model being put forward for universal
applicability in analytical valuation research de-
sign. Rather, a series of methodological reflec-
tions, with supporting empirical examples, are
offered as guidelines to effective procedures for
clarifying the dimensions of choice for renewable
natural capital management problems.

There is an ongoing debate in the academic
literature about whether environmental values are
being ‘discovered’ or ‘constructed’ through valua-
tion research enquiries (see, for example, Gregory
et al., 1993; Willinger, 1996; O’Connor et al.,
1999). For example, it is often suggested that the
purpose of CVM studies is to reveal something
about preferences as measured by the money–ob-
ject or money–service tradeoffs that — hypothet-
ically — individuals would be willing to make.
The preferences are considered to be pre-existing
and the emphasis is on an instrument of enquiry
that can reveal the hitherto obscure features of
the existing reality. Other researchers, however,
emphasise the ways that the social conditions and
instruments of enquiry can themselves influence
people’s perceptions and the terms in which they

consider an environmental issue. In this view,
people’s preferences are not ‘given’ or wholly
pre-existing, rather attitudes and valuation state-
ments emerge and may be transformed within an
evolving social process within which use of scien-
tific valuation instruments is a contingent part.

The VALSE case studies show clearly that all
procedures for eliciting value statements involve
simultaneously both discovery and construction.
This point is highlighted by brief comparative
observations in Table 2.

In short, we certainly do discover something
about a given social-economic-ecological reality,
and about the significance that people accord to
features of their environments, whenever we con-
duct a scientific enquiry. (The four VALSE case
studies do indeed document significantly different
social, ecological and economic realities!) But
also, what we discover is ‘constructed’ in the sense
of being — always and already — culturally and
historically contingent. The selection of scientific
observation and interpretation techniques needs
to be based on recognition of this socially con-
structed aspect of people’s attitudes, motivations,
beliefs habits and actions.

Further, what researchers learn is partly a func-
tion of the particular methods of enquiry em-
ployed. This is partly because different methods,

Table 2
Comparison of case study methods

Features of value discovery and constructionCase study

Wet Fens (UK) A demonstration was given, via the parallel CJ and CVM studies, of the ways that different procedures of
enquiry into value can (a) bring into evidence quite different dimensions of people’s environmental attitudes
and preferences, (b) contribute in very different ways (hence engendering quite different outcomes) in the
wider social/policy processes.

A process of scientific observation was conducted that revealed the social-institutional construction of waterWater
(Canaries) resource valuation. This observation process, given the circumstances, necessarily also is a component in a

political debate process which — to a greater or lesser extent — will contribute to changes to prevailing
institutional arrangements and perceptions about water use and scarcity, etc. Thus, a social act of (scientific)
observation is inseparable from political (re)construction.

Woodland The researchers have discovered, through observation, enquiry and measurement, some features of the
elaborate social-ecological-economic process which has ‘constructed’ and which maintains the value of the(France)
Bois de Bouchereau. The scientific enquiry thus reveals constructed socio-ecological-economic complexity.

The researchers constructed a social process of scientific (as well as administrative and popular) enquiry inWater (Sicily)
order to help launch an explicit local policy-making process that will (at least partially) reconstruct the
visions and implementation of Troina’s possible futures.
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considered as instruments, permit observation of
different features of pre-existing reality. But it is,
more fundamentally, because valuation research is
not a mere observation. It is an interactive process
of communication, encounter of persons, confron-
tation of interests, ideas and experiences, recipro-
cal learning, etc., that necessarily changes (a lot or
a little) the course of history for the people in-
volved (Jiggins and Röling, 1999).

Finally, the significance the process of discovery
might have for the various stakeholders can — in
principle — be assessed from more than one
point of view. The weight given, or perceived to
be given, to one point of view over another will
influence the attitude of different stakeholders to
the research process and findings. The ways that
the research process and its eventual findings may
contribute to policy and wider social change de-
pends partly on the interactions of all the actors
concerned. Since all of these factors of appraisal,
attitudes and interaction are as much a matter of
beliefs and ideology as they are of measurable
economic interests and ecological function or im-
portance, these social dimensions of evaluation
process are irreducible.

