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Preface 

 

In dictionaries deliberation is defined as “long and careful consideration or discussion”. 

Swedish words are “överläggning” or “övervägande”. It can mean something individuals do on their 

own, as in serious reflection – an internal deliberation. But there is also a more formal 

meaning. Deliberation is key in deliberative democracy theory, which is a normative theory 

about how to achieve a more just way of dealing with pluralism than liberal or economic 

understandings of democracy. There are those who see before them an entirely different 

society where forums for regular deliberation among citizens are part of the democratic 

system. 

In this thesis, when I say “deliberation”, I think of all definitions above, including my own 

internal deliberation. That is what the title of this thesis refers to. The cover essay is a 

deliberation on value. I reflect upon how economic theories about “value” affect our view of 

nature’s value to us. It is an exploration of how ideas have real impacts on the world. I attempt 

to demonstrate how such impacts work by taking my own intellectual journey as an example. 

The most important role for deliberation in this thesis is thereby philosophical. In the later 

chapters of the thesis, I draw on deliberative democratic ideals as a means for rethinking value 

and valuation. A deliberative democratic system is not the focus. But it should be understood 

as waiting in the background. If only we have time. 

I have tried to write the thesis in a way that makes it available to a broader audience, 

because I think the role of economics in environmental policy is important to those outside 

the field. Some things are less suitable than others to be left to experts. Questions of value and 

valuation of nature are such things. 
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Preface på svenska 

 

I engelska ordböcker definieras deliberation som “långt och noggrant övervägande eller 

diskussion”.  Svenska ord för deliberation är just “övervägande” eller “överläggning”. Det kan 

betyda något människor gör för sig själva, som i en seriös reflektion – en inre deliberation. 

Men det finns också en mer formell betydelse. Deliberation är central inom teorin kring 

deliberativ demokrati, som är en normativ teori om hur man kan hantera pluralism på ett mer 

rättvist sätt än inom liberal eller ekonomisk demokrati. Det finns de som ser framför sig ett 

helt nytt samhälle där forum för regelbunden deliberation mellan medborgare är en del av det 

demokratiska systemet. 

I den här avhandlingen tänker jag på alla betydelserna ovan när jag säger “deliberation”, 

inklusive min egen, inre deliberation. Det är vad titeln på avhandlingen syftar på. Kappan är en 

deliberation om värde. Jag reflekterar över hur idéer om “värde” från ekonomisk teori påverkar 

hur vi ser på naturens värde. Det är en utforskning av hur idéer har en verklig påverkan på 

världen. Jag försöker visa hur sådan påverkan kan gå till genom att ta min egen intellektuella 

resa som ett exempel. 

Den viktigaste rollen för deliberation i den här avhandlingen är alltså filosofisk. I 

avhandlingens senare kapitel använder jag mig av deliberativa ideal för att tänka om värde och 

värdering. Ett deliberativt demokratiskt system är inte mitt fokus. Men det ska förstås som 

väntandes i bakgrunden. Om vi bara hade tid. 

Jag har försökt skriva den här avhandlingen så att den ska vara tillgänglig för en bredare 

publik, för jag tycker att frågan om den roll nationalekonomisk teori spelar i miljöpolitiken är 

viktig för fler än de vanligtvis invigda. En del saker är helt enkelt mindre lämpliga än andra att 

lämna åt experter. Frågor om naturens värde och hur värdering av naturen ska gå till är sådana 

saker. 
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Abstract 

This thesis is about whether it is a good idea to place monetary value on nature, to remedy the 

fact that we treat it as having no particular value to us humans, although it clearly has. The 

thesis is based on five research papers that can be said to position themselves on opposite 

sides in the debate on monetisation of nature. The first two papers consider the basis of 

neoclassical environmental economics and apply the value theory and valuation methods from 

normative neoclassical welfare theory, on which monetisation of nature is based. The other 

three papers examine, with increasing degrees of criticism, this theory of value and especially 

its central assumption that value can be derived from people’s choices, or “revealed 

preferences”. 

The thesis itself is a “reflective story” about the journey I made as I learned to think about 

and understand neoclassical environmental economics in new ways. I reflect upon my work 

from a philosophy of science perspective, consider how for-granted-taken ideas from 

neoclassical economics affect environmental economic analysis and its conclusions, and 

examine the subject of value and valuation from what has become my new theoretical 

standpoint, ecological economics. It concerns meta-theoretical questions about ontology, that 

is, ideas in a research discipline about how things really are (what is), and epistemology, ideas 

about how researchers can provide relevant knowledge about reality. Such ideas are often 

taken for granted in neoclassical economic analysis and how they affect the analysis and its 

conclusions is not seldom unreflective. 

In the thesis, I move from explaining why neoclassical environmental economists advocate 

monetisation and pricing of nature as important solutions to environmental problems, to 

exemplifying how this turned out in research projects intended to serve as decision support in 

practice, and then to exploring and clarifying an alternative theory of value and valuation from 

ecological economics based on value pluralism and so-called deliberative valuation. In a 

concluding discussion, I point out that there are reasons to be sceptical about whether 

monetisation of nature is the right path to follow if we want to change our unsustainable 

relationship with nature and tackle the serious ecological crises we currently face. I show that 

monetisation of nature in practice requires a considerable amount of pragmatism, since the 

applied version of the theory deviates far from its idealised claims about the possibility to 

capture actual, total values. I also show that the descriptive (so-called positive) part of 

neoclassical theory and its normative part overlap in a way that makes it very difficult to speak 

of “objective” science in environmental economics. Instead, and despite strong recognition in 

the discipline that environmental problems are “market failures”, neoclassical theory has an 

ethical and ideological bias that favours individuals’ freedom of choice and market solutions, at 

the expense of collective decision-making and discussions about values that cannot be 

quantified. 

The important contribution of the thesis is that it clarifies the consequences of a central 

idea in the theory behind environmental economic analysis, namely the idea of values as 

commensurable, that is, measurable in one single unit. This idea links to the misleading 

conception of choices as “trade-offs”, where all choices are essentially viewed as the result of 

people’s constant exchange of costs and benefits within themselves in every choice they make, 

with the result that everything gets better (or at least not worse). Based on my research, I 
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suggest that, in reality, people do not generally “make” trade-offs. If anything, people try to 

avoid them, especially when it comes to difficult choices, such as those concerning the true 

value of nature, because such choices involve moral conflicts between values that are 

incommensurable. As a basis for valuing transformational change, monetisation is therefore 

unsuitable, as it conceals rather than reveals the ethical dilemmas that are the very definition of 

sustainability problems and causes us to search for the efficient or so-called “optimal” 

solutions claimed possible in neoclassical theory and rhetoric, although such solutions do not 

exist. 

What we need instead is to represent public opinion in environmental decision-making in 

ways that do not conceal people’s actual moral considerations. Environmental valuation is 

political. It must be done together with others through reason-sensitive means, where people’s 

actual experiences of value conflicts – within us and between us – can be deliberated before 

making decisions. This makes decision-making more complex, but as an alternative to 

monetisation, this realism is not necessarily unrealistic. The fact that incommensurability is 

grounded in human experience means that the complexity of social and environmental 

decision-making has a real counterpart in conflicts within ourselves. One could see this as a 

potentiality, because we may have more confidence in people’s ability to recognise the 

relevance and necessity of less simplification and more complexity in decision-making. People 

need to “deliberate values” rather than “consuming” them and being expected to express all 

sorts of values through money. 
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Sammanfattning 

Den här avhandlingen handlar om huruvida det är en bra idé att sätta pengavärden på naturen. 

Att värdera naturen i pengar, “monetarisera” den, föreslås av ekonomisk forskning för att 

förändra det faktum att vi behandlar den som om den inte har något särskilt stort värde för oss 

människor, trots att den uppenbarligen har det. Avhandlingen utgår ifrån fem 

forskningsartiklar som kan sägas positionera sig på motsatta sidor i debatten om 

monetarisering av naturen. De två första artiklarna är författade med utgångspunkt i 

neoklassisk miljöekonomi och tillämpar den värdeteori och värderingsmetodik från normativ 

neoklassisk välfärdsteori som monetarisering av naturen bygger på. De tre sista artiklarna 

granskar med en stigande grad av kritik just denna värdeteori och särskilt idén att värde kan 

härledas från människors val och beteende, så kallade ”avslöjade preferenser”, som är ett 

centralt antagande bakom teorin. 

Avhandlingens kappa är skriven som en “reflexiv berättelse” om den resa det inneburit att 

kritiskt tänka på och förstå neoklassisk miljöekonomi på nya sätt i takt med att jag, 

avhandlingens författare, lärt mig reflektera över mitt arbete som forskare ur ett 

vetenskapsfilosofiskt perspektiv och med perspektiv på ämnet värde och värdering från det 

som blivit min nya teoretiska hemvist, ekologisk ekonomi. Den behandlar meta-teoretiska 

frågor kring ontologi, alltså uppfattningar i en vetenskaplig disciplin om hur saker och ting 

egentligen ligger till (hur det är), och epistemologi, idéer om hur forskare kan leverera relevant 

kunskap om verkligheten. Liksom inom många andra ämnen är sådana idéer oftast 

förgivettagna inom neoklassisk ekonomisk analys och hur de påverkar analysen och dess 

slutsatser verkar inte sällan oreflekterat. 

Undersökningen går från att förklara varför den neoklassiska miljöekonomin förespråkar 

monetarisering och prissättning av naturen som en viktig lösning på miljöproblem, via exempel 

från de första artiklarna på hur detta faller ut i praktiken i forskningsprojekt som ska tjäna som 

stöd till politiska beslut, till att utforska och förtydliga ett alternativ, en värdeteori och 

värderingmetodik från ekologisk ekonomi som bygger på värdepluralism och så kallad 

deliberativ värdering. I en avslutande diskussion skriver jag att det finns anledning att vara 

skeptisk till att mätandet av naturens värde i pengar är rätt väg för att förändra vår ohållbara 

relation till naturen till något mer hållbart och för att, om möjligt, försöka avvärja de allvarliga 

ekologiska kriser vi står inför. Jag visar bland annat att monetarisering av naturen i praktiken 

kräver att man förhåller sig väldigt pragmatisk till teorin bakom den, eftersom tillämpningen 

ligger långt ifrån teorins idealiserade anspråk på att kunna fånga faktiska, hela värden. Jag visar 

också att teorins beskrivande (så kallade positiva) del och dess normativa del överlappar på ett 

sätt som gör det svårt att tala om en “objektiv” vetenskap inom miljöekonomin. Neoklassisk 

teori har istället en etisk och ideologisk snedvridning som gynnar individens valfrihet och 

marknadslösningar på bekostnad av kollektivt beslutsfattande och diskussioner om det som 

inte går att mäta – trots att det finns ett välkänt erkännande inom disciplinen av att 

miljöproblemen är “marknadsmisslyckanden”. 

Avhandlingens viktigaste bidrag är att den tydliggör en central idé i teorin bakom 

miljöekonomisk analys, och konsekvenserna av denna, nämligen idén om värden som 

kommensurabla, det vill säga mätbara i en och samma enhet. Denna idé hänger i sin tur ihop 
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med den felaktiga idén om människors val som “trade-offs”, alltså att val är medvetna 

överväganden av värdet av de olika saker vi i varje stund står inför, och att val kan betraktas 

som ett konstant utbytande av värden med resultatet att saker och ting blir bättre (eller 

åtminstone inte sämre). Med utgångspunkt i avhandlingens femte och sista artikel föreslår jag 

att människor snarare undviker trade-offs, särskilt när det gäller svåra val som de kring 

naturens egentliga värde för oss. Detta beror på att svåra val innebär värdekonflikter som i 

praktiken inte kan ge oss de rationella, effektiva eller så kallade optimala lösningar som 

neoklassisk teori och retorik – och i synnerhet monetarisering – verkar utlova som möjliga. 

Miljövärdering är helt enkelt politisk och något som måste göras tillsammans med andra 

genom medvetna överväganden, i “deliberation”, där människors faktiska upplevelser av de 

etiska dilemman vi står inför får utrymme att diskuteras, och där konflikten mellan våra olika 

värderingar – inom oss och mellan oss – kan brytas mot varandra innan vi fattar ett beslut. Det 

gör beslutsfattande mer komplext, men som alternativ till monetarisering är denna realism inte 

nödvändigtvis orealistisk. Tvärtom skulle man kunna se det faktum att komplexiteten i socialt 

beslutsfattande har en reell motsvarighet i konflikterna inom oss själva som en potential. 

Människor behöver “deliberera värden” snarare än “konsumera” dem och förutsättas uttrycka 

alla sorters värden genom pengar. 

  



 

 

 

 
8 

Contents 

Preface ............................................................................................................................................................ 2 

Preface på svenska ........................................................................................................................................ 3 

Abstract .......................................................................................................................................................... 4 

Sammanfattning ............................................................................................................................................ 6 

Contents ......................................................................................................................................................... 8 

List of the most important abbreviations .................................................................................................... 9 

List of appended papers and my contributions ........................................................................................ 10 

Acknowledgements ..................................................................................................................................... 11 

Chapter 1. Introduction ........................................................................................................................ 13 

1.1 Aim ............................................................................................................................................................... 18 
1.2 Delimitations and some definitions .......................................................................................................... 20 
1.3 Thesis outline .............................................................................................................................................. 21 

Chapter 2. Methodology: A reflexive and critical approach .............................................................. 23 

2.1 A critical and realist perspective ................................................................................................................ 25 
2.2 Tracing ontological and epistemological assumptions............................................................................ 26 
2.3 A discursive perspective ............................................................................................................................. 28 
2.4 Self-reflections ............................................................................................................................................. 29 
2.5 On the methods used in Papers 1-5 ......................................................................................................... 31 

2.5.1 From deduction to induction to abduction ................................................................................................ 31 
2.5.2 Mixed methods ...................................................................................................................................... 32 

Chapter 3. Neoclassical environmental economics ........................................................................... 34 

3.1 The story of why environmental problems exist ..................................................................................... 34 
3.2 Neoclassical value theory ........................................................................................................................... 38 

3.2.1 Rationality and other key ideas ............................................................................................................... 39 
3.2.2 Revealed preference theory ....................................................................................................................... 41 

3.3 From theory to practice ............................................................................................................................. 44 
3.3.1 Revealed preference and stated preference approaches ................................................................................. 44 
3.3.2 Cost-benefit analysis for social value ........................................................................................................ 45 

Chapter 4. Applying monetary valuation in practice.......................................................................... 47 

4.1 Paper 1: Adding nature’s value to GDP ................................................................................................... 49 
4.2 Paper 2: Estimating the cost to society of invasive species.................................................................... 50 
4.3 Reflections ................................................................................................................................................... 51 
4.4 The theory-practice gap ............................................................................................................................. 54 

Chapter 5. Normative and ethical aspects of neoclassical economics ............................................. 56 

5.1 Paper 3: Assessing monetary valuation of climate costs ........................................................................ 57 
5.2 Reflections ................................................................................................................................................... 58 
5.3 Efficiency for real ....................................................................................................................................... 60 
5.4 Rationality and morality ............................................................................................................................. 61 
5.5 Closing the positive-normative gap .......................................................................................................... 63 

Chapter 6. Finding a new platform...................................................................................................... 67 



 

 

 

 

 
9 

Chapter 7. Ecological economics ........................................................................................................ 70 

7.1 Three ecological economics? ..................................................................................................................... 72 
7.1.1 New resource economists ......................................................................................................................... 73 
7.1.2 New environmental pragmatists .............................................................................................................. 74 
7.1.3 Social ecological economists ...................................................................................................................... 74 

7.2 Reflections.................................................................................................................................................... 75 

Chapter 8. A deliberative turn.............................................................................................................. 79 

8.1 A “case study”: The Eight-fjords area ...................................................................................................... 81 
8.2 Reflections.................................................................................................................................................... 82 
8.3 Paper 4: Is WTP good enough? ................................................................................................................. 83 
8.4 Reflections.................................................................................................................................................... 86 
8.5 The intrinsic value of nature ...................................................................................................................... 88 
8.6 Deliberative ecological economics ............................................................................................................ 90 

8.6.1 Incommensurability ................................................................................................................................ 93 
8.6.2 Deliberative valuation and value plurality ................................................................................................ 94 

8.7 “Are choices trade-offs?” ........................................................................................................................... 97 
8.8 Reflections.................................................................................................................................................. 100 
8.9 Paper 5: What is value pluralism? ............................................................................................................ 103 
8.10 Reflections.................................................................................................................................................. 105 

Chapter 9. Discussion ......................................................................................................................... 107 

9.1 The positive-normative overlap conceals ethical and ideological biases ............................................. 108 
9.2 The epistemic fallacy ................................................................................................................................. 110 
9.3 The deceptive discourse of exactness ..................................................................................................... 111 
9.4 Monetisation cannot handle value conflicts ........................................................................................... 114 
9.5 Implications for policy and beyond ........................................................................................................ 116 

Chapter 10. Conclusion ......................................................................................................................... 118 

A final reflection ......................................................................................................................................... 121 

References .................................................................................................................................................. 123 

The appended Papers 1-5 ............................................................................................................ 137 

 

 

List of the most important abbreviations 

WTP Willingness to pay 

TEV Total economic value 

CBA Cost-benefit analysis 

MAC Marginal abatement cost 

SCC Social cost of carbon 

GDP Gross domestic product 

  



 

 

 

 
10 

List of appended papers and my contributions 

 

Paper 1: Gren, Ing-Marie & Lina Isacs (2009). Ecosystem services and regional development: An 

application to Sweden. Ecological Economics 68, pp. 2549-2559.  

DOI: https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ecolecon.2009.03.023. 

 

I developed the research idea with Ing-Marie Gren, but the mathematical model is hers. I did part of the literature 

review, all data retrievals and calculations of estimates. We jointly developed the analysis and discussion. 

 

 

Paper 2: Gren, Ing-Marie, Lina Isacs & Mattias Carlsson (2009). Costs of alien invasive species in 

Sweden. AMBIO: A Journal of the Human Environment, Vol. 38, No. 3, pp. 135-140.  