4.3. Valuation concerns in terms of different
legitimacy orders

The VALSE project has highlighted the multi-
dimensionality of environmental valuation prob-
lems. Through the case studies it has been
illustrated that just as projects and policies can be
evaluated according to more than one criterion,
so people’s statements about the importance of
their environment can, depending on circum-
stances, make reference to a variety of principles
or belief systems.
� In the Canary Islands case study it was shown

how economic efficiency, democratic political
convictions and concerns for sustainability
could coexist (often in opposition) as irre-
ducible dimensions of valuation.

� In the UK wet fens study some contrasts were
brought out between deliberative enquiry pro-
cess underpinned by adherence to democratic
values) and evaluation procedures based on
estimations of individuals’ willingness to make

monetary commitments to safeguard environ-
mental values.

� In both the France Bois de Bouchereau study
and the Troina water futures study, it became
clear how valuation statements were, in these
situations, inseparable from sentiments of col-
lective identity and communal sustainability
concerns.
These empirical findings demonstrate an impor-

tant methodological proposition, the idea of char-
acterizing the different types of concerns
expressed by the social actors in a valuation situa-
tion and relating them to basic ‘legitimacy orders’
within the societies under observation.

In the VALSE case studies, as in much social
science practice, there has been a ‘hermeneutic
circle’ of observation and interpretation; the anal-
ysis oscillates back and forth between theoretical
(pre-)conceptions and empirical confrontation.
On some occasions the relevance of a particular
legitimacy order — that is, form of justification
for an action or a principle of conflict resolution
— was postulated as a specific design consider-
ation in the research itself (e.g. democratic princi-
ples in the cases of the Ely Citizens’ Jury and the
Canary Islands institutional analysis). On other
occasions the question of what forms of justifica-
tion might be pertinent for explaining environ-
mental values was addressed primarily through
empirical enquiry (e.g. the open-ended question-
naire formats of the UK CVM study, the France
woodland WTA enquiry and the Troina institu-
tional and interview analyses).

To illustrate how a systematised perspective on
legitimacy orders may be built up, we present here
a typology based on the work of French sociolo-
gists Luc Boltanski and Laurent Thévenot about
legitimacy or justification orders in modern soci-
ety (see Boltanski and Thévenot, 1991; Lafaye
and Thévenot, 1993). As explored by some mem-
bers of the VALSE team (Godard and Laurans,
2000; Noël and Tsang King Sang, 1997), the types
of concerns that are observed to frame environ-
mental valuation processes in Western societies
can plausibly be set out along six axes. These six
types of concern can be useful to interpret situa-
tions of collective action co-ordination — that is,
to characterise actual or potential conflicts, to
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Table 3
Six justification orders elaborated viv-à-vis the VALSE case studies

In the VALSE case studies such justifications were not much inThe inspiration-based order of concern for
evidence, but may plausibly underlie some of the wet fen restorationenvironmental matters takes up ideas of a Nature
and Bois de Bouchereau value sentiments.having a transcendent value. Argumentation will refer

existing situations to a ‘transcendent elsewhere’ such
as true wild, virgin nature or a natural paradise; or
to immanent divine presence.

This justification order is exemplified in the Bois de Bouchereau in aThe domestic-traditional order of concern is rooted in
the will for conservation and transmission of very pure form, and is also clearly evident (but more entangled with
heritage, and can include the focus on traditions in other justifications) in the concerns for community identity and local
environmental practices and a concern for a right economic viability in all of the Canaries water, Troina water and
ranking of people, relationships and things in a stable East Anglia wet fens studies.
hierarchy related to the intergenerational link. It
deals with respect and responsibility for heritage.

The opinion and fame order of concern embodies the In the VALSE case studies this justification was rarely evoked as
preoccupation that an action should be known and such. However concerns for power, fame and prestige can be
draw the attention of a great number of people. It important motivations for some decision makers, activists and major

economic stakeholders, even while appeal is made to otherlooks for attracting the consideration of people, for
gaining celebrity, and having existence in the media. justification orders.