DOI: http://dx.doi.org/10.1579/0044-7447-38.3.135. 

 

I contributed to the research idea and did the literature review. Together with Mattias Carlsson, I collected all data, 

calculated the cost estimates and wrote the empirical sections of the paper. I also contributed to the analysis, discussion 

and writing on data reliability. 

 

 

Paper 3: Isacs, Lina, Göran Finnveden, Lisbeth Dahllöf, Cecilia Håkansson, Linnéa Petersson, Bengt 

Steen, Lennart Swanström & Anna Wikström (2016). Choosing a monetary value of greenhouse 

gases in assessment tools. Journal of Cleaner Production, Vol. 127, pp. 37-48.  

DOI: https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jclepro.2016.03.163. 

 

I developed the research idea together with my co-authors. I performed and wrote the literature review on which the 

paper is built, except the parts on business applications. Together with Göran Finnveden, I developed and 

continuously refined the paper. I was responsible for publishing the paper. 

 

 

Paper 4: Isacs, Lina, Cecilia Håkansson, Therese Lindahl & Ulrika Gunnarsson-Östling. “I didn’t 

count WTP as part of the value”: Respondents’ perspective on willingness to pay – an inductive 

approach. Manuscript. 

 

I developed the research idea, the methodology and the analysis. Together with Cecilia Håkansson, I developed the 

survey. I developed and performed the interviews and analysed all data. I was responsible for and wrote the paper, with 

input from my co-authors. 

 

 

Paper 5: Isacs, Lina, Jasper Kenter, Hanna Wetterstrand & Cecilia Katzeff. What does value pluralism 

mean in practice? An empirical demonstration from a deliberative valuation. Manuscript submitted to 

People and Nature. 

 

I developed the research idea, the methodology and the analysis. The methods and investigation used during the 

workshops were developed jointly together with Hanna Wetterstrand. I analysed all qualitative data. I was responsible 

for and wrote the paper, with input from my co-authors. I was responsible for publishing the paper. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ecolecon.2009.03.023
http://dx.doi.org/10.1579/0044-7447-38.3.135
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jclepro.2016.03.163


 

 

 

 

 
11 

Acknowledgements 

Tack! 
 

Tre personer har varit särskilt viktiga för att den här avhandlingen blivit till. Min 

huvudhandledare Cecilia Håkansson, tack för att du lyfte mig och för att du orkat. Din inre 

kompass och din totala prestigelöshet är skälet till att jag alls vågade ge min in på 

avhandlingens ämne med berått mod, fick dra iväg och till slut lyckades landa.  

Jasper Kenter, my co-supervisor, thank you for being so encouraging from day one, and for 

your absolute brilliance. Thank you for sharing your manuscripts with me, for inviting me to 

Scotland and for inspiring me to go in new directions. You have been enormously important. 

Göran Finnveden. Du vet det kanske inte, men utan dig hade jag nog (bara) suttit i skogen 

med mina talgoxar ändå. Det var du som fick mig att förstå att jag kan det här. Tack för din 

sofistikerade respektlöshet mot normer, unik för din samhällsgrupp, och för ditt rara skratt. 

Therese Lindahl, min andra bihandledare, tack för ditt stöd, din nyttiga kritik och för din 

debattglädje. Ulrika Gunnarsson-Östling, min bihandledare på upploppet, dina tankar och ditt 

lugn kom precis i rättan tid. Tack för att du tackade ja! 

Flera andra personer har också funnits med på den här resan i olika skeden eller nästan alla. 

Susanne Baden och Hanna Wetterstrand, tack för er entusiasm och ert fina arbete i mitt 

doktorandprojekts början. Och tack Hanna för att du alltid lyssnat på mig och hjälpt mig tänka 

ända in till slutet. Tack också Cecilia Katzeff för att du tog dig tid att läsa och tänka ihop med 

mig och fick mig att sluta tänka att jag tänker för mycket. Ett särskilt tack till Sven-Ove 

Hansson, som interngranskade min avhandling för KTH och kom med viktiga synpunkter och 

glad uppmuntran. Dina ord var som pricken över i:et. Tack också för dina otroligt inspirerande 

texter om ekonomi och filosofi, och för din lågmälda humor. 

Henrik Lindholm och Eleonore Fauré, ni förtjänar ett specialtack för att ni funnits med och 

gnällt och hurrat på min berg-och-dal-bana. En bra sak med att det tog för lång tid, som du 

kan tänka på Henrik, är att du hann tröttna och köpa en så fin egen hundvalp istället. 

Tack, sen, Pernilla Andersson, Markus Larsson, Mikael Malmeaus, Linus Hasselström och 

Henrik Ernstson som (i den ordningen) läst hela eller delar av min kappa och sagt så bra och 

hjälpsamma saker. 

Ja, sen vill jag också tacka alla er andra från forna fms och SEED eller dess närhet. Jag 

skriver inga namn för jag blir rädd att glömma någon, men jag tror ni vet att jag är glad över att 

ha delat alla de här åren med er. 

Mitt sista tack får du Per för att du distraherat mig lagom, kramats och lyssnat och till slut 

började laga all mat. Du är min skatt och min roligaste bästis. Nu börjar det mer riktiga livet. 

Slutligen, Kjell Grundtman. Du och ditt fågel- och människohjärta, som aldrig slutar banka 

mot orättvisor, får den här avhandlingen av mig för att du är så otroligt fin, för att ämnet 

passar dina innersta känslor och tankar som jag känner dig, och för att jag är så glad för att du 

är min pappa. 

  



 

 

 

 
12 

  



  13 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 1. Introduction 

 

It is not the task of analysis to make difficult problems appear easy, but to reveal problems for what they are. 

 

John O’Neill, Alan Holland & Andrew Light (2008) 

 

 

 

Some of the things we have come to associate with human autonomy, sovereignty and 

freedom, such as having a car, having access to a variety of products and foods from all over 

the world, or being able to fly, are closely linked to structures that aggravate the ecological 

crises that the Earth is currently facing (Chakrabarty, 2009). This is not only worrying, it is also 

sad. For many Swedes, for instance, it is a truly pleasant feeling to be able to go abroad, or buy 

wines from Australia or avocados from Peru whenever they feel like it. Not being able to do 

these things is, in a way, heart-breaking. 

Taking seriously the radical threat to the world from climate change, species loss and 

numerous other anthropogenic pressures means, in other words, upsetting ubiquitous ideas 

(Rose et al., 2012) of what it means to be a happy – even a free – human. This applies not only 

to rich countries, but to many countries all over the globe. It is a real conflict of value – and of 

values. 

Innumerable research projects around the world are devoted to the question of how to deal 

with what seems to be a severe clash between human wellbeing and that of nature, and change 

the predicament we are in. It engages researchers from across all disciplines. Among the social 

sciences, economics is often claimed to be particularly influential (Earle et al., 2017; Fourcade 

et al., 2015; Nelson, 2016; Schmidt, 2017), as finance ministries, central banks, government 

agencies, international organisations and dominant consultancies harbour large concentrations 

of professionally trained economists (Fourcade et al., 2015; Hirschman and Berman, 2014). As 

a science with well-established ideas in the domain of public policy (Hansson, 2016), 

economics and its theory and methods have also gained success within research and policy for 

sustainability (Folmer and Johansson-Stenman, 2011; Kronenberg and Andersson, 2019). One 

reason for this success is that economics possesses analytical tools that decrease the level of 

complexity in political dilemmas (Hansson, 2016). Another reason is the distinct normative 

foundation of economics that has formed, and still forms, ubiquitous ideas about what makes 

for a good decision in public policy (O’Neill et al., 2008). In this thesis, I suggest that both 

these aspects are of particular concern for how we relate to the value of nature. 
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When I say “economics”, I refer to economics in its mainstream form, what is usually called 

“neoclassical economics”1. Economics is the home of concepts like “consumption” and 

“economic growth”, which formerly had positive connotations but nowadays increasingly 

symbolise human pressures on the environment. Other concepts from economics, like 

“efficiency” and “welfare”, are typically symbols of relevance and rationality. From 

environmental economics, the sub-school of neoclassical economics that works with 

environmental issues, which is the focus in this thesis, come popular concepts like “green 

growth” and nowadays also “ecosystem services”. 

The key concept considered in this thesis is value. Value is at the heart of economics, 

because it ties into how economists work with both descriptive and normative questions 

around social phenomena (e.g. McQuillin and Sugden, 2012). In economics, the term “value” 

does not mean value merely in monetary terms, though it tends to be interpreted in that way in 

contexts around economic issues (Gómez-Baggethun et al., 2014). “Value” is defined in the 

Oxford English Dictionary as “the importance, worth or usefulness of something”. More 

generally, in environmental economics “valuation”, or “environmental valuation”, therefore 

means estimation of the importance (or value) of different positive or negative phenomena in 

the environment, such as a species, nature areas or emissions. More specifically, however, 

environmental valuation refers to using standardised methods for doing such estimation, with 

the aim of supporting decision-making and policy. This is almost exclusively done in monetary 

terms. It is largely seen as a descriptive activity and rooted in the normative value theory 

behind neoclassical economics and its particular view of human nature and human motivation 

(Holland, 2002, 1997). Based on preference utilitarianism, a version of the classical moral 

theory utilitarianism, value is defined by the degree to which things satisfy human desires, 

which is seen as revealed in people’s choices, in particular their willingness to pay (WTP) 

money for the exchange of goods (Keat, 1997). It interprets people’s behaviour as a form of 

“informal” valuation. Measurement of the value of something is therefore generally based on 

mere observations of people’s WTP as revealed in market behaviour (McQuillin and Sugden, 

2012). When market values do not exist, as is the case for much in nature and for most 

environmental problems, environmental economists derive people’s WTP with experiment-like 

“non-market valuation” methods, for example by constructing market-like situations where 

people’s WTP can be directly observed. 

 

 
1 I use the term “neoclassical economics”, although it is often claimed that there is no longer a neoclassical 
“monolithic core” of economics (Gowdy and Erickson 2005, p. 207). I know the term “neoclassical” implies a 
critical stance (Dow, 2015) and there are different opinions about its accuracy, also from critics (Lawson, 2013). I 
explain what I mean by the term below. “Mainstream economics”, “orthodox economics” and “conventional 
economics” are often used interchangeably with neoclassical economics, and I do so too when citing others who 
use those terms. Throughout, when I use the word “economists”, I refer to neoclassical economists (when needed 
for reasons of clarity, I use “neoclassical economists”). This is opposed to “ecological economists”, which I refer 
to as such. The reason is convenience and does not imply that the former are more economists that the latter. I 
am also well aware that there are different “hybrids” of what I refer to separately as “neoclassical economics” and 
“ecological economics”. Finally, apart from when citing others or highlighting a specific term, I sometimes place 
terms in quotation marks to indicate they are commonly used but have contested meanings (Victor, 2020). 
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This thesis work is by and large an exploration of arguments for and against monetary 

valuation of nature. The research it builds upon (Papers 1-5) represents different standpoints 

in this debate, which involves not only economists from different traditions (e.g. Hanley and 

Czajkowski, 2019; Kahneman and Knetsch, 1992; Lo and Spash, 2013; Mcfadden and Train, 

2017), but also researchers from other fields (e.g. Ernstson and Sörlin, 2013; Fourcade, 2011; 

McCauley, 2006; Meinard et al., 2016). The debate is worth exploring because it sits at the core 

of much environmental policy today, most prominently policy-making around two of the most 

urgent environmental problems – climate change and biodiversity loss. This can be seen from 

the following examples. In February 2021, the British government issued the Dasgupta Review 

(Dasgupta, 2021), a 600-page report authored by the well-known economist Professor Sir 

Partha Dasgupta, which must be seen a serious attempt to grapple with the problem of 

biodiversity loss with the use of monetary valuation. When announced online by the British 

Prime Minister Boris Johnson and the Prince of Wales, the report was described as a call for 

“urgent and transformative change in how we think, act and measure economic success to 

protect and enhance our prosperity and the natural world” (HM Treasury, 2021). A few weeks 

later, in April 2021, I opened the Swedish morning paper Dagens Nyheter and read the 

following: “a relatively small tax, corresponding to approximately 0.05-0.07 euros per litre of 

petrol, would be enough to decrease emissions in line with the climate targets [and the total] 

social cost of that would be small” (Ternby, 2021 para. 8). The statement is by John Hassler, a 

professor of economics who is one of the most active economists in the Swedish debate about 

climate policy. His position aligns strongly with that of William Nordhaus, who received the 

“Nobel Prize in economics” in 2018. In the same newspaper article, Hassler repeated 

something I heard him say at the time Nordhaus received his prize and in the subsequent 

debate about the fact that the “optimal” reduction level in carbon emissions that Nordhaus 

recommended implied global warming of up to 3.5 degrees. “Economists”, Hassler wrote in 

Dagens Nyheter on that April morning, “can only count, they cannot give any answers to 

questions of values” (Ternby, 2021, para. 14)2. 

Two of my five research papers happen to treat precisely these issues; Paper 1 considers 

Dasgupta’s approach to monetary valuation of nature and Paper 3 examines the Nordhaus 

approach to tackle climate change. I return regularly to Dasgupta (2021) and his review 

throughout this thesis. Dasgupta (2021, p. 308) argues that nature has long been ignored by 

economists and that this omission is partly why the destruction of nature has taken place on 

such a monumental scale. That our economy and our Earth system are both finite remains far 

from widely recognised among economists, he says, although there has been some recent 

recognition. “Economists” to Dasgupta are then not environmental economists, but other 

mainstream economists advising governmental institutions; his remedy can be seen as a 

levelling up of monetary valuation of nature framed as “natural capital” and “ecosystem 

services”, which is increasingly being promoted in environmental policy around the world, 

 

 
2 My own translation from Swedish. 
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from municipalities in Sweden (e.g. Beery et al., 2016) to United Nations (UN) level (e.g. UN, 

2020). Yet, as the UN recently announced and as Dasgupta himself points out, non-market 

valuation of nature suffers from severe data limitations and large variability in approaches. To 

improve the overall quality of this framework, the UN claims, “there must be focus on 

increasing the number of observations and different valuation studies” (UN, 2020, p. 18). 

These issues and other problems related to monetary valuation of nature are treated in 

different ways in Papers 2, 4 and 5 in this thesis. 

At the same time, in the past few years, there have been increasing calls for “value 

pluralism” within research on valuation in environmental policy and decision-making (Arias-

Arévalo et al., 2017; Gaston et al., 2019; Jacobs et al., 2016; Raymond et al., 2019; UK National 

Ecosystem Assessment, 2014). Value pluralism refers to the recognition that valuation of the 

environment involves dealing with multiple and often conflicting valuation languages 

(Martinez-Alier et al., 1998). Value pluralism is foundational to ecological economics, which 

developed as a critical response to neoclassical environmental economics but is more or less 

working in the shadows of the mainstream (Gómez-Baggethun and Ruiz-Pérez, 2011; Kull et 

al., 2015). Core to ecological economic understandings of value pluralism is that values can be 

incommensurable, which means that there is no appropriate single unit by which things of 

value can be compared as better or worse (Holland, 2002; Martinez-Alier et al., 1998). This 

contrasts with value theory and valuation based in neoclassical economics, where value 

commensurability is fundamental. As the opposite to incommensurability, commensurability 

implies that any constituent of value can essentially be measured on a common scale and, at 

least in principle, be replaced by any other thing with no loss of welfare. 

The call for value pluralism is a response to an increasing recognition that neoclassical 

approaches to valuation of nature are too narrow and miss essential aspects of human-nature 

relations (Díaz et al., 2018). With the rise since the 1990s of behavioural economics, which 

refuted key assumptions behind neoclassical value theory about humans as rational (e.g. 

Kahneman and Knetsch, 1992), many problems at the core of the neoclassical model are 

nowadays generally acknowledged by economists. However, although a broader framework for 

value theory and practice has emerged also in environmental economics (Folmer and 

Johansson-Stenman, 2011), many environmental economists still employ the standard 

neoclassical framework, seemingly without carefully considering the wider implications of this 

(Akbulut and Adaman, 2020; Folmer and Johansson-Stenman, 2011; Gowdy, 2004). 

In this thesis, I explain why monetisation is so favoured by environmental economists, and 

explore the wider implications of the increasing focus on monetising nature in policy, by 

critically examining how the value theory from neoclassical economics plays out in 

environmental economics and policy appraisal. I then contrast the neoclassical environmental 

economics “paradigm” to ideas from ecological economics. Debate on the dominance of 

neoclassical economics in policy is longstanding and sometimes heated, and many of the 

questions I pose have been posed by others before me. Neoclassical economists often respond 

to the critique by claiming that there is nothing wrong with their model, that those outside the 

field do not understand it and therefore misinterpret it (Earle et al., 2017). In my view this is 

partly true, but the opposite also seems true – economists are often not particularly 

knowledgeable or even interested in others’ understanding of, and approaches to, analysing 
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economic phenomena (Fourcade et al., 2015)3. The distance between economists and other 

(mainly social) scientists, but also the public at large, would be less troubling if economists 

were not as influential and “making it their mission to maximize the welfare of ordinary 

people”, as Fourcade et al. (2015, p. 107) put it. This endeavour to “improve things” on the 

basis of their particular normative theory known as welfare economics (or welfare theory) is 

conspicuous in environmental economics. 

Partly due to it being a younger discipline, the corresponding value theory and methods in 

ecological economics are not as well-consolidated and there is ongoing debate about whether it 

has any particular theory of value at all4. Some authors attribute this to the fact that ecological 

economists have not managed to establish a coherent theoretical platform distinguished from 

the mainstream (Spash, 2011). Instead, problems are often formalised to conform to the 

neoclassical frame that ecological economics has rejected, so creating contradictions and 

undermining its own discourse (Spash and Aslaksen, 2015). Though increasingly mentioned in 

the theoretical literature on valuation of ecosystem services, issues such as how to grasp with 

and actively deal with value pluralism and value incommensurability in practice have therefore 

remained rather elusive (Arias-Arévalo et al., 2018). As such, alternatives to the idea that 

monetising or pricing environmental problems is our first-best solution are not on the agenda 

(Spash, 2013a). Meanwhile, neoclassical environmental economics has integrated many ideas 

and concepts from ecological economics since the birth of the latter, without substantially 

changing the neoclassical “core” of environmental economics (Spash, 2020). Paper 5 partly 

starts from this fuzziness and clarifies the meaning of value pluralism and so-called deliberative 

valuation as key ideas in ecological economics. 

The thesis consists of this cover essay and the five research papers, which treat valuation of 

nature in one way or another but differ in several important ways. They were written over a 

 

 
3 In their sociological study of economists’ relationship to other social sciences in the United States, Fourcade et 
al. (2015) show that economists express more self-confidence than other social scientists about the relevance of 
their work and its possibility to solve societal problems, without the need for knowledge from other research 
fields. Fourcade et al. (2015) attribute this to, among other things, a fairly unified disciplinary framework with a 
strong emphasis on quantitative and especially mathematical methods, which is widely seen as a sign of intellectual 
capabilities, their better financial positions in academia, higher salaries relative to other social scientists (on a par 
with the best-paid engineers), and political and corporative structures “looking up to them for answers, especially 
in hard times”, but also to the sector being relatively more hierarchical and male-dominated (p. 110). I do not 
address sociological aspects in this thesis. 
4 I use the term “value theory” primarily in a philosophical meaning (comprising both ontology and so-called 
axiology), that is, for theoretical questions of the nature (constitution) of value, including how and why objects 
have value (such as whether value can be viewed as inherent to an object or as externally attributed by a third 
party), and how relative goodness can be understood (such as to what degree objects have value, or how good 
things are) (Spangenberg and Settele, 2010). This is opposed to how it is used in classical economic theories (e.g. 
those of Adam Smith, David Ricardo and Carl Marx), where value theory refers mainly to questions of how 
market values emerge, that is, what explains the exchangeability, or exchange value, of commodities in a market. 
This latter meaning can be said to be more “operational”. I am grateful to Mikael Malmeaus for point out this 
distinction, while recognising that neoclassical value theory, in my understanding, makes claims about value under 
both these meanings. In a recent paper, Pirgmaier (2021) suggests that it is the latter (classical) type of value 
theory that ecological economics lacks. 
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period of ten years and reflect a change in perspective – from neoclassical environmental 

economics, which means one perspective on key issues relating to valuation of nature, to 

ecological economics, which means another, different perspective on those same issues. By 

telling the story of how I moved from the former to the latter, I hope to clarify some of the 

perspectives of neoclassical and ecological economists, and the difference between them. Since 

these perspectives are largely opposing, I also show the bigger picture of what economics 

within this area is, current claims and conflicts about what it should be and what, perhaps, it 

can become. 

 

1.1 Aim 

“Modern” societies associate value with money more or less implicitly. For nature this is a 

problem, since most of nature does not have a monetary value. To “the economy”, nature 

often does not seem to have much value at all. Is there a connection? Environmental 

economics suggests there is, but I wonder whether the reason nature seems valueless is because 

we associate value with money, whereas environmental economics seems to suggest that we do 

not associate nature with money enough, because its main solution to the problem of making 

nature’s value visible is to monetise it. 

The aim of this thesis emerged from the tension between these positions. I explore how 

neoclassical value theory impact environmental economic analysis when applied in research 

and policy in practice. Specific objectives are to clarify the reasons why monetary valuation of 

nature is claimed to be so important by environmental economists, despite the challenges it 

seems to entail; to demonstrate how ideas about value and valuation from neoclassical 

economics shape analyses intended to support environmental policy; and to describe 

alternative ideas about value and valuation from ecological economics. Based on this, I discuss 

the prospects for valuation from neoclassical and ecological economics, respectively, in dealing 

with the key problem – that although nature has value, it does not seem to have much value to 

us, or to the economy – and for forming the conditions for a transformation of society 

towards something more sustainable.  

On a more overarching level, my aim with this thesis is to contribute to unsettling and 

rethinking concepts and ideals that are at the heart of the understanding of value in much 

environmental policy today, but also in other areas, as neoclassical thinking influences the way 

we look upon issues of value in many realms of society. This aim should be seen against the 

background of the conviction I share with an increasing number of people – researchers and 

others – that the way we treat nature needs to fundamentally change and that we do not have 

much time (see e.g. Bradshaw et al., 2021)5. I have to admit that for me this conviction comes 

with a great degree of pessimism, and I sometimes struggle with thoughts about what is 

meaningful to do for a researcher in my position. According to Spash (2013), a transition 

 

 
5 When I say “we” and “our”, I do not mean everyone in the world. I borrow from Dasgupta (2021) here, to say 
that those I have in mind are “not fixed by designation but through invitation” (p. 3). 
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towards something more sustainable must involve challenging both personal and social pre-

conceptions about the economy. I suppose part of my task is then to remain open to the 

possibility that “optimists” like John Hassler are right about our chances of turning things 

around with the help of a moderate carbon tax. More honestly, however, I am drawn to the 

belief of Spash (2020) that we need to advance an alternative paradigm and, for this, 

understanding the real operation of the current system is necessary. Also, because social 

science research contributes to knowledge about the social world, it plays a part in making the 

social world the way it is (Byrne, 2017). This performativity of research means we have a 

responsibility to reflect upon the world to which we are contributing (Gibson-Graham, 2008). 

I hope to contribute to both realism and reflection.  

This cover essay is thus a deliberation on value. I pose questions and try to answer them, 

rather than providing definite answers, and I invite others to judge for themselves. I do this by: 

 

• Empirically demonstrating how theories from neoclassical environmental economics 

and monetary valuation function when applied in practice. Papers 1 and 2 share some 

common characteristics that are typical for such analyses, particularly an emphasis on 

quantification and monetisation of environmental benefits and estimation of costs of 

environmental impact. 

 

• Exploring and clarifying issues of monetary valuation of nature, such as the theory-

practice gap and the need for pragmatism (“it’s better than nothing”), the “positive-

normative overlap” and implications like the concealment of ideology and moral 

dilemmas. I link this to neoclassical ideas and discourse about rationality, human 

nature, motivation and wellbeing. 

 

• Clarifying and confirming alternative theoretical propositions from ecological 

economics by empirically demonstrating what value pluralism means in practice and 

the importance of understanding value incommensurability. 

 

• Suggesting that the idea of choices as “trade-offs” hides value conflicts and the actual 

difficulties of environmental decision-making, rather than revealing them (which is the 

standard argument for economic impact assessments, the “there’s no such thing as a 

free lunch” argument). 

 

• Extending pluralistic value theory by showing the importance of attending to 

underlying values as reasons for preferences in valuation and of acknowledging the 

emotional dimension of “intrapersonal value plurality” in a deliberative valuation 

process in practice, highlighting the importance of facilitation. 

 

The results I present on the above are the main contributions of this thesis. Although 

especially related to environmental issues, the results are relevant to all types of decision-

making contexts where important values are likely to be overlooked. Monetary valuation of the 
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kind I discuss is ensconced within transportation, healthcare, marketing and more, and is 

embedded in formal and informal policy analyses, litigation, decision-making by firms and 

NGO campaigning (Johnston et al., 2017a). Empirical research on deliberative democratic 

approaches is growing (Black et al., 2019; Kenter, 2019; Knobloch et al., 2013; Nordbrandt, 

2020), as is their application in real-life policy-making (e.g. in British Columbia, Ontario, 

California, Texas, Mongolia, Uganda, China, Japan, Macau, Australia, Ireland, the UK and 

France; see e.g. Fishkin, 2018). The final sections of the thesis add to this body of work and 

provide new arguments about its relevance. 

 

1.2 Delimitations and some definitions 

• This thesis was written in an interdisciplinary research environment, not in a department of 

economics or ecological economics. My educational background is within neoclassical 

economics, but I have always been interested in the boundaries of that field. Although I 

apply concepts and ideas from philosophy and philosophy of science, the thesis should not 

be viewed as an attempt to contribute to those fields, but rather to ecological economics, 

where I relate to the strand referred to as social ecological economics, and environmental 

economics (and perhaps also to interdisciplinary environmental science, in which social 

and natural scientists cooperate). 

 

• The thesis is directed at readers of three kinds: those not familiar with economics but who 

know more about the philosophy of science and other social scientific research where 

qualitative research is more common; those acquainted to economics but not so much with 

philosophy of science or qualitative research; and those not highly familiar with any of 

these areas, because I try to write in an accessible way where possible. Thus some readers 

will find some parts overly simplistic, for example when I explain terms and concepts that 

are commonplace in economics or in philosophy of science, while others will find some 

sections overly abstract. It is of course possible to skip chapters, such as Chapter 2 

(Methodology) and go directly to the “substance”. 

 

• I talk of monetary valuation when money metrics are used. In the literature, “monetary 

valuation”, “monetary value” and “monetary estimate” (and, correspondingly, “non-

monetary valuation” and the like) are sometimes used synonymously with “economic 

valuation”, “economic value” and so on, when referring to measurements in money 

metrics. In my view this is misleading, since the term “economic” is a much broader 

concept that comprises many different activities relating to resource allocation and 

resource use (not only marketed, monetised uses). As Kelemen et al. (2014) 

note, “economic” also tends to be associated with mainstream economics, although other 

schools of thought in economics use it too (such as feminist, institutional and not least 

ecological economics). I sometimes use “environmental valuation” or the shorter 

“valuation” for both monetary and other types of valuation, and it will be clear from the 



 

 

 

 

 
21 

context what type I mean. 

 

• Although “pricing nature” and “monetary valuation of nature” are not (always) the same 

thing, I view them as two sides of the same coin in this thesis, such as pricing damage from 

emissions (externalities) and estimating nature’s benefits in monetary terms through some 

market-based or non-market valuation method used by economists. Both can be regarded 

as a form of pricing, as estimates from monetary valuation are intended to function as a 

price-like incentive for policy-makers in tools like cost-benefit analysis (CBA) and 

environmentally adjusted national income accounts (such as “green GDP”). Likewise, 

pricing externalities through economic instruments is a way to monetise non-marketed 

values of nature in risk of harm. 

 

• Note that I do not argue against the use of simplifying representations of reality, because 

such simplifications are often essential to understanding complex phenomena. My aim is 

rather to evaluate concepts and ideas in terms of their relevance and explanatory power for 

the problem at hand (Folmer and Johansson-Stenman, 2011; Grüne-Yanoff, 2017), namely, 

whether they help us (understand how to) change. It probably pays to be clear about one 

thing in particular: the problems I describe with neoclassical economic analysis should not 

be taken as criticism directed at particular economists, including those I name or cite, 

because my criticism extends far beyond individual economists to structures in and around 

the economics profession, and it includes technical structures of economic theory. 

Structural problems are no excuse, nor do they take away responsibility, but they are an 

explanation. 

 

1.3 Thesis outline  

The remainder of the thesis is structured as follows: In Chapter 2, I explain the methodological 

approach I apply in this cover essay. I describe some of the methodological and theoretical 

perspectives that inspired me and which I used as a loosely cohesive framework when writing 

the cover essay. I end with a brief description of the methods used in the five papers from a 

broader methodological perspective, that is, the kind of research approaches I used and why, 

rather than the actual methods and techniques applied in the papers. 

In Chapter 3, I explain some of the basics of neoclassical value theory. I focus on ideas and 

concepts that I view as key to understanding why monetary valuation is claimed to be an 

important solution to environmental problems in environmental economics, and concepts for 

understanding one of the key messages of the thesis, namely that it is a mistake to view value 

as possible to derive from people’s choices or revealed preferences. Chapter 3 begins with a 

story of why – according to neoclassical economics – environmental problems exist, which I 

use as a pedagogic device for demonstrating some of the workings of neoclassical theory in 

environmental economics. 

In Chapter 4, I present Papers 1 and 2. I describe the context in which they were written, 

and discuss and critically reflect upon the results and my learnings. Chapter 5 follows a similar 

structure in describing key concepts related to Paper 3, but it also continues the exploration of 
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the theoretical basis of neoclassical value theory, with a focus on its normative and ethical 

components and their impacts. 

Chapter 6 is brief. It describes some of the ideas that made me turn to ecological economics 

more decidedly, and the new ideas about value and valuation that formed my PhD project. In 

Chapter 7, I introduce ecological economics and the theories that shaped my new theoretical 

and methodological platform, but also show that this platform was (and to some extent still is) 

a moving one with fuzzy borders to neoclassical economics. In Chapter 8, I present the 

empirical studies from my PhD project. I explain the background to Papers 4 and 5, how ideas 

from what I now identify as deliberative ecological economics inspired me to start off in one 

way, and then, with readings and learnings, pose new questions and partly re-evaluate the terms 

of the studies I had made. 

In Chapter 9, the discussion chapter, I draw together the key points and reflections from 

the thesis and turn to the question of the prospects of neoclassical environmental economics, 

and monetisation of nature specifically, changing the fact that we treat nature as if it has no 

particular value to us humans. In Chapter 10 I draw some conclusions, and the thesis ends 

with a short, final reflection. 

Hence, the order of the chapters follows the “journey” I made and describes my work in 

largely chronological order. In some sections I place different emphasis on theory, empirical 

results, discussion and reflections, but I try to provide a clear narrative throughout. If some 

information appears out of place, it is because my journey was not as linear as would have 

been convenient for the writing process. The next chapter will, I hope, provide further 

guidance to this structure. 
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Chapter 2. Methodology: A reflexive and critical approach 

There is no readymade format for the cover essay in a so-called compilation thesis, where the 

research papers are essentially appendices and the cover essay stands alone. I had difficulty 

finding a suitable approach within my closest research traditions (neoclassical environmental 

economics and the subject of my PhD project at KTH, the interdisciplinary “environmental 

strategies research”, which is essentially a mix of engineering and social science). The form that 

the cover essay finally took is very different from that in many doctoral theses on economics, 

as far as I know. They are for example seldom written from a first-person perspective. 

In many theses, theory and methodology are presented in separate chapters, but I view 

them as integrated and my methodology as theory merged with method. My five papers are my 

empirical material, and together with the theoretical perspectives I use analytically, they 

enabled me to explore and explain issues with respect to the aim of the thesis (Thoresson, 

2011). Papers 1 and 2 were written around ten years before Papers 4 and 5, with Paper 3 

somewhere in between. To link the different approaches in the papers, in the narrative in this 

cover essay, I use the papers in somewhat different ways. With Papers 1 and 2, I look partly 

beyond their particular topic to assess the implicit assumptions hidden in the texts, and how 

these assumptions affect the results from a critical perspective. In Papers 3-5, I stay much 

closer to the actual content of the studies, because their critical perspective aligns more with 

the aim of the thesis.  

I was inspired by what Alvesson and Sköldberg (2009) call a reflexive or reflective research 

approach. Reflexivity is increasingly stressed in literature on interdisciplinary research (e.g. 

Alvesson, 2003; Fazey et al., 2018; Popa et al., 2015; Popa and Guillermin, 2017). According to 

Alvesson and Sköldberg (2009), reflexive research has two main characteristics: careful 

interpretation and reflection. It entails paying serious attention to how “linguistic, social, 

political and theoretical elements are woven together” in the process of knowledge production; 

a reflexive research process “opens up rather than closes” and provides “opportunities for 

understanding rather than establishes ‘truths’” (ibid., p. 9). Interpretation starts from the 

acknowledgment that all research results are the result of interpretation and cannot be seen as 

simply reflecting reality or empirical facts. Awareness of theoretical assumptions, the 

importance of pre-understanding and language is then critical, since all these determine 

interpretation. Reflection, in turn, turns the attention “inwards” towards oneself as a 

researcher, one’s research community, the society one is embedded in, and one’s research 

narrative (presentation of research output). As such, reflection can be seen as self-exploration 

of one’s own interpretations of empirical material, or “interpretation of interpretation” 

(Alvesson and Sköldberg, 2009, p. 9). 

This requires more open acknowledgement of the presence of interpretation and reflection 

in the research process and in the actual research output – the text. As Alvesson and Sköldberg 

(2009) note, although all research entails interpretation and reflection, this is rarely salient. In 

economics, for example, interpretation is taken to be appropriate mainly in analysis of 

empirical data and the discussion section is the only place in a research paper in which 

revealing one’s reflection-like thinking is allowed. Since I break with this, and I know some are 

unfamiliar with this kind of methodology, I want to justify this choice. I find Ketokivi and 
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Mantere’s (2010) explanation useful here: that the form of contextualisation through reflexivity 

that Alvesson and Sköldberg (2009) suggest reveals the researcher as an active reasoner. This, 

Ketokivi and Mantere’s (2010) say, sheds light on the idea that the objectivity ideal in research 

is better explained as a “rhetorical move than a useful descriptive label” of what research is 

about (Deetz, 1996, p. 194, cited in Ketokivi and Mantere, 2010). Rather than a fact, objectivity 

is (in fact) “a statement of policy, not methodology” (Ketokivi and Mantere, 2010, p. 328). The 

subjectivism that contextualisation permits does not mean that “anything goes” or that 

researchers “retrofit data” to their preferred explanation; it means choosing a different basis for 

scientific rigour in one’s reasoning: “Being suspicious of objectivity is not the same as being 

suspicious of scientific rigor” (ibid., p. 327-328). In Section 2.4, I further expand on how I see 

this.  