The search for a democratically grounded public good wasThe ci6ic search for the public good involves both a
enunciated non-problematically for the East Anglia wet fens case,concern for fairness (e.g. equal access of citizens to

the environment and natural resources) and an and much more problematically for Canary Islands water. In Troina
affirmation of the mission of the State as embodying there is a loose amalgam between civic administration ideals of duty
public interest for the collectivity of all citizens. and excellence and other more traditional and technocratic orders of

justification; and in the Bois de Bouchereau we see the municipalDemocratic political values and processes can find
justification in these terms of a public good. Claims administrative functions hybridised with ‘patrimonial’ tradition.
of individual interest are required to be reconciled to
notions of collective and public good.

This justification is strongly expressed in the ‘commodity’ view ofThe market world concern refers to ideals of an affluent
Canary Islands water, but is almost wholly absent in the Bois desociety and satisfying individual desires of people. It

refers to interests as they can expressed in Bouchereau case. The Troina water and the East Anglia wet fens
commercial terms — production, buying and sale of situations are marked by the confrontation of commercial interests
goods and services; benefits and costs for an with other sorts of justifications.
individual or institution in a market context.

The technical performance or industrial order of concern This sort of justification has been plainly seen in the advocacy by
places emphasis on scientific and technical expertise some dominant political and eocnomic interests in the Canary

Islands of innovative technological solutions for water extraction andas a basis for achieving excellence in social and
purification.economic and environmental system management and

design.

search out the terms in which to define a plausible
common course of action, to search for compro-
mises and so on. The application of this perspec-
tive to the four VALSE case studies is evoked in
Table 3.

What is to be emphasised is that environmental
issues are not built up in the same way within
each of the different justification orders. Public
debates often oscillate between them without care-
ful attention to deep differences which are, in-
deed, at the origin of many difficulties of mutual

understanding. Different groups of a society may
hold conflicting views about relevant justifica-
tions, meaning that each order invoked is partially
successful in addressing the issues in question but
not adhered to universally (see Lafaye and Thév-
enot, 1993; Godard and Laurans, 2000). That
means that valuation research and — going fur-
ther — public policy conceived as social co-ordi-
nation — requires skills in judgement
and learning about the very nature of the situa-
tion.
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A successful valuation study requires that the
analysts identify, interpret and confront the con-
cerns of actors in multiple ways, so as to permit
appraisal of whether there is a dominant legiti-
macy order used as a reference by several, if not
all, actors (including the researchers themselves)
or whether the situation is marked by concatena-
tion of different legitimacy orders. Is it a matter
of disagreement about the significance of persons
or objects within the terms of reference of a single
legitimacy order, or is it a meta co-ordination
problem involving conflicting legitimacy orders?
On this basis, a reflexive understanding of the
conditions for scientific observation and the likely
significance (or insignificance) of the research
findings for different stakeholders, can progres-
sively be achieved.

If the view is taken that an environmental
evaluation may make appeal, for its justification,
to a variety of conventions, value systems, collec-
tive beliefs or ethical convictions, then it is not
self-evident, a priori, which justification order is
the most appropriate to a given situation. Individ-
uals and groups in a society may, themselves,
hesitate and invoke different justifications as cir-
cumstances change and depending on their beliefs,
economic circumstances, experiences and habits.
More particularly, in situations where different
groups and individuals claim different justifica-
tions, it is not self-evident, a priori, who decides
which justification order is appropriate. This mat-
ters a great deal, because environmental issues are
not built up in the same way within each of the
different justification orders and the policy conse-
quences might be very different.

Consider the findings of the France woodland
valuation. A questionnaire format plus conversa-
tional interview sought to obtain quantitative and
qualitative WTA-type information about possible
sale of a woodlot. This enquiry allowed the re-
searchers to assess the meaning as well as the
economic value of the woodland as a part of the
local communities’ way of life. On the basis of the
findings, we can explore perspectives for the
woodland’s future management. The observable
demographic and lifestyle changes place at risk
the present mode of communally-based ‘sponta-
neous’ woodland maintenance. Suppose that the

option were to be explored of having an external
agency — such as a State ministry or a regional
parks authority — assume some of the responsi-
bilities for maintaining the woodland as an
amenity value. Can it be expected that the ‘de-
mand’ for the forest values will be high enough to
justify the expense? Will a new generation of
owners/users, not having the same sorts of com-
munal roots, be willing to pay enough money
(through, for example, taxes to government or
access fees paid to the local or regional
authorities)?