Alvesson and Sköldberg’s (2009) idea of reflexive methodology also emphasises the 

importance of actively engaging with ideas from different currents in philosophy of science, 

where questions of ontology and epistemology come to the fore. Ontological assumptions 

concerns researchers’ pre-understandings and metaphysical ideas about “reality”, what can be 

said to exist (what is), and the most pressing issues of concern in a given scientific field (Spash, 

2012a)6. Epistemological assumptions refer to ideas we have about scientific investigations, 

such as how we know what we know, what counts as relevant knowledge and explanation, the 

relationship between knowledge and truth, and the nature of the relationship between 

researchers and their research objects (Slevitch, 2011). For example, when conducting a 

monetary valuation study intended to support decisions in policy-making, the economist 

generally assumes that values expressed in monetary terms are relevant reflections of some 

“true value” out there and that “monetary information” is more effective than qualitative 

information for the purpose of the decision-making problem. “Assumes” does not necessarily 

mean explicitly, because ontologies and epistemologies are largely implicit, in many disciplines 

unarticulated and quite often something researchers do not reflect upon themselves. 

The theories of environmental problems, valuation and value in my first papers, the 

methodologies used and the results they generate are different from those in the later papers in 

terms of ontology and epistemology. Not only may Papers 1 and 2 (and to some extent also 

Paper 3) be difficult to understand from the perspective of Papers 4 and 5, and vice versa; they 

are part of largely opposing paradigms, in which the other’s approaches are barely considered 

as “good science”. In this cover essay, I therefore describe my own process of moving from 

one ontological and epistemological position to another. This meta-perspective enabled my 

thinking about how specific characteristics of economic theory and methodology impact the 

outcomes of economic research. 

Without claiming to follow Alvesson and Sköldberg’s (2009) standard, below I relate to 

some currents in philosophy of science, namely critical realism and discourse theory. Apart 

 

 
6 As Spash (2012b) notes, in economics epistemology is often used synonymously with methodology. However, 
though these are interrelated concepts, as methodology requires general theoretical principles about how to form 
knowledge in practice (that is, epistemology), they are different things. 
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from this, I use more subject-specific theoretical perspectives from a number of different 

sources to discuss and understand my analytical results in a non-systematic fashion throughout 

this thesis. 

 

2.1 A critical and realist perspective 

When working on Paper 5, I became increasingly aware that my reasoning iterated between 

claims about “how things really are”, on the one hand, and what is right and wrong, or how 

things ought to be, on the other hand. In this I could relate to calls from Spash (2012b) who 

has emphasised the need for an economics that recognises both the reality and independence 

of biophysical systems, structures and their mechanisms, and the social construction and 

political aspects of knowledge production. A critical realist position provides a philosophy of 

science that unites such scientific realism and critical social science (Puller and Smith, 2017). 

Critical realism is sometimes described as a middle ground between a realist and a 

constructionist view, although those claiming affiliation hold that it is far more than that 

(Alvesson and Sköldberg, 2009)7. As Danermark et al. (2018) explain, with critical realism the 

focus shifts from epistemology to ontology, and from events to mechanisms. The latter means 

to turn the attention of research towards what causes the events we observe in the world, 

rather than the events themselves, where causal social mechanisms are typically related to 

contextual factors and interactions that are not given, evident or directly observable (ibid.). In 

this regard, critical realism is different from positivism, the realist orientation of which 

neoclassical economics displays some typical traits. Positivists assume an objective reality 

independent of human perspectives, focus on generalisable causal effects that allow prediction, 

and largely believe researchers are able to study phenomena without influencing them or being 

influenced by them (Guba and Lincoln, 1994, cited in Slevitch, 2011). Positivist 

epistemological traditions hold the view that research not only should, but can, essentially 

separate facts from values and other biases, and that this is essential to assure research validity 

(Slevitch, 2011). Research findings can thus be “true” and are seen as valid based on the degree 

of agreement between the data and the (independently existing) reality that the data are taken 

to reflect (ibid.). 

 

 
7 Critical realism’s ontology with three stratified domains is very distinct, for example. I do not relate to that in 
this thesis, but feel it is relevant to explain some other concepts for readers less acquainted with philosophy of 
science. Realism is a philosophical position holding that the goal of science is to discover (or strive to discover) the 
truth about the world and about existing phenomena (Bonilla Zamora, 2012). Social constructionism can, in very 
simplified form, be seen as the opposite. It emphasises that nothing we know about reality can be known unless it 
is processed and interpreted by human senses, and since each human has a unique perspective, interpretations will 
inevitably vary accordingly (Caselunghe’s, 2018). An immediate consequence of this is that people’s conception of 
reality (their ontology) and what they claim to be knowledge (their epistemology) depend on their specific social 
contexts. In research traditions based in social constructionism, it follows that “considerable attention needs to be 
paid to the sociology of knowledge”, such as “investigation of what is taken for granted as knowledge” in 
different human collectives (p. 32). 
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Critical realists instead suggest that empirical knowledge is always socially influenced and 

strongly emphasise the importance of interpretation (without interpretation of social 

phenomena, we would simply reiterate colloquial explanations of these phenomena and, if 

such explanations were sufficient for understanding the social world, we would not need 

science). But they also suggest that we can strive for reaching beyond the empirical domain, to 

gain knowledge about the causal mechanisms that generate the things we study, which are 

independent of human interpretations (Danermark et al., 2018). As such, critical realists 

emphasise the relational nature of social phenomena – the relationship between underlying 

structures, the concretely observable and theoretical abstractions. Critical realism is thus a 

response to a serious dichotomy that has prevailed in metatheory between realism and anti-

realism, Danermark et al. (2018) say, where the basic question is whether there exists a reality 

independent of our experiences or senses. Critical realism’s reply to this question is that there 

exists both one reality independent of our senses and a historical and socially determined 

knowledge about that reality (ibid.). 

To me, it makes sense to acknowledge that we share a common reality that is independent 

of our interpretations and which we can in fact aspire to describe and understand more and 

less well, but also to acknowledge constructionist claims about the significance of the political 

and cultural aspects of how we represent this reality. In environmental matters, realism is key. 

As Proctor (1998) puts it in response to the constructionist charge, “it clearly matters whether 

a certain species is or is not close to extinction, or wastewater discharge from a particular 

factory is or is not having significant deleterious downstream effects, or current anthropogenic 

carbon dioxide emissions will or will not likely result in unprecedented rates of climate change. 

Truth-claims concerning the state of nature may not be a sufficient condition to justify 

environmental action, but they are in many cases a necessary condition.” (p. 353). This is not 

to deny that environmental quality is socially constructed, or that environmental problems 

affect people differently (Gunnarsson-Östling, 2011), nor does it mean to deny that social 

constructions have real implications (Andersson, 2016). 

Critical reflection is often motivated by a will to understand underlying tensions in 

dominant institutions and to explore and locate the taken-for-granted and potentially false or 

inaccurate in a theory (Nielsen et al., 2019). But discussions around social development not 

only concern true or false questions, they also concern questions about right and wrong. Facts 

point only to what is and has happened, but when we argue about right and wrong we relate 

also to potential; “what is” is set against “what could have been” and, regardless of how much 

benefit we have achieved by following a certain path, we always relate to how much of this 

potential has been utilised (Paulsen, 2019, para. 32). Critical reflection thus means paying 

attention to the contingent nature of a practice, since that perceived as “natural” could in fact 

be otherwise (Andersson, 2016). 

 

2.2 Tracing ontological and epistemological assumptions 

Methodologically, looking at my papers from an ontological and epistemological perspective I 

can relate them to “general theories” and well-established ideas and concepts within these 

(Danermark et al., 2018; Alvesson and Sköldberg, 2009; Lawson, 2013). For example, as 
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“neoclassical papers”, Papers 1 and 2 can be associated with positivism or the positivist 

paradigm, while ecological economics and Papers 4 and 5 are closer to critical realism. But my 

main motive for looking at ontology and epistemology was my own experience. While I was 

largely unaware of the meaning of ontology and epistemology when writing the first three 

papers, my awareness of their meaning developed while working with the last two. This helped 

me understand why the perspectives of neoclassical and ecological economics differ so widely, 

and why they disagree. Since assumptions at the level of ontology and epistemology are often 

taken-for-granted and unknown, they limit what is possible to think and they can definitely 

impede one’s understanding of others. Tracing underpinning assumptions at the level of 

ontology and epistemology can therefore reveal how such assumptions impact research 

practice in economics and its outcome, and also economists themselves, myself included. 

Last but not least, from a critical realist perspective, different ontological and 

epistemological traditions have different potential for critique of the current system and, 

hence, of our current destructive relationship to nature: the positivist tradition in economics 

and its focus on simplification is part of a larger, dominant paradigm that is said to suit the 

complexity of sustainability issues rather badly (Andersson, 2016; Kolinjivadi, 2019), because 

of its tendency to de-politicise environmental issues and treat them as technical and 

managerial, to be handled by experts and administrators (Neimanis et al., 2015). Instead, 

critical theory has been highlighted as necessary for transformative change in environmental 

research in recent years (Olsson et al., 2015; Witzell et al., 2019), but is far from accepted in 

economic research. Ecological economists have long called for openness to critical theory 

(Spash, 2012a), but it is not always explicit in research papers. In particular, reflexivity is still 

mainly stressed in theoretical or conceptual work (Ainscough et al., 2018; e.g. Baumgärtner et 

al., 2008; Wironen et al., 2019) and less in empirical research. 

Some examples may concretise what I mean by attending to ontology and epistemology, 

and why lack of attention to this can impede interdisciplinary understanding. Neoclassical 

economics is often described by critics as leaning too heavily on deductive methods and 

mathematical modelling, which is said to narrow economic research. The claim is that 

mathematical-deductive approaches in themselves have become decisive for what 

contemporary economists do and what results they can produce. Such critique is based in the 

belief that mathematical-deductive methods (like all methods) are not simply a “neutral” 

research tool (as neoclassical economics tends to assume) but impact research outcomes and, 

by extension, policy analyses and prescriptions performed by economists. For example, since 

social systems do not normally yield either axioms or laws that can be taken as universally true, 

Lawson (2013) argues that mathematical modelling, which requires such regularities, creates 

inconsistencies that undermine progress in social understanding (Dow, 2015). Lawson’s critical 

realist view is that mathematics may contribute alongside other methods in social science 

(Lawson, 2013; Dow, 2015), but that economists should reflect more on how far their 
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ontology is consistent with their epistemology and methodology and “be able to justify their 

use (and choice) of mathematics on a case-by-case basis” (Dow, 2015, p. 13)8. 

Thus, methods can limit our understanding of reality in the same way that theories can, as 

they keep certain assumptions “protected” and are selective in that they enable us to see 

certain things and provide certain explanations rather than others (Helgesson, 2002, p. 70). 

From a critical realist perspective, a particular critique is that when deductive approaches like 

those of neoclassical economics are used, reality tends to be interpreted and defined as that 

which is empirically grounded according to these approaches (Danermark et al., 2018). As 

such, reality is reduced to the empirically observed; ontology is reduced to epistemology. This 

is called “the epistemic fallacy”.  

A related critique by critical realists of working solely with deductive methods is that they 

risk tying researchers to the premises of a theoretical model, which may limit the possibility for 

exploration of the unexpected and discovery of unforeseen phenomena (Danermark et al., 

2018). As an example, Edwards-Jones et al. (2000) point to a consequence of excluding 

absolute limits to natural resources in standard neoclassical economic models (Groom and 

Turk, 2021). Work based on such models continues to provide guidance on ways of increasing 

consumption, seemingly without realising how this fundamentally clashes with reality 

(Edwards-Jones et al., 2000).  

 

2.3 A discursive perspective 

Some of the methodology in this thesis can be described as discursive, though I do not 

systematically analyse language-in-use but rather reflect upon how social (and physical) 

phenomena are given a specific meaning by ideas and concepts in economic theory. A 

discourse can be defined as an ensemble of such ideas, concepts and terms which are 

“produced and reproduced through an identifiable set of practices” (Hajer and Versteeg, 2005, 

p. 175; Witzell, 2021). From a discursive perspective, how economic theory forms our 

understanding of the world is important because, as contemporary and socially constructed, it 

informs the kind of solutions that can be imagined to address sustainability and its challenges 

(Andersson, 2016). Language plays a role in this and what is communicated, both explicitly and 

implicitly by those who practise economics. Danermark et al. (2018) claim, for example, that 

metaphors as scientific concepts can be dangerous because as poignant and scarcely possible to 

develop (if modified, their meaning changes), they can amplify misleading interpretations and 

reduce analyses to predictable interpretations. Andersson (2016) takes the example of the 

 

 
8 Lawson (2013) bases his argument on the particular ontology of critical realism and the difference between what 
critical realists call a “closed system”, that is, a system characterised by law-like regularities that can be tested 
empirically (which is more common in nature), and an “open system”, which is complex and evolving with 
multiple underlying causal factors and relations that vary in time and space in a non-deterministic way (Dow, 
2015). Social systems are open systems. According to Dow, the real problem that Lawson points to with 
mainstream (what I call neoclassical) economics is the insistence that the (almost) only permitted form of 
methodological activity is that which involves mathematical models (ibid.). 
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metaphor of “the invisible hand”, which is taught to students already in high school. Citing 

Zaman (2013), Andersson notes that while “the invisible hand” was “a living metaphor” to its 

inventor Adam Smith, in that he knew it was a figure of speech and not literally true, the 

metaphor has gradually become a “dead metaphor”, that is, so deeply entrenched in the 

Western understanding “of how things are” that it is regarded as true, used as if based on 

observations and even viewed as a normative ideal to strive for. As a consequence, failures of 

“the invisible hand” to provide for the social good have been treated as anomalies (Andersson, 

2016, p. 32). The theory of externalities, which is central to environmental economics (see 

Chapter 3), is an example of such an anomaly. Another example is that neoclassical theory and 

the concepts used harbour a view of human nature as mainly self-interested. When a way of 

being or behaving is described in this way as “natural” or given, it reduces not only the 

possibility of alternative ways of seeing human behaviour and choice, but also the possibility of 

moral responsibility, since responsibility comes with choices (Andersson, 2016, p. 34). 

In this thesis I address mainly the implicit impact of discourse, including how I was 

influenced by concepts, texts and utterances based in neoclassical and ecological economics. 

To exemplify, I believe nature has intrinsic value, that is, is valuable in itself, irrespective of 

whether it benefits humans or not. To some this may seem totally uncontroversial, even trivial 

and self-evident. But as I show later in this thesis, in the context of valuation in neoclassical 

economics it is not, since intrinsic value is regarded as outside the scope of economics and 

often explicitly communicated as something questionable. The impact of such a discursive 

practice is especially interesting to reflect upon. 

 

2.4 Self-reflections 

One way to show reflexivity is “by weaving one’s own reactions and self-reflexive 

considerations of self-as-instrument throughout the research report” (Tracy, 2010, p. 842). In 

sections entitled “Reflections” in this thesis, I reflect upon my papers and the topics they 

concern. In some, I recall how I thought about my work at the time the papers were written, 

or afterwards. In others, I explain how my method developed during the course of the study. 

In many, I point to typical arguments in the literature, see my papers as examples of such 

arguments, or arguments against them, and reflect upon why these arguments may hold or not. 

Some reflections are meant to provide insights into “the reality of environmental valuation”, to 

reveal what economic concepts actually mean and imply when used in practice. This may speak 

of larger issues and be relevant not because it provides general abstractions, but because it is 

specific and gives an understanding of the moment and meaning of knowledge production 

(Frandsen and Kärreman, 2016). In part, I use myself as an example: as I moved from one 

perspective to another, my personal reflections on this “journey” may reveal the meaning of 

different ontological and epistemological positions. As explained above, this was also an 

attempt to increase the accessibility and credibility (or rigour) of the thesis. In this, I was 

inspired by Sofia Wiberg’s thesis (Wiberg, 2018) and her openness about her methodological 

process. 

Wiberg’s (2018) thesis is partly autoethnographic. Autoethnography relates to how personal 

experiences and the institutional context influence the research process, much in line with 
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reflexivity as described above, but it more specifically acknowledges the individual researcher’s 

influence on the research (Wiberg, 2018). Describing a research process using “hindsight 

wisdom”, Wiberg writes, the complicated, ambiguous or charged is written out (“skrivs bort”), 

making it seem easy and linear, as were it “a rational decision-making process that can be 

copied from one context to another” (Wiberg, 2018, p. 27, citing Brunsson and Brunsson, 

2014). Inspired by Law (2004), she continues: “Rather than trying to hide this through a set of 

technical procedures, Law emphasises how we need to become better at finding work 

procedures that acknowledge this ‘mess’” (Wiberg, 2018, p. 27). 

A driving force in autoethnographic research is to make the research accessible to a wider 

audience (Wiberg, 2018). It is often written in the first person, uses storytelling and entails 

descriptions of one’s own memories and experiences, including feelings (p. 74). “Rather than 

relating to research with a distant gaze, it means to engage emotionally with that which one 

studies and to acknowledge that emotions are part of all human actions and thoughts, also in 

research” (Wiberg, 2018, p.75, citing Ehn and Löfgren, 2004). Emotions are (therefore) 

important to highlight rather than detach in the final research document (Wiberg, 2018, p. 75, 

citing Ellis and Bochner, 2003). As such, autoethnographic research relates to research as 

something political, since it embraces the blurry line between research and the rest of one’s life, 

such as political engagement (Wiberg, 2018, p.74)9. 

Wiberg (2018) uses the concept “attritions” (in Swedish “skavningar”, my translation) as a 

way to grapple with dilemmas in the research process. To Wiberg, attritions are embodied 

experiences, the sense that “something is wrong” or that there are “conflicting directions 

within oneself which strive in opposite directions”; these “need not be articulated, but are 

rather a general discomfort that can be difficult to put into words” (Wiberg, 2018, p. 72). She 

uses attritions methodologically in her reflexive process. By reflecting on specific memories of 

“attritioning situations” (“skavande situationer”) and then “distancing” herself and “turning her 

gaze towards the categories and values that were involved in forming” them, she attempts to 

illuminate “how bigger issues are embedded in the little things” (p. 73).  

I did not use Sofia Wiberg’s ideas systematically, but they resonated with what I believe in 

and helped me interpret some of the things I did at different points in this thesis work. To me 

they reflect a different realist basis for rigour in scientific reasoning. 

 

 

 

 

 
9 Wiberg states that “Autoethnography has been criticised for being either too aesthetical and emotional and not 
sufficiently theoretical and analytical, or the opposite, not being literary and artistic enough”, but “it is precisely 
this binary that autoethnography has as its ambition to get beyond” (Wiberg, 2018, p. 74-75, citing Ellis et al. 
2011). “These criticisms erroneously position art and science at odds with each other, a condition that 
autoethnography seeks to correct. […] Autoethnographers believe research can be [both] rigorous, theoretical, 
and analytical, and emotional, therapeutic, and inclusive of personal and social phenomena”, according to Ellis et 
al. (2011, p. 283). 
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2.5 On the methods used in Papers 1-5 

In this section, I describe the research methods used in Papers 1-5 from a methodological 

perspective, focusing more on the general principles underlying the research and views on the 

appropriateness of the methods (Spash, 2012a). More details about the specific methods used 

in each paper can be found in the relevant sections of this thesis and in the papers themselves 

(though methodology is less addressed in Papers 1-3). 

I see Papers 1 and 2 as “quantitative”, Paper 3 as a non-systematic literature review (with an 

element of real-world input in the form of a simple “case example”) and Papers 4 and 5 as 

qualitative research from a small-scale study using a mixed-methods approach. There are links 

here between the ontological and epistemological positions mentioned above. Positivism is 

typically associated with quantitative research, since in positivism scientific investigations are 

generally viewed as valid once they can establish generalisability and this often entails large 

samples (Slevitch, 2011). Qualitative research is more associated with constructionism and 

interpretivism; it is about depth rather than breadth and therefore builds upon smaller samples 

or case studies, with an emphasis on rich descriptions of the study object (Slevitch, 2011). 

Apart from the research questions, the choice of methods in the five papers was, hence, largely 

determined by the respective philosophical starting point, with an increasing degree of 

awareness about this very circumstance. 

 

2.5.1 From deduction to induction to abduction 

Papers 1 and 2 can be described as “applied research”, where I collected different sorts of 

quantitative data (existing and some new) and made large-scale calculations of monetary 

valuation in Sweden. Although the papers use different approaches to quantification, the 

“positivist ideal” is the same, viewing monetary data as reflecting adequate pieces of reality and 

research results as most reliable when quantitative and generalisable. They are also typically 

deductive, as is common within neoclassical economics, that is, they depart from a theoretical 

idea or model and seek to explore its relevance and generalisability empirically in reality, rather 

than refining or developing theories on the basis of empirical evidence (Folmer and 

Johansson-Stenman, 2011). The latter, called induction, is what I partly used in Papers 4 and 5. 

Inductive research moves from observations in the empirical material towards more theoretical 

abstractions (Frandsen and Kärreman, 2016) and unlike deductive research it tries to enter the 

analytical process without predefined theoretical constructs or assumptions about what is 

going on in the data, which may open up to new ideas (Eisenhardt et al., 2016). 

By focusing more on how people go about constructing and understanding their experience 

of a phenomenon, and less on the number or frequency of measurable occurrences of this 

phenomenon (Gioia et al., 2013), Papers 4 and 5 were also interpretive. Interpretive research 

involves moving between closeness and distance to the research material (Alvesson and 

Sköldberg, 2009). In Paper 5, this meant that the methodology developed while I was working 

with it and it can thus be described as abductive rather than either deductive or inductive. 

Abduction or abductive analysis is less well-known than deductive or inductive analysis, and is 

often defined as iteratively moving back and forth between empirical data and theory and 

letting research outputs evolve as a result of this interplay (Mingers, 2012; Sprain and Black, 
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2018). Danermark et al. (2018) describe abduction as a form of practical reasoning where the 

particular is related to the general in a way that neither deduction nor induction really manages 

to do, as it means searching for relations and structures in the empirical material that are not 

obvious or given without deeper reflection. It partly entails re-interpretation and re-

descriptions of observations in relation to several different possible interpretations, partly 

problematisation of what seems automatically obvious. Thus, while deduction means to 

“prove” how something follows from something else, abduction shows how things could be. 

Conclusions drawn from abductive analysis are thus judged by their being reasonable and 

plausible, but not logically necessary. 

Abductive reasoning aligns with critical realism in that it can never claim to establish 

definite truths, but leads to deeper knowledge about such things as relational 

interdependencies, processes and structures that are typical of social scientific phenomena 

(Danermark et al., 2018). Danermark et al. (2018) also point out that much (or perhaps most) 

research actually uses elements of abduction, without explicitly stating or paying attention to it. 

 

2.5.2 Mixed methods 

The work in Papers 4 and 5 can also be described as using a mixed methods approach 

(Mertens, 2011), since the whole research process, from literature review and theoretical 

framework to the choice of methods and analysis, was designed to allow quantitative and 

qualitative data to be contrasted and integrated. The assumption behind mixed-methods 

research is that this provides an understanding which would be difficult to obtain from either 

of the two types of data only (Greene, 2008). 

Combining methods often involves a clash between different ontological and 

epistemological views. According to Popa and Guillermin (2015), mixing methods therefore 

requires an acknowledgement that the merging of perspectives from different research 

traditions implies a frailty in relation to the things taken for granted in the respective traditions 

involved. When research is not based on large quantities of data, for example, it is often 

thought of as less robust and lacking generality. I recognise this thinking in myself from a few 

years ago and how it influenced methodological choices I made. However, as I show towards 

the end of this thesis, my thinking has radically changed. The difference between quantitative 

and qualitative research is also not as clear as I may have wanted to portray here. Quantitative 

and qualitative research are often highly entangled (Bevir and Bowman, 2018). For example, 

quantitative research always entails categorisation of some kind, and categorisation is often a 

qualitative exercise: it involves qualitative judgements and distinctions (ibid.). Likewise, what is 

typically called qualitative research often includes tacit quantitative judgements (ibid.), such as 

when patterns or frequencies of themes are distinguished in thematic analysis of interview data. 

Instead of statistical generalisations, qualitative research tends to be about analytic 

generalisations (Curtis et al., 2000), or “transferability”, where the potential for expanding 

theories is the aim. That is, generality comes from findings from selected cases being 

transferable to theoretical propositions rather than to populations (Wagner et al., 2010). 

Validity, which for quantitative research is earned through replicability, builds on credibility or 

trustworthiness in qualitative research in terms of whether the results are plausible and 
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convincing to readers of a research report (Tracy, 2010). In contrast to quantitative research, 

where statistical tests do the job of exposing the work’s significance, it is (to a larger extent) the 

argumentation a researcher makes about how and why their ideas make sense that instead 

shows the relevance and validity of the research. If contextual factors of the research are made 

clear, this increases the possibility for others to judge this relevance. This is what I have tried 

to do in this thesis. 
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Chapter 3. Neoclassical environmental economics 

Behind the topic of this thesis lies the following question: why does nature not seem to have 

much value in our economies? To those who have thought a bit about this issue the question 

sounds naïve, because it is too difficult to answer, and because it has many answers. It may also 

be naïve because it stems from me trying to think about what made me study economics in the 

first place: I came to think about the younger me who, naturally, thought things were simpler 

than they are. “There must be something wrong with the way we define value”, I said. 

Today, it is curious to see that I, by and large, seem able to agree with my younger self, and 

that this thesis is sort of a story of how I can say this with some confidence, without feeling 

(as) naïve: I believe it does have to do with the way we define value or, at least, how it has been 

defined in theories and methods used in neoclassical economics. 

This chapter is the starting point for my exploration of why pricing or monetary valuation 

has such an elevated position in environmental economics as a solution to environmental 

problems. It treats some of the basics in environmental economics, which build on some of 

the most basic ideas about value in neoclassical economic theory. It explains how value is 

theorised in neoclassical economics. Papers 1 and 2 have these basics as their building blocks, 

but they are not described there since they are common knowledge to economists. 

 

3.1 The story of why environmental problems exist 

During my first year as an undergraduate student in economics at Stockholm University, I only 

had one lecture within what I later came to know as environmental economics. Courses in 

environmental economics were only given in certain universities in Sweden at that time, so I 

chose to focus on it through my Bachelor’s and Master’s dissertations. From that work, I 

learned the reason why nature’s value to society was so ignored. Together with what I had 

already learnt in standard courses in micro- and macroeconomics, environmental economics 

gave a compelling explanation as to why environmental problems exist. It also explained what 

needs to be done to solve these problems. It was a powerful story that kept me mesmerised for 

years and, though the details are perhaps not well-known to people and decision-makers in 

general, it is underpinned by one of the most influential explanatory models of societal 

interaction in modern times, which is known to most people. 

In Box 1 below I tell this story as a narrative by a storyteller who does not necessarily 

believe in it, but wants the reader to really get a sense of the role of neoclassical value theory in 

environmental economics. The story is considerably simplified, to sharpen the main points, so 

it may be good to state that I add nuance later in this thesis. Apart from inspiration from the 

recent Dasgupta review (Dasgupta, 2021), it is partly based on standard textbooks in 

microeconomics and environmental economics (e.g. Mankiw, 2014; Perman et al., 2003; 

Samuelson and Nordhaus, 2010), and partly on critical literature like Hausman and McPherson 

(2002), whose assessments of neoclassical theory contain reflections of how economists 

themselves typically seem to reason. The latter matches my own experiences from reading 

environmental economics literature in general. I have added explanations that can otherwise 
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only be read between the lines, including the implicit meaning of some important concepts and 

ideas. 

 

 

Box 1. 

The Story 

The neoclassical story of why we have environmental problems begins with the nature of 

nature, and our relationship to it. The problem with many features of nature, say 

economists, is that they are so-called collective goods, that is, no-one’s exclusive property. 

As such, they are often openly accessible and many are transboundary, so it is hard to 

exclude people from overusing them. Some of nature’s features are also typically silent and 

invisible. This leads to overexploitation, because although many natural resources may 

seem unlimited, and basically were so historically, like any other resource they are scarce. 

This is easy to understand for minerals and fossil fuels, whose stocks are finite, but it 

applies also to renewable resources like fish, which become scarce with increasing human 

consumption, and the biosphere’s sink-like capacity, which decreases the more waste and 

emissions from human activities it is exposed to and needs to accumulate. 

Thus, the negative effects of overexploitation take many different forms, but they can 

all be said to be different versions of one and the same phenomenon: externalities. When 

overexploitation is free of charge, humans behave opportunistically. They fish until there 

are no fish left, throw litter out of their car window and care little about emissions from 

their holiday flights affecting future generations. All these problems are versions of 

“negative externalities”, which, somewhat simplified, means that they are dumped on 

someone who has not asked for them: the problem is “externalised” from the situation and 

those that caused it, and this inflicts costs on people outside the original decision, whether 

in other countries or in the future. Ultimately, in the long run, everybody is affected. This is 

the so-called “tragedy of the commons”. 

Although it may be tempting to call the real cause of this greed, or lack of care, this is 

not how economists usually put it. But the reference to human characteristics is adequate, 

for the idea of externalities, and in particular what to do about them, builds on neoclassical 

welfare theory and its distinct theory of human nature and human motivation. For one, the 

problems can be traced to people’s way of being and doing and the aggregated effects of 

this. This theory sees humans as primarily self-interested, by which is meant that consumers 

and producers are always concerned with trying to satisfy their own preferences (and firms 

their profit) under the circumstances they have, which is often likened to striving to 

increase personal wellbeing. It is not that self-interest cannot involve others – it can, if that 

benefits us – but we may lack information about the impact of our behaviour on others, 

and in turn how we are impacted. As long as we lack information about externalities, we are 

tempted to think they do not matter, so externalities happen more or less accidentally, 

because we seldom abstain voluntarily from things we prefer. 

As will soon be revealed, however, the fact that people are mainly self-interested is 

usually not a problem, nor does it have to be in this case. Rather, what is missing is 

something that may give people a good reason to change. In principle, what is needed is 

adequate information about the consequences of pollution. Then we just need to prefer for 

there to be less pollution, and start showing this through the way we behave. But there are 
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better and worse ways of exchanging this information. 

You may think that a ban or a simple prohibition of emissions and undue exploitation is 

smart. Though there are exceptions, such as for nuclear waste or other extremely toxic 

pollutions, this is mostly wrong, and I will come back to why below. The smartest thing is 

to put an actual price on externalities. That way, we will literally have to pay the cost of 

pollution. Most importantly, this way of revealing the costs to us allows us to judge freely 

whether we think the price is worth paying, or whether abstaining from the polluting 

activities we use to prefer is worth the loss of welfare it entails. 

Note that a cost in economics does not refer to money, nor does a price. All costs are 

really about perceived negative impacts on people’s welfare, and a price is just a carrier of 

information about such welfare costs. In fact, not even the market is really about money. 

The market is just a metaphor for society, which, after all, can be seen as social interaction 

around the exchange of different forms of goods and services, writ large – from foods to 

love partners – that give us welfare. All choices are the result of such an exchange, where 

people have evaluated various forms of information with respect to negative and positive 

impacts on their own welfare. The fact that we have transformed information into money 

is simply because it is so much handier, because markets naturally economise on 

information. 

Thus, markets are just smart arenas for the exchange of welfare, and the so-called price 

mechanism is a means for social communication, which tends to move society towards 

equilibria in which the possibilities to increase people’s welfare are actually maximised. Truly 

free markets are therefore a superior foundation for allocating welfare, because no-one but 

the market actors themselves can (obviously) know better about what is good for them. 

The more competition there is in the market, the better this mechanism works and the 

higher the likelihood of individual actors getting the most welfare out of each choice, 

because competition makes it harder to cheat with information. 

This idea of an ideal market is just a model, but it covers essential mechanisms for 

understanding and predicting social phenomena. It is idealised, indeed simplified, to allow 

us to grapple with complexity and pose questions about what the market can be expected 

to do when reality deviates from its ideal. And it can be used to analyse and fix 

environmental problems. 

Let us take the example of pollution again, as it is a negative externality that stems from 

the production of some goods. In the market, producers, in their search to maximise profit, 

constantly adjust their supplies of goods and services according to the desires of 

consumers, who communicate their demand for welfare through prices in monetary terms. 

If we add the cost of pollution to these prices, prices will increase, demand will typically 

decrease and so will supply, and therefore pollution will decrease. Thus, what is needed for 

environmental problems to become part of this smooth machinery of welfare distribution 

is simply prices on emissions and on things in nature that we want to preserve: if emissions 

are costly, they will decrease; if nature exploitation is costly, overuse will be stifled. 

Now, obviously, market actors don’t autonomously fix these prices for themselves. 

Someone else has to do it for them. This is an argument for the state to intervene, the so-

called benevolent social planner. The very features of nature that I mentioned in the very 

first sentences of this story (that it is usually openly accessible and transboundary) make 

nature ill-suited for markets, and externalities are anomalies that signal when markets are 
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not functioning well and need to be corrected. As I said earlier, one way to do so would be 

to set some sort of limit on resource use or on externalities such as pollution, that is, to 

impose quantitative restrictions or even bans that simply stop firms from producing 

products that cause pollution. If the social planner manages to control (and punish) 

violations, this would be costly enough because of the threat of penalty. With this, scarcity 

would be forced upon the market and the price of negative externalities would rise 

automatically, perhaps make them vanish. This seems like the most straightforward way to 

limit emissions, which, after all, was the purpose. The problem, however, is that when 

deciding about such regulations one cannot just rely on, for instance, information about 

ecological harm or resource boundaries, since the choice to limit one economic activity 

simultaneously means to limit something else that we surely value, such as employment – not 

only in the industry causing the pollution, but also in sectors indirectly depending on the 

polluting industry, such as a tax-financed public sector. Put differently, the choice to 

regulate emissions in the market, or in fact any choice people ever make, has an 

opportunity cost: the cost of not choosing something is the lost opportunity you never 

realised. This is what is meant by the well-known saying “there’s no such thing as a free 

lunch”. In other words, a choice always means a trade-off: when your budget is limited, you 

cannot have both so much environmental quality and, say, so much Covid-19 vaccination 

or education. Therefore, if we want to be sure to reach a level of emission reduction or 

exploitation of nature that “does not cost more than it tastes”, that is, where the sum of all 

kinds of different costs in society does not exceed the benefits, decisions must be made by 

comparing the costs and benefits associated with using and protecting nature. This is what 

markets do automatically with everything but anomalies like externalities. Quantitative 

restrictions are not as precise, because it would mean the social planner knowing exactly all 

costs and benefits of the regulation, which is implausible.  

So, where do we get the information about costs and benefits from, or the correct price 

on externalities? As it happens – and this is the heart of the story – in choosing one 

alternative outcome over another, you actually reveal this information. This is how: since the 

choices you make always involve a welfare loss (a cost) in terms of what you lose, by 

choosing something you reveal that this cost, which, conversely, is a value you chose to 

forego, is smaller (or at least not greater) than the value of that which you chose; that is, 

you expose what has more and less value to you. In economics language, you reveal your 

preferences for that which you chose. A preference is an ordering of the amount of welfare 

you expect from different choice alternatives, your expected preference satisfaction. This is 

handy, because it gets us closer to a sort of quantification of this welfare. What is more, 

above we learned that choices are always about satisfying people’s preferences, or desire for 

more welfare. Since it is not hard to accept that increasing people’s welfare is good – it is 

valuable – one can thus reasonably say that a person’s choices reveal value, since they reflect 

preferences and estimated welfare, which are intrinsically good things. 

But wait a minute, you may say; if, as explained in the beginning of this story, nature 

seems never to be considered well enough in our choice-making, does this mean it has no 

value? This is a good question. The answer is of course no, but also, curiously, yes. 

This is where the environmental economist comes in. Environmental economists have 

tools for finding out about the value of things that do not have a palpable price. They can 

provide information to people about the environmental impact of emissions, and let people 
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react to this, and from there calculate nature’s value or the cost of emissions based on people’s 

own valuations. Thus, instead of letting politicians decide ambiguously about environmental 

policies, which tend to be based more on ideology and vested interest and thus hide the 

actual costs and benefits to society, environmental economists can perform valuations and 

make costs, benefits and values transparent, so that society can make more informed and 

better choices. 