We can guess that the needed money might not
be forthcoming. A standard economists’ form of
explanation would be that the new aggregate
WTP is lower than in the past because, in aggre-
gate, the population’s preferences have changed
— the demand for the forest values is lower than
before. This is not necessarily false. But it is
‘biased’ in the sense that it lets blindly the ‘market
order’ decide — a putative question of costs and
benefits evaluated by individuals on-the-margin.
A different form of explanation, more in keeping
with the observed patrimonial tradition, would be
that the forest-community symbiosis as a struc-
ture of lived and shared meaning (and a form of
local economic life) has died out. That is, the
combined social-ecological-economic capital has
not been sustained. This also is a ‘biased’ explana-
tion, coloured by pangs of nostalgia and (lost)
hopes for a type of sustainability.

The pertinence of each form of explanation
depends partly on the theoretical reference points
preferred. But these preferences, in turn, are
strongly connected to visions held about possible
and desirable futures in the French society. Is the
cost-benefit appraisal or the patrimonial tradition
the more relevant perspective for helping to de-
cide about rural and regional development and
nature conservation policies? This little woodland
case may seem insignificant in the great planetary
scheme of things. Yet, when cross-referenced to
the Canaries water, the Troina water, and the
East Anglia wet fens valuation studies, we can see
that the same sorts of questions about which
sociological, political, normative and epistemolog-
ical frames to apply, could be at the heart of
divergences over such momentous policy issues as
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directions and justifications for (urgently needed)
reforms to the European Common Agricultural
Policy.

5. Conclusions

In each of the four VALSE case studies, the
research design and implementation has hinged
on hypotheses about and discovery of the mean-
ings attached to the enquiry by the various sectors
of the society concerned. This reflects the underly-
ing research objectives and methodological
choices:
� First, the desire was to understand the ways

that the concerned populations (or stakehold-
ers) themselves express the ‘values’ of environ-
ment. The research was conceived as a process
of discovery, not to be limited by axiomatic
constrictions of a particular method’s own
terms of reference.

� Second, the intention was to present results in
ways that have high pertinence to the commu-
nities and policymakers involved. This means
that concern for scientific rigour and clarity in
communication was not enough, but also at-
tention had to be paid to the significance of the
results and arguments for the actors concerned,
formulated in their terms.
The VALSE case studies have all offered op-

portunities to evaluate the hopes that might be
placed in particular methods or tools as a means
of obtaining, organising and communicating in-
formation on the values that concerned individu-
als and populations attach to features of their
environments. In this way, the ambitions, limita-
tions, justifications and weaknesses of differing
perspectives and practices of evaluation have
themselves been reflexively presented and ap-
praised. More particularly, the political as well as
scientific significance of methodological choices
has been brought into focus, showing how
method choice, implementation and communica-
tion of results can — and should — all be made
elements of deliberation within wider social
process.

Valuation research intended as an input for
public policy processes requires not just scientific

skills in judgement and learning about the nature
of the social situation, but also some sort of
moral-political principles for addressing the diver-
gences of justification that may present them-
selves. This goes well beyond the well-defined
(though already ‘impossible’) welfare economics
distribution problem of arbitration between inter-
ests within an axiomatically defined utility theory
framework.

A reflexive attention to the diversity of preoccu-
pations held by persons and groups is justified by
our underlying view of social reality as a meaning-
filled, but often conflict-ridden, inter-subjective
process. It is further justified by an ethical notion
of the ‘value of diversity’ (or, at least, of the
‘legitimacy’ of this diversity). Yet, for those for
whom ideals of coexistence in diversity seem too
hopelessly naı̈ve, there can also be frankly more
instrumental justifications for such a methodolog-
ical stance. Attention to, and respect for the way
that different stakeholders view the problem can
be important for effective communication of re-
search results to the interested policymakers and
public and — as such — essential in order to
achieve high public acceptability of the work and,
hence, high, reliable and durable policy usefulness
of the work.
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Université de Versailles-Saint Quentin en Yvelines, Guyan-
court, France.
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tale: quelques réflexions autour des études de cas du projet
VALSE. Nature Sciences et Société 7 (3), 55–70.
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