The key is thus people’s own valuation, which is revealed in their choices. If people 

“choose nature”, economists can help increasing sustainability by showing that nature is in 

fact important, that it does have value, and they can even tell us how we can best change 

the situation we are in. If people do not “choose nature”, economists will have to conclude 

that nature is not so important. This conclusion comes from the definition of value they 

use. 

 

 

 

The story above is neither how it is literally told in textbooks, nor how I understood it back 

when I first heard it as a student. Nor – and I suppose this is important to state at this point of 

the thesis – is it my own view (which will hopefully have become clear when you finish reading 

this thesis). It was introduced as a story of why we have environmental problems and what can 

be done to “solve” them. But it also told us, although implicitly, what environmental problems 

are conceived to be according to neoclassical economics. That is, the story contains a number 

of key ideas that are definitional of neoclassical theory and convey the ideas about the world it 

promotes, many of which are implicit and often unarticulated when neoclassical tools are 

applied in practice. In short, it reveals some of its ontology. Some of the most important ideas 

had to do with how humans are – what we strive for and what motivates us to get to what we 

strive for. This led us to a definition of value. 

In the remainder of the thesis, I return to the story in Box 1, referring to it as “The Story”, 

because I use it to tease out and explain central theoretical claims of neoclassical economics 

that appear in the rest of the thesis and in Papers 1-5. 

 

3.2 Neoclassical value theory 

In many texts by environmental economists, the message from The Story is expressed as being 

that the reason why nature’s value is not taken into account is because many values in nature 

lack market prices (Neuteleers and Engelen, 2015). When Dasgupta says that “Low market 

prices for Nature’s goods and services [have] encouraged us to regard ourselves as being 

external to Nature.” (2021, p. 31), this is a more vivid way of saying it. For most economists 

this sounds innocent, but as an explanation for environmental problems it is unsatisfactory. 

Notably, The Story indicated that there are several distinct reasons why this particular 

explanation and the associated solution – market pricing or monetisation in general – are 

suggested. Below I look at these in turn. 
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3.2.1 Rationality and other key ideas 

Neoclassical economics, which gradually took over in economic theory from the late 1800s, is 

not a unified, delimited school of thought, but its key building blocks definitely form part of 

what today constitutes standard microeconomics (Kragh, 2017). Neoclassical theory 

introduced reasoning in terms of things like “utility functions”, “resource allocation”, “partial 

and general equilibrium” and “price elasticities” (ibid.). Different authors point to different 

ontological aspects being paradigmatic to neoclassical economics. When synthesising these, the 

assumptions about individuals acting on rational and fully informed preferences are often 

suggested to be fundamental (e.g. Kenter et al., 2014; Kragh, 2017), as is the concept of 

efficiency (Grüne-Yanoff, 2017) and the use of mathematical deduction (Lawson, 2013; 

Lazear, 2000). Another typical feature is the assumption of social interactions as characterised 

by regularities and predictability similar to those seen in nature by natural scientists (Raworth, 

2018). The price mechanism is an example of such a regularity, which is often expressed as the 

market consistently “finding a market equilibrium of supply and demand” (Samuelson and 

Nordhaus, 2010, p. 21; cited in Graupe and Steffenstun, 2018). Such metaphors, where the 

economy is talked of as almost a living entity of its own, are also associated with neoclassical 

reasoning (Graupe and Steffenstun, 2018; Nelson, 2006; Zaman, 2013). 

Neoclassical economics is indeed based in the so-called rational choice model of human 

behaviour. This model, which is common to some other social sciences too (for example 

psychology and political science), explains all societal phenomena as a function of what 

individuals do – individuals’ actions and behaviour are the core “explanatory force” driving 

what happens in social reality (Östling, 2009). In the rational choice model, rationality is 

defined as people, based on their beliefs and given the constraints they meet, always making 

decisions that match their preference. Thus it assumes that people have 1) beliefs (or 

expectations) about the world, 2) a desire to fulfil their wants, but 3) that they meet constraints 

to do this (ibid.). It is further assumed that people’s beliefs accurately reflect reality, because 

information is taken to be costless and equally available to all, that people can process and 

consider everything that is relevant in every decision and make probability estimations about 

how outcomes of their decisions impact them (Östling, 2009). This is another way of saying 

that individuals’ preferences are assumed to be well-defined and correctly represent what is 

best for themselves, or that they are self-interested. As for constraints, neoclassical economics 

has mainly focused on economic constraints, such as that individuals cannot consume more 

than their income or that firms have to make profit to avoid going out of business, and 

cognitive constraints were not considered until a few decades ago (Östling, 2009). Notably, 

physical constraints are still not considered, other than in relative terms. 

In claiming to offer a more precise definition of what underpins all of neoclassical 

economics, Arnsperger and Varoufakis (2006) suggest three higher-order meta-axioms that are 

independent of more specific neoclassical axioms and any eventual changes they have gone 

through. I mention these because of their relevance for neoclassical value theory, although I 

am not purporting that the authors are exactly correct about these three being the most 

important “neoclassical features” (but see Snower, 2020). The first meta-axiom, 

methodological individualism, refers to the belief that all social and economic phenomena can 
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always be explained by individuals’ behaviour. We met this above as part of the rational choice 

model. As will be discussed below and as Arnsperger and Varoufakis (2006) point out, modern 

economics have made theoretical advances that depart from many of the oft-cited (often as 

taunts) axioms of individual agency as perfectly informed, rational and selfish. However, 

unidirectionally moving from individual agents to the social structure when explaining 

phenomena is still characteristic of neoclassical analysis; complex social phenomena are always 

explained by starting from the “workings” at the individual level (Arnsperger and Varoufakis, 

2006, p. 7). 

The second meta-axiom, methodological instrumentalism, refers to all human behaviour being 

understood as aiming to maximise preference satisfaction (Arnsperger and Varoufakis, 

2006). This (too) relates to the standard theory of rationality of economics, which says that 

preferences are rational if they are coherent, meaning they should be complete (of any 

alternatives people encounter, they always know which they prefer the most or are indifferent 

between them, in other words, they can always rank them), transitive (if, in a choice situation, I 

prefer white wine to red wine, and red wine to beer, I cannot prefer beer to white wine), stable 

and context-independent (they should not change according to the context or the manner in 

which the choice is presented) (Mitrouchev, 2021)10. People are thus rational if they choose 

according to their (such) preferences (Hausman and McPherson, 2002) and, by assuming they 

do so, people can be modelled “as if” they possess preferences that remain constant across 

alternative scenarios that economists study (Arnsperger and Varoufakis, 2006; McQuillin and 

Sugden, 2012). The important aspect that Arnsperger and Varoufakis (2006) raise is that even 

if later developments have incorporated empirical information, for example from psychology, 

so that the famous “economic man” is no longer entirely independent of social relationships 

and has a capacity to adapt his preferences to past outcomes and others’ expectations, 

individual agency is still treated as automatically and exclusively motivated by a means-ends 

instrumentalism, where the end is satisfying preferences, whatever these are (Arnsperger and 

Varoufakis, 2006). Put differently, individuals are always assumed to optimise some goal, where 

optimisation is defined as making the most effective use of a situation or a resource in relation 

to that goal (Earle et al., 2017). 

The third meta-axiom according to Arnsperger and Varoufakis (2006) is methodological 

equilibrium. As we saw in The Story, an equilibrium occurs when all agents have chosen the best 

possible (optimal) alternatives to maximise their preferences and each agent’s behaviour is 

consistent with that of all other agents, both individuals and firms (Edwards-Jones et al., 2000). 

In that situation there are no incentives for anyone to change their behaviour. The axiomatic 

imposition of equilibria refers to the fact that economic actors are assumed to find themselves 

at an equilibrium state that follows analytically from the axioms of rational behaviour as 

coordinated, although equilibria cannot be demonstrated as a natural consequence of 

 

 
10 I do not go much further into these axioms in the thesis, but preferences are also assumed to be continuous, 
which is a technical term that I leave out here. 
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individuals’ choices (Arnsperger and Varoufakis, 2006). This is mainly because human 

behaviour, more so than phenomena studied in natural sciences, is difficult to predict. Agents’ 

behaviour and social interaction are therefore assumed (rather than empirically demonstrated) 

to be sufficiently regular in aggregate for them to be meaningful to capture in mathematical 

models and enable solid predictions (see also e.g. Folmer and Johansson-Stenman, 2011). 

Although the features above do not mean that everything in economics is treated as 

predictable or certain, together they are important reasons why economists claim they can 

design policies “scientifically” (Earle et al., 2017, p. 39), as in objectively and “fact-based”: 

most scientific results from neoclassical economic analyses are derived as necessary 

consequences of models built on specific assumptions and they are therefore, strictly speaking, 

only about logical relations (Östling, 2005) that are causally “true” in the sense that nobody 

could logically deny them (Spash, 2012b). However, as Östling (2005) points out, economic 

analyses are not only “exercises in logics and mathematics” but aim (for the most part) to say 

something about reality (p. 12). Moreover, the features above map onto normative claims of 

the particular form of moral theory that underpins neoclassical economics (Arnsperger and 

Varoufakis, 2006) and, as such, they are key in its theory of value. 

  

3.2.2 Revealed preference theory 

From The Story, we learned that a “value” seems to be largely equated to information about 

the “trade-offs” individuals are willing to make (see e.g. Hasselström, 2016), because this 

information reveals how self-interested individuals make choices that contribute to their 

welfare. Methodological instrumentalism related to this in the previous section, where it was 

also said that people’s preferences are assumed to be rational and (which also came up in The 

Story) always have a preference order of the different options they meet. This can, I indicated, be 

used to answer the question of how the value of nature can be measured, as in quantified (and 

even monetised). Before we continue with why this is so, a few important things need to be 

clarified. 

I said in The Story that people are assumed to be self-interested, which was linked to 

economists’ notion of welfare as the satisfaction of preferences. Preference satisfaction was 

equated with welfare. This was actually to shift from what is usually called “positive economics” 

to “normative economics”. As can be deduced from its name, positive economics links to 

“positivism” and idealises economic studies as value-free or objective, without engaging in 

discussion of values (Edwards-Jones et al., 2000, p. 32). Positive economics deals with trying to 

explain and predict choices and their consequences, and is usually said to make no claims as to 

what preferences contain, such as whether they mean welfare, wellbeing, happiness or pleasure 
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(Hausman and McPherson, 2002)11. It uses preference satisfaction merely to describe reality, 

assuming it is an uncontroversial description of what people strive for (“what is”). Normative 

economics, sometimes called “welfare economics” (or simply “welfare theory”)12, builds on 

positive economics but moves on to imperatives of how best to satisfy preferences (Hausman, 

2012) based on normative criteria for judging whether one outcome is better than another. 

Normative economics is thus explicitly value-laden and involves ethics (“what ought to be”) 

(Ravenscroft, 2019). It is this part of neoclassical theory that conventionally uses preference 

satisfaction both as a reliable proxy for human wellbeing or welfare13, and as the proper 

normative criterion with which to evaluate and suggest solutions in public policy (Mitrouchev, 

2021), such as environmental policy. 

Now, what is important to know is that preferences take on a double role: on the one hand, 

they have the “positive” role of describing how people choose; on the other hand, they have 

the normative role of telling how good a particular choice and allocation of resources is 

(Grüne-Yanoff, 2017). This means there is no distinction between how individuals are 

assumed to actually choose, and how they ought to choose (Mitrouchev, 2021). This is the 

principal aspect of what I call the “positive-normative overlap”. 

Neoclassical economics fundamentally builds on utilitarianism, a moral philosophy. The 

classical moral maxim of utilitarianism states that maximising the sum of all individuals’ 

“utility” in a society is intrinsically good (good in itself), or morally desirable. Utility is a 

concept used to represent different notions, but as a mental state it is typically difficult to 

measure. To get around this, economists (and certain philosophers) have made some 

theoretical inventions (O’Neill et al., 2008). One was to interpret individuals’ utility of a choice 

only as a rank in terms of the relative utility obtained by the things chosen (with only relative 

values, like the 1st, 2nd, 3rd and so on), and not the utility magnitude in absolute terms (how much 

people prefer a thing or how satisfied they are). Preference utilitarianism, with which “utility” 

was replaced with “preference satisfaction”, was another step. It was with this that preferences 

became indicators of individuals’ coherent conception of their own welfare (McQuillin and 

Sugden, 2012), but without having to specify or judge the content of this welfare (Hausman, 

2018). Combined with the utilitarian maxim above, by implication, it is then “good that [people’s] 

preferences are satisfied” (McQuillin and Sugden, 2012, p. 555, my emphases). 

A third step was to assume that if welfare is taken to match satisfaction of coherent 

preferences, studying people’s actual choices is a way to find out what is good for people 

(Hausman, 2018). If the only thing that counts is welfare as such (and not its constituents, such 

 

 
11 Instead of “descriptive”, which I used in the introduction, hereafter I use “positive” (not to be confused with 
“optimistic”). A positive statement concerns facts about actual circumstance and is, in principle, either true or 
false. This includes both empirical and analytical statements (Östling, 2005). A normative statement is 
synonymous with a value-laden statement, or values (in Swedish “värderingar”), and concerns the goodness and 
badness of things, or how something should be. The existence of a positive economics is debated and I will add 
to this below. 
12 Below, I use the terms normative economics, welfare economics and welfare theory interchangeably. 
13 Wellbeing and welfare are typically used interchangeably within economics. 
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as the actual things you consume), which is assumed to be expressed as your preferences, and 

if preferences are coherent, the welfare you get by choosing or consuming a quantity of a 

certain good must (by implication) be possible to substitute, or exchange, or trade, for a 

quantity of any other good of equal value to you, with no loss of welfare (Edward-Jones et al., 

2000). Therefore, the goodness, or value, to an individual of any object of choice (including 

those involving nature) must be revealed by the trade-offs individuals actually make: their 

choices. Seen this way, studies of choice and value are practically behavioural studies, or mere 

description. 

In The Story, we also saw that the value which emerges from a trade-off is merely the value 

of the best alternative which is forgone (the opportunity cost). Put another way, and closing in 

on quantification of this value, we can say that the value of an object of choice is always equal 

to the lowest compensation the individual would accept to give it up, or the highest payment 

the individual would offer to acquire it. That is, while the term trade-off is often understood 

commonly as synonymous to goal conflict or the necessity of sacrifice (“there’s no such thing 

as a free lunch”), more specifically a “trade-off” implies a choice in which the loss of one thing 

is compensated for by a gain in another (O’Neill et al., 2008). The implication is that the value 

of one thing can be expressed in terms of another, whether apples, time, the abstract notion of 

utility or preference satisfaction as a latent construct of welfare (see e.g. Mankiw, 2014) or, for 

that matter, money. 

This is the idea behind revealed preference theory. It defines preferences as choice (and 

therefore choice as welfare). But it also allows for drawing a straight line between welfare and 

money. Provided that some requirements of consistency are met, choosing to pay for a 

particular good in the market rather than another is taken to reveal the intensity of the 

preference for the thing chosen, which is thus measurable in money (Hausman and 

McPherson, 2002). It is therefore also the logic behind monetary valuation of nature. If a 

quantity of money is taken to be just like any other good, it can always act as a substitute for 

other goods, including environmental goods (Edward-Jones et al., 2000; Hasselström, 2016). It 

explains the prevailing practice in economics of considering maximum “willingness to pay” 

(WTP) in money terms as a measure of the value of that paid for (see e.g. Hausman, 2012). 

Individual WTP is the principal indicator economists use to measure individual and social 

welfare, including when estimating “non-marketed” values to society, such as improved 

environmental quality. 

Remember now what was said in The Story, that a value is not a price in money terms. 

Hasselström (2016) points this out when saying that monetary valuation of the environment 

can be described as “studying the sacrifices the individual is willing to make to achieve an 

improvement in environmental quality, or the compensation he needs in order to be willing to 

accept a degradation in environmental quality” (p. 11). The quote by Lazear (2000, p. 101) 

below captures the essence of this in more general terms, also exposing some of the self-

confidence it seems to give as a seemingly all-inclusive ontological notion of what economics 

can accomplish on the basis of its theory of value: 

 

A corollary of maximization is that on the margin, there are always trade-offs. The notion that there 

is no free lunch is central to economics. […] Sometimes the trade-offs are subtle. Prices and costs 
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are not necessarily parameters that are observed in market data, but they affect behavior 

nonetheless. Other social sciences do not place the same weight on explicit recognition of the 

tension between costs and benefits, which reduces the ability of these fields to grapple systematically 

with social phenomena. 

 

I have now tried to show exactly what he means by this, but perhaps also to give a clue as 

to what may be problematic with this idea of value, and valuation. 

To summarise, since money is taken to be an acceptable representation of value to people, 

monetary incentives are assumed to be an efficient means of directing self-regarding 

individuals’ decisions in their aim for utility maximisation (Hansson, 2010). Preferences play a 

dual role as a bridge between positive and normative economics. This is why environmental 

economists see monetisation or pricing as both working (the positive) and good (the 

normative). 

 

3.3 From theory to practice 

If much, or indeed most, nature does not have a price reflected in some WTP, either marketed 

or non-marketed. How, then, can individuals’ willingness to trade off nature be measured in 

practice? What methods do environmental economists use to calculate the size of such welfare 

changes in monetary terms, if not through the market? Elements in The Story provided some 

important clues as to how economists finally go from theory to practice. It was said that they 

can provide information to people about such things as the environmental impact of emissions 

and let people react to this, and from there calculate nature’s value or the cost of emissions 

based on people’s own valuations. But this is only one way. Environmental economists use 

basically two main approaches to what is called non-market valuation, that is, valuation of 

things that do not have any market value: revealed preference approaches and stated 

preference approaches. Chapter 5 mentions two other approaches used in Paper 3, but those 

overlap with these two, as they build on the idea of values as revealed preferences and, in 

principle, could contain results from a stated preference study. 

 

3.3.1 Revealed preference and stated preference approaches 

Revealed preference approaches comprise non-market valuation methods based on actual 

(observed) market behaviour where preferences for “environmental goods or services” are 

estimated indirectly by assuming a relationship between market prices and non-marketed 

values. For example, part of individuals’ marketed WTP for taking the train instead of flying 

can be interpreted as demand for less pollution and measured by extra travel time, lost income 

or lost consumption. In Paper 1, we used data from three different sorts of revealed preference 

methods: the travel cost method, in which travel expenditures to some nature area, such as fuel 

costs, tickets, entrance fees or accommodation, are taken to reflect (part of) the recreational 

value of the site (e.g. Lopes, 2020); the replacement cost method, in which the cost of 

replacing a feature in nature (or cost savings made thanks to the existence of one) is used as a 

proxy for society’s WTP for it (e.g. Gren et al. [1994] calculated the cost savings made when 

wetlands were ued as an abatement option instead of sewage plants for reaching a specific 
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nutrient reduction target); and the market price for emission permits from the European 

Union (EU) emissions trading system, which is used as an estimate of the climate cost for 

damage caused by carbon emissions (or our WTP for avoiding climate change) (more on this 

in Chapter 5). 

Stated preference studies are instead based on constructing hypothetical markets in cases 

where there are none. These are the most frequently used methods for non-market valuation 

of nature (Hanley and Czajkowski, 2019). Paper 4 is about such a method, the survey-based 

method “contingent valuation”. In a contingent valuation study, individuals are presented with 

a “realistic” policy scenario, such as a project for reducing emission of nutrients to a particular 

marine area (e.g. Östberg et al., 2012), which was done in Paper 4, or saving a particular 

threatened species (e.g. Hougner et al., 2006). Respondents are then asked to state their 

preferences in monetary terms for a given hypothetical change described in that scenario, often 

in the form of how high a tax or fee they would be willing to pay to make an improvement 

come true. That is, through stating their WTP, they are assumed to reveal their preferences for 

an environmental good or service directly. The assumption is that if presented with both a 

business-as-usual scenario and an alternative scenario (the “realistic scenario”), and then the 

policy measures suggested for making the alternative rather than the business-as-usual scenario 

happen, people can express how much money they are willing to trade against the 

environmental change following upon these measures (Banzhaf, 2017) (if the change is 

beneficial, it asks for WTP; if it is negative they can be asked to state what compensation they 

would accept to allow it, their so-called “willingness to accept”, WTA). Theoretically, WTP 

then reflects their expected change in individual welfare, which equals the marginal value of the 

environmental change in question. 

 

3.3.2 Cost-benefit analysis for social value 

Although neoclassical economics focuses on individuals, that focus has to do with 

epistemology. For the most part, the actual concern is the doings of, and impacts on, 

aggregates of individuals, that is, benefits and costs at the societal level (such as municipal, 

national, regional or global). The standard tool for such assessments is cost-benefit analysis 

(CBA). This is a general term describing a standardised framework, but CBA-like assessments 

exist in slightly different forms and are widely applied in different countries and by different 

institutions (OECD, 2018; Pearce et al., 2006). In a CBA, costs and benefits of several 

different policy options are quantified and monetised and compared against a reference 

scenario where no change is assumed (or the change estimated with “business-as-usual”). The 

total social benefit of a change in the environment from a policy is calculated by multiplying 

average WTP across aggregated sample results by the population affected (Veisten et al., 2004), 

either from revealed or from stated preference studies (or both, which is quite usual in large-

scale studies where different features in nature are valued, as in Papers 1 and 2). A preferred 

policy option is determined based on the difference between the discounted costs and benefits, 

or their ratio (benefit-cost ratio). Discounting involves converting costs and benefits into 

present-time values, in order to compare costs and benefits that occur over different periods of 

time. A discounted value is assumed to describe the relative preference for a change in 
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consumption over time in the eyes of current consumers. With sufficiently long time horizons, 

it can therefore be thought of as an indicator of intergenerational concern (Paper 3). 

The applicability and pros and cons of different non-market valuation methods are much 

discussed in the literature (e.g. Diamond and Hausman, 1994; Kahneman and Knetsch, 1992; 

Mcfadden and Train, 2017; Pascual et al., 2010), as are philosophical and other problems with 

CBA (Banzhaf, 2009; Hansson, 2007). I return to this in Chapters 5, 7 and 8. One important 

objection to using WTP as a welfare measure needs to be mentioned here, however: the fact 

that people’s WTP depends on their income and wealth, and so rather than “willingness” 

reflects “ability to pay”. Projects which benefit groups with higher income therefore tend to 

appear more attractive than projects which benefit groups with lower income (Munda, 1995). 

This is regarded as being of secondary importance in neoclassical analysis. 
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Chapter 4. Applying monetary valuation in practice 

Papers 1 and 2 are very different, but both were built on the value theory presented above and 

both provide examples of how ideas from neoclassical theory can turn out when applied in 

environmental economics research in practice. Both are also empirical studies based on 

Swedish data. Although neither explicitly states so, like many research papers in environmental 

economics they had the implicit purpose of providing empirical material that can be useful for 

policy-making. In this introductory section to Chapter 4 the emphasis is mostly on Paper 1 

because of its distinct macroeconomic focus, which I have not discussed above, and because it 

links to the recent Dasgupta review (2021). 

When monetising something like nature in practice, we need physical measurements of the 

changes in nature, some quantifiable unit, to which we can attach the WTP estimates, because 

the exercise is really just a multiplication of a quantity and a price. “Ecosystem services” is one 

such unit that nature is increasingly broken down into. It refers to everything nature provides 

that we “consume” – from the natural resources we extract (timber, water, wild berries), the 

functioning of plants, animals and entire ecosystems we benefit from (local climate regulation 

of urban green parks, pollination by insects, pollution sequestration in forests and bogs, and 

even the atmosphere), to experiences we can get from nature (recreation, wonder, 

connectedness). The concept of ecosystem services was brought forward to overcome the 

neglect of nature’s value to society in economic accounting and policy-making. It is based on 

the idea that the environmental message might get across if described in language that political 

and financial decision-makers might understand (Ernstson and Sörlin, 2013; Norgaard, 2009). 

In framing nature as “natural capital” and things it “supplies” mostly for free as a “flow of 

ecosystem goods and services”, the aim was to make nature’s contribution to human welfare 

more visible. As the concept spread across research and policy institutions around the world, 

in particular with international initiatives involving the UN like reports by “The Economics of 

Ecosystem Services and Biodiversity” (TEEB, 2010a), it made way for a plethora of policy calls 

and responses on approaches for making nature’s value visible in decision-making (Harrison et 

al., 2018; Schreckenberg et al., 2018). Today, the concept is part of UN Sustainable 

Development Goal 15 (UN, 2015). 

The ecosystem services rhetoric is clearly visible in Dasgupta’s review. Dasgupta’s work is 

part of a strand of natural resource economics (which is part of neoclassical environmental 

economics) that deals with making nature’s value visible in national accounting systems. Put 

simply, one can say that it is concerned with complementing and correcting macroeconomic 

indicators, such as the gross domestic product (GDP). GDP is one of the most well-known 

expressions of the influence of ideas from neoclassical economics on real-world politics. 

Countries world-wide have employed it since the 1940s for measuring the value of their 

aggregated economic activities (Malmaeus, 2016). When I studied economics at Stockholm 

University, I learned that GDP is a measure of the value of all marketed goods and services 

produced in a country during one year and, since these goods and services are sold and 

consumed, GDP simultaneously equals the value of a country’s yearly consumption. Being 

based on market prices, GDP does not include the value of things we do not buy or sell, such 

as clean air or social cohesion, nor does it include the cost of emissions, if these are not priced. 
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There is also no distinction made between marketed activities that harm nature and those that 

do not. Thus, in contrast to how it is often used and quite often interpreted, GDP is not a 

measure of welfare or even necessarily progress. The fact that we constantly refer to GDP 

growth as desirable suggests the opposite though, and GDP is influential in many ways. It 

informs economic policy and has a profound impact on climate policy. 

Dasgupta’s argument is that GDP cannot measure sustainable prosperity since it is a flow 

measure and pays no attention to the stock of wealth that is the basis for this flow (Dasgupta, 

2021). He likens this to a firm focusing only on cash flow and not on what they have in stock 

for future production and investment. It blinds us to the fact our demand for nature, or 

“natural capital”, which is an essential part of this stock, must not exceed supply, because then 

we run natural capital down. Nature is an “asset” that we must manage wisely, just like assets 

in a financial portfolio. A problem such as biodiversity loss then becomes “an asset 

management problem” (p. 35). 

Dasgupta suggests to replace GDP with a measure called inclusive wealth. The idea behind 

it is that a truly comprehensive indicator of economic development must reflect the fact that 

human wellbeing depends on the productive capacity of everything humans need to survive on 

Earth, rather than just man-made capital and labour and, in particular, natural capital. Since the 

state of this total capital stock will determine what it can provide both today and in the future, 

we must ensure that it remains fairly intact or increases. When this is the case, we have a 

sustainable development, because it means that this stock can deliver value over time without 

decreasing human wellbeing. However, to measure the entire value of the state of this stock is 

not only impossible, but also meaningless: it would be like measuring the value of the Earth, 

and since without it we would not exist (it is truly invaluable), there is no point in such total 

measurements. Rather, it is the change that is important. The change in all different forms of 

capital consists of consumption (the things we use up), depreciation of the capital stocks (loss 

in quality) and investment (the things we save). Inclusive wealth measures the worth of these 

changes with a type of value called an “accounting price”. An accounting price measures the 

impact on the wellbeing of current generations and all generations to come resulting from a 

marginal change in an asset. In more concrete terms, it is the sum of the market price of a 

good or service and the environmental tax or subsidy that ought to be imposed on it 

(Dasgupta, 2021). Thus, in ideal circumstances GDP would equal its accounting value, because 

accounting prices correct market values for environmental impacts, such as externalities, both 

today and in the future. This is why Dasgupta claims that tracking inclusive wealth means 

tracking both social wellbeing and the sustainability of our current economic activities. In fact, 

Dasgupta claims that his indicator measures wellbeing “exactly” (p. 66). 

Paper 1 builds on Dasgupta’s idea of inclusive wealth and is imbued with the same language 

(although not as rich as in Dasgupta’s review). If GDP and GDP growth are as powerful as is 

commonly claimed, correcting them with accounts of how nature is faring seems critical. This 

would give us “green GDP” and “green growth”. The task is then to regard ecosystems as 

factors of production, together with man-made capital and labour, and try to measure not only 

the marketed values of the outputs of this total capital stock, but also non-marketed values, 

such as ecosystem services. This was my conviction when Paper 1 was written. 
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4.1 Paper 1: Adding nature’s value to GDP 

Paper 1, entitled “Ecosystem services and regional development: An application to Sweden”, was published 

six years before I became an actual PhD student at KTH. I wrote it together with Professor 

Ing-Marie Gren, the supervisor of my Master’s project (Isacs, 2007). It was partly based on 

empirical data from that project, but elaborated in more detail on Gren’s mathematical model. 

In Paper 1, we used typical monetary values of ecosystem services to adjust conventional 

national income accounts in Sweden, that is, Sweden’s GDP. The model we used was based in 

the kind of green accounting developed by Dasgupta and others (see Arrow et al., 2003; 

Dasgupta and Mäler, 2001, 2000). When applied in practice, GDP is a proxy for the marketed 

part of yearly inclusive wealth. By adding values of ecosystem services to GDP, measured with 

accounting prices, the purpose in Paper 1 was to show the contribution of natural capital to 

Sweden’s welfare, measured as “environmentally adjusted GDP” per capita and changes 

(growth) in it, and then to compare this to conventional GDP and conventional economic 

growth. A specific objective of the paper was to do this also at regional level, which meant 

applying it to the four main regions of Sweden (Northern Norrland, Southern Norrland, 

Svealand and Götaland). This allowed for more “data points” and regional comparisons across 

the elongated territory of Sweden, where nature varies from polar regions with high mountains 

and taiga above the Arctic Circle in the north to temperate agricultural landscapes in the south. 

Regional green accounting was rare and, prior to Paper 1, had not been done for a European 

country. 

Apart from the physical data for forests and agricultural landscapes (such as forest biomass 

per hectare and agricultural area per county), the data needed to make these adjustments were 

lacking. Ecosystem services were therefore limited to two types, in three types of ecosystems: 

“recreation” in agricultural landscapes, forests and wetlands, and “pollution sequestration” in 

forests and wetlands (carbon uptake and nutrient reduction, respectively). Data for calculating 

accounting prices were taken from existing valuation studies, such as WTP estimates from 

Figure 1. Gross regional product (GRP) and environmental regional product (ERP) per 

capita for low and high values of non-marketed ecosystem services (ERPlow and 

ERPhigh), respectively, in different Swedish regions and for Sweden as a whole, in the 

year 2000. Source: Paper 1. 
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stated preference studies and travel costs for the forest and wetland recreation, the price of 

emission permits from EU’s carbon trading market for CO2 sequestration in forest, and cost 

savings made thanks to wetlands contributing to reaching the Swedish nutrient abatement 

target for the Baltic Sea (saved “replacement costs”). Annual calculations were made for two 

different years, 1995 and 2000, and growth was measured as the change between those years. 

The reason for the relatively old figures was again lack of data. 

The results, showed that the environmentally adjusted GDP per capita for Sweden as a 

whole was 3-14 per cent higher than conventional GDP (Figure 1). However, when applied to 

regional accounts, the difference between the two indicators per capita – gross regional 

product (GRP) and environmental regional product (ERP) – became quite significant. This 

depended on the monetary estimate used, because we used both high and low unit values to 

account for uncertainty. With higher values of ecosystem services, inhabitants in northern 

Sweden (Northern and Southern Norrland), where forests and wetlands are abundant, now 

appeared up to twice as “rich” in ERP terms as inhabitants in the otherwise richer south 

(Svealand and Götaland), and Norrland’s “ERP growth” rose to 20 times the conventional 

growth rate of Sweden as a whole. 

When the same figures were used to assess sustainability, defined as “non-declining 

consumption possibilities per capita”, which was determined by the net change in the value of 

the total capital stock (and population growth), further differences between the regions were 

revealed: while the use of natural capital was sustainable in Northern and Southern Norrland, it 

was unsustainable in the other two regions. The national figures masked these differences too, 

since on the whole, Sweden’s economic development looked sustainable even when 

environmentally adjusted. Notably, Paper 1 also showed that when departing from common 

practice in monetary environmental valuation and using a lower discount rate (1.5 per cent 

instead of 3 per cent; I return to discounting below), the value of the increase in forest 

sequestration of CO2 showed up also at national level, increasing conventional GDP per capita 

by up to 25 per cent. 

 

4.2 Paper 2: Estimating the cost to society of invasive species 

Paper 2 is entitled “Costs of alien invasive species in Sweden”. It describes research I did during the 

year following my Master’s, when I worked as a research assistant for Professor Ing-Marie 

Gren. My colleague Mattias Carlsson and I collected new and existing data, which we used to 

calculate the cost to society of invasive species in Sweden. The study was one of the first to 

estimate aggregated costs of invasive species in a European country, and the first study to do 

so for Sweden. Very few “economic” studies had been conducted globally at the time, and 

Professor Gren suggested following one of the few nation-wide studies available, a study in the 

USA (Pimentel et al., 2001). 

Again due to lack of data, only a few (13 different species) of the total number of invasive 

species in Sweden were included, corresponding to barely 2 per cent of the total at the time of 

the study. Nonetheless, the results showed that, on aggregate, the social cost of these 13 

species was at least as high as the cost of better-known environmental problems in Sweden, 

such as eutrophication of the Baltic Sea. 
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Although only sparse data were available on the spread and impact of the species and 

monetary values were taken from studies using very different valuation approaches (such as 

labour cost for controlling bay barnacle, fouling on boats and marine stationary constructions, 

and damage costs in the form of costs for vaccination of salmon to prevent the fish disease 

furunculosis), the results were found to be roughly of the same order of magnitude as the few 

similar values produced elsewhere for other countries. Unlike other studies, we reported on the 

reliability of the cost estimates and the serious uncertainties behind them. A finding from 

looking at species with respect to differences in data quality was that costs related to human 

and animal health were more reliable than estimates related to impacts on, for example, 

biodiversity. By quality of data we meant the extent to which the estimates were based on 

actual national costs or on extrapolations of costs from a single case with very few 

observations. Compared with species intentionally introduced to Sweden and which have since 

become invasive (such as signal crayfish and mink), unintentionally introduced species such as 

rat, crayfish plague and bay barnacle accounted for over 80 per cent of the total social cost. 

Apart from the fact that Paper 2 accounted for only 13 species, the resulting total cost was 

partial, since most of the estimates were based on control costs, that is, costs of measures 

taken to impede the spread of a species, and not costs for the damage these species cause 

society (or costs remaining after control measures had been taken). Such damage includes 

indirect impacts that are not marketed, such as the biodiversity loss from invasive species 

outcompeting native species. It is thus safe to say the total cost, or welfare loss, caused by the 

13 species was an underestimate. 

 

4.3 Reflections 

At the time of writing Papers 1 and 2, I remember being convinced by a common argument 

for monetary valuation of nature, that “what we don’t measure we don’t value”, which 

subsequently became “you cannot manage what you do not measure” when stated by former 

Deutsche Bank executive Pavan Sukhdev (see e.g. Ernstson and Sörlin, 2013; Spash and 

Aslaksen, 2015), author of one of the TEEB reports I mentioned earlier, which can be seen as 

the global breakthrough for monetary valuation of ecosystem services (TEEB, 2010b). 

But despite efforts to go into minute detail, as in theory, this proved impossible in practice. 

Lack of data was just one part of the problem. For example, one of the first problems in Paper 

2 arose when defining the scope of the term “invasive species”. What should we count as an 

invasive species in Sweden – rats that came to Sweden in the 1600th century? HIV, a virus? 

Ecologists had already worked on such delimitations, but there was no consensus and it was 

finally up to us to draw the line. I phoned municipal officials who gave me rough cost 

estimates for controlling giant hogweed in ditches in their local community, which I then 

extrapolated by multiplying the values by the approximate national rate of spread of giant 

hogweed, in order to calculate “the social cost of giant hogweed in Sweden”. 

The preciseness of the mathematical model and the actual rough results in Paper 1 made 

the contrast between theory and practice even greater. Despite extensive data gathering in 

national databases, multiple compromises were necessary due to lack of data, of which the 

most troubling was lack of quantitative data on actual ecosystem services, or rather the changes 
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in them per year. This required quantification of the relationship between “natural capital stock 

levels” and their “production of outputs” (Gren and Isacs, 2009, p. 2555), that is, how much 

ecosystem services’ value (a monetary figure) a particular amount of a natural capital stock (a 

physical quantity) deliver to Swedish society. We used data on land use changes from official 

statistics, such that changes in the total number of hectares of forests and wetland, for 

example, became “recreation”. As in most non-market valuation studies of recreation, those 

that existed comprised only a few monetised features. For wetlands, we used “people’s 

willingness to pay for biodiversity provision, improved fishing possibilities and walking 

facilities” from stated preference studies that equated these things with WTP “for construction 

of new wetlands in the south of Sweden” (Gren and Isacs, 2009, p. 2553). Again, I applied 

locally specific monetary estimates to the entire country and, although these were taken from 

peer-reviewed studies, they were over ten years old (already in 2009), meaning that preferences 

were assumed stable across time and space. 

In Paper 1 there were also some difficulties with the model. Apart from the discount rate 

(which I deal with in Chapter 5), one reason for the major difference between national and 

regional “sustainability” seen in Paper 1 (where the former looked sustainable but the latter did 

not) was in the definition of sustainability we used. When calculating the value of CO2 

sequestration in forests we used the increment in forest biomass, so the more and the faster 

forests grew the better the value, despite this being a threat to biodiversity, because it typically 

means that forests have become more homogenous. Thus, the sustainability criterion we used 

implied that different forms of natural capital were substitutable. This is a common 

assumption in neoclassical economics, which usually assumes substitution across all different 

forms of capital. Substitutability is why environmentally adjusted GDP can appear healthy 

even if natural capital is being depleted. In fact, “a country can chop down $100 billion worth 

of forest and yet, so long as it invests $100 billion in infrastructure, be no worse off” (Managi 

and Kumar, 2018, p. xiv). The criterion we used is usually called weak sustainability: as long as 

the decrease in natural capital is offset by enough of an increase in human and physical capital 

(or the opposite), inclusive wealth per capita can actually increase (ibid.). An alternative 

criterion, referred to as strong sustainability, would be to not allow for such substitution and 

apply the “non-declining condition” to each kind of capital on its own, or at least to natural 

capital. Since we reported separately on changes in all three different forms of natural capital 

(forests, wetlands and agricultural land, see Table 2 in Paper 1) we did not entirely ignore the 

issue of substitutability, but we did not comment on it. 

I do not recall what I thought about the sustainability criterion back then, but I am fairly 

sure I did not see the link between the problems of substitution and the central idea of trade-

offs in the theory of value we applied, though in hindsight it is so obvious. I do not even recall 

whether I reacted to the fact that the difference between conventional GDP and 

environmentally adjusted GDP was not very great – that nature simply did not look very 

valuable.  

In the years that followed, I began to feel almost embarrassed about the two papers, as they 

did not reflect the reality, I thought, nor reflect the theory. As I remember it, it was mainly the 

latter that I had problems with, not because of the theory being wrong, but because of the 

difficulties in finding the empirical data that corresponded to it. I must have believed that this 
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was doable if one were sufficiently thorough, or if only there were more studies like the 

Swedish study from which we took WTP data to estimate the cost of the invasive signal 

crayfish (which threatened the indigenous noble crayfish). In a technical report preceding 

Paper 2, we referred to it as follows: “The signal crayfish study shows that whether or not the 

intentional introduction of signal crayfish results in a net loss or benefit for society depends on 

the relation in [market] prices between noble and signal crayfish, and on their relative biomass 

growth. When the price and biomass growth of noble crayfish is relatively high, there is a net 

loss and vice versa” (Gren et al., 2007, p. 8). As for Paper 1, once thinking about it, there was 

also some degree of triviality to its results. That Norrland became twice as “rich” as Svealand 

could be understood by merely looking at the physical data, given the huge differences in 

forest and wetland areas between the two. 

In my Master’s thesis (Isacs, 2007), I say that “This study does not pretend to demonstrate 

what true value is […] the aim can only be to create alternatives that help us shade off our 

interpretation of reality” (p. 28), as if I had already adopted a pragmatist stance. With Papers 1 

and 2, I thus learned that science is not really about exactness, but it was difficult to reconcile 

practice with the purported rigour of the theory. Interestingly, I was by no means a 

wholehearted “neoclassic”. I began studying economics with a critical eye, and I maintained it 

throughout my studies. In fact, when Papers 1 and 2 were written I had already come across 

ecological economics. Although it was never mentioned in my university education, as I 

remember it, I knew that Professor Dasgupta, whose working papers I read when writing my 

Master’s thesis, was affiliated to the Swedish Beijer Institute of Ecological Economics. But I 

found it difficult to get a grasp of ecological economics then. 

When I wrote my Master’s thesis, it seems that I was already good at the type of “thinking” 

that, according to Bengtsson (2018, p. 13), mainstream economics students are “forced into” 

(p. 14) in order to accept things that initially seem counterintuitive. I read literature that was 

critical of neoclassical economics, but I remember being frustrated that it was not clearly to the 

point. It was said that economics was overly market-oriented and that it saw humans as purely 

egoistic. None of this was entirely true, and economists generally dismissed it. “The actual 

problem must be something else”, I thought. 

Economists still dismiss such critique, but I no longer do so. Why? What are the most 

important things I have learnt? 

Today, I can see that I did not have the tools for looking at the things I had learnt from a 

different perspective. Ontological and epistemological reflections, for example, were not part 

of the economics education (and not much has changed on this point, see e.g. Earle et al., 

2017). I did not even know these terms existed until I started my PhD studies ten years later. I 

did not know that the things I did were based upon “methodological individualism” and 

“instrumentalism” and what that did to my view of what was possible and relevant, and what 

was not. I did not have the words, least of all for the implicit, for what happens when theories 

have real impacts on the world. I saw that something happened between economics and reality 

which was “attritioning” (see Section 2.4). Everywhere, there were worrying parallels to the 

things I had learnt in economics, such as the extreme focus on “economic incentives” and 

competition over cooperation as motivational, the obsession with eliminating “market 

barriers”, with consumption and GDP growth as indiscriminately good, the obvious belief in 
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the superiority of the market logic, even when it came to public goods like railways and 

education (for which the textbooks had told us conventional markets work badly, if at all), or 

the increasingly repeated word “cost-effectiveness” in environmental policy. And this is the 

crux: these beliefs were often motivated by arguments – explicitly or implicitly – taken from 

economic theory, often, it seemed, without the person uttering them knowing this. 

Thus, eventually, the questions became: Will monetisation really make a difference? What is 

it really capturing? Is it really “better than nothing”? 

 

4.4 The theory-practice gap  

Importantly, the Dasgupta review reveals that the problems we encountered in Paper 1 

regarding data still apply. There are still few examples of applied wealth accounting in 

Dasgupta’s vein, but there are some, and since some years back both the UN and the World 

Bank report on variants of it (see e.g. Yamaguchi et al., 2019). The pattern is similar to that 

seen in Paper 1. For example, both Arrow et al. (2012) and the UN Inclusive Wealth Report 

2018 (Managi and Kumar, 2018) have shown that, while produced capital has doubled globally 

since the beginning of the 1990s, natural capital has declined by 40 per cent. But both those 

studies suffered from severe data limitations, which meant that “the accounting prices of 

natural capital they deployed were in all probability serious underestimates” (Dasgupta, 2021, 

p. 336). Managi and Kumar (2018) limited natural capital to minerals and fossil fuels, 

agricultural land, forests and “fishery capital”, market prices were used as proxies for most 

accounting prices (Yamaguchi et al., 2019) and the only externality accounted for was carbon 

emissions (Dasgupta, 2021). Moreover, the UN Inclusive Wealth Report actually suggests that 

over the past twenty years the negative effects of a decline in natural capital have been offset 

by growth in physical and human capital (Managi and Kumar, 2018). 

The step from theory to practice is obviously huge and it seems to require a significant 

amount of pragmatism14. In another passage of his review, Dasgupta points out that no OECD 

or G20 country currently collects more than 1 per cent of its GDP in environmental taxes 

(beyond taxes related to energy or motor vehicles) (Dasgupta, 2021, p. 490), which are 

supposed to correspond to some estimates of accounting prices. Even if, as Dasgupta puts it, 

studies like the UN report only “represent a first cut into what is an extremely difficult set of 

empirical problems; they are not a guide to what is possible in today’s world” (ibid, p. 336; my 

emphasis), it is difficult to deny that the theory-practice gap is staggering and that it will – by 

probabilities – so remain. 

One may regard this as an argument for monetisation rather than against, of course, as that 

environmental economics has not been allowed to realise anything like its proper potential. But 

a more common argument is pragmatism. Indeed, when speaking of the prospects of 

 

 
14 Heywood (2002) defines pragmatism as a “theory or practice that places primary emphasis on practical 
circumstances and goals”, thus implying “a distrust of abstract ideas” (p. 43). 



 

 

 

 

 
55 

implementing wealth accounting in practice (in line with his so-called wealth/well-being 

equivalence theorem) Dasgupta (2021) states this unusually clearly: 

 

In practice, empirical corners have to be cut. An understanding of the tight theory helps accountants 

to justify the corners they choose to cut. We should not expect national accountants to produce 

wealth accounts in the form the wealth/well-being equivalence theorem requires of them. […] 

Moreover, there are Nature’s objects and sites of cultural significance that resist being valued and 

placed in comparison to marketed goods. Societies record their presence and allocate funds to 

preserve and restore them. They fall outside the scope of national accounts. (p. 335) 

 

And so, he says, “So long as we have a grammar in which the biosphere appears as the seat 

of our activities, it is better to be vaguely right than to be precisely wrong” (Dasgupta, 2021, p. 

300). This is only a guess, however, since it lacks counterfactual validity. And it sits awkwardly 

with his claim that inclusive wealth traces wellbeing “exactly” (p. 66). 

It took a while before I encountered texts by ecological economists that gave me some of 

what I had been seeking: a different language, perspectives that reasoned with how genuinely 

complex the questions of value were to me. Before moving on to ecological economics, I must 

first present Paper 3 and some of the most important – and elusive – keys to understanding 

the problems with neoclassical economics. 
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Chapter 5. Normative and ethical aspects of neoclassical economics 

When allocating scarce resources is the central economic problem and maximising utility the 

supposed central concern of economic agents, maximising utility with the least possible 

resource use becomes central, as it will get the most out of the limited budget available. In 

economics, this is referred to as efficiency. Scarcity and efficiency thus go together. As a means 

to maximise the desired availability of goods and services for consumption (or the output from 

production) and avoid resource wastage, efficiency is the key normative criterion against which 

all social change should be evaluated (Spash, 2011). 

Although efficiency in general is a concept that can be determined quantitatively by the 

ratio of output (benefits) to input (costs), economists use a more specific concept called Pareto 

efficiency (or Pareto optimality) (Grüne-Yanoff, 2017). Pareto efficiency refers to a state in 

which no-one can be better off (in terms of preference satisfaction) without someone being 

worse off. That is, it is an equilibrium which meet the moral maxim of preference utilitarianism 

underpinning normative (welfare) economics (described in Section 3.2.1). The theory of 

efficiency thus connects the “positive” theoretical concept of equilibrium to the normative 

criteria of efficiency (Grüne-Yanoff, 2017). 

An important implication of the different assumptions and axioms we went through in 

Chapter 3 is that economists can use them to make both empirical measurements and 

normative judgements of social circumstances without having to make interpersonal 

comparisons (comparisons between people’s welfare), instead focusing on efficiency by 

increasing the total societal “cake” (Hansson, 2001). In other words, they allow them to ignore 

issues of distributional justice (ibid.) (which are more controversial than traditionally issues of 

growth). However, while Pareto efficiency is most often associated with welfare economics, it 

is the less strict “potential Pareto efficiency” (also called the Kaldor-Hicks criterion or 

compensation criterion) that influences most economic analysis in practice (Gowdy and 

Erickson, 2005; Hansson, 2007). Under potential Pareto efficiency, a change making someone 

worse off can be desirable (increasing efficiency) if someone else gains and can fully 

compensate the loser and still be better off. The “potential” means that it suffices that 

compensation could be made, but does not have to; if a project increases efficiency, who 

benefits or bears the cost – the distribution impact – is traditionally considered a secondary 

economic issue that should be left to political decision-makers. Thus, potential Pareto 

improvements are desirable from the perspective of efficiency, even if compensation does not 

take place. 

Since the potential implications of this way of applying preference utilitarianism are 

immense, it is somewhat puzzling that it is standard practice (and little known outside certain 

academic discussions). According to Wegner and Pascual (2011), potential Pareto efficiency is 

best understood as a philosophical compromise aiming to make welfare theory usable in 

analyses of real policy problems, such as in CBA, because this builds on the premise that all 

welfare impacts (costs and benefits) of an action are comparable and all values can be reduced 

into one single unit (money). This obviously requires accepting interpersonal comparability of 

welfare (Wegner and Pascual, 2011). Potential Pareto improvements are thus a way around the 

usually mentioned and much stricter Pareto improvements: since the latter rules out any 
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change that increases someone’s level of preference satisfaction while harming others – 

obviously, most changes – it is not very helpful for comparing real policy alternatives 

(Hausman and McPherson, 2002, p. 44). 

The axioms presented seem to allow economists to predict how humans will behave in 

response to environmental policies, how this will affect the economy and whether the impact 

is desirable or not. This explains why environmental economists, like other neoclassical 

economists and more than in any other social science (see e.g. Fourcade et al., 2015), believe 

they can formalise environmental problem-solving in mathematical models (Earle et al., 2017). 

Paper 3 examined the implications of these ideas in relation to climate change, including how 

the idea of efficiency plays out when embedded in mathematical models for CBAs of the 

world economy. 

 

5.1 Paper 3: Assessing monetary valuation of climate costs 

Paper 3, with the title “Choosing a monetary value of greenhouse gases in assessment tools”, was written 

when I was working as a research assistant at KTH for two years before I became a PhD 

student. Paper 3 comprised a review of the literature on the theoretical and methodological 

basis of the two dominant approaches to monetise costs of climate change in impact 

assessments: the damage cost approach (SCC, short for the “social cost of carbon”) and the 

marginal abatement cost approach (MAC). Since value estimates from these approaches 

(referred to hereafter as SCC estimates and MAC estimates, both as carbon values) are used in 

decision support tools within policy and increasingly also by companies reporting on their 

climate impact, often without clearly stating what these estimates mean, the overall aim in 

Paper 3 was to make this clearer. The paper explained the theoretical background to SCC and 

MAC, the differences between them and when and why different approaches are considered 

applicable and not from the perspective of neoclassical economic theory. 

The result was a summary of the most important determinants and uncertainties of SCC 

and MAC estimates, including a selection of examples of existing carbon values from the 

literature to show their span depending on these factors. A key message was that some of the 

most significant uncertainties – climate sensitivity and future emission levels – are likely to 

remain uncertain and that decision-makers’ ethical view is a major determinant of the size of 

an estimate. An SCC estimate, for example, depends on both the total emission level and the 

temperature increase, so the damage related to one ton of CO2 depends on when that ton is 

emitted. Since it is practically impossible to know the exact emissions and temperature levels in 

the future, not to speak of the impact of these, it is therefore a matter of how concerned one is 

about the risks involved in emitting – clearly a “subjective” (not objectively calculable) 

judgement of considerable ethical importance. 

The way to account for such concern (and lack thereof) within neoclassical economic 

analysis is through discounting, as I explained in Section 3.3.2. The higher the rate of discount, 

the lower the present value of costs of environmental damage incurred in the future, and a low 

discount rate therefore means a greater concern for future generations (Tol, 2013). The review 

in Paper 3 showed that SCC and MAC estimates from some of the most widely cited sources 

vary between 6 and 1,200 euros per ton (in 2015 prices) depending on the time perspective and 
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discount rate used (and there are much higher estimates too). We used these as examples in a 

simple accounting exercise with data from two major Swedish companies to illustrate the 

magnitude of the companies’ total impact on the climate, as measured in monetary terms, 

which thus varied greatly depending on the choice of MAC and SCC estimate. 

While trying to explain the details behind carbon valuation used in decision-making, the 

most important contribution of the paper is that it points to the normative aspects of 

monetary carbon values and the fact that the ethical standpoint of decision-makers themselves 

(or of those performing the calculations) matters for the size of a carbon value. Consequently, 

we concluded, there is no such thing as a single, objectively “correct” carbon value. In Paper 3, 

we suggested a set of “ethical benchmark principles” for choosing a monetary carbon value for 

those who must use one in impact assessment tools, and proposed associated estimates which 

varied with the main determinants highlighted in the paper: climate sensitivity, the importance 

placed on future generations compared with current generations, and concern about the risk of 

catastrophic climate change. The greater the climate sensitivity and the more concerned one is 

for future generations and catastrophic effects of climate change, the higher the value, and vice 

versa. 

We concluded the paper by calling for greater transparency around the uncertainties 

involved in carbon valuation, so that different stakeholders can interpret the results and 

understand what using them implies in practice. 

 

5.2 Reflections 

When preparing Paper 3, I recall being concerned about putting forth – in effect 

recommending – estimates from our review to be used in decision-support, despite, as we said 

ourselves, there being no correct estimates of monetary carbon values. The (implied) 

justification was that our selection of estimates was at least better, as in more transparent, than 

values currently “out there”, values that our review effectively showed were generally biased 

from the perspective of the results of the review. That consideration did not really comfort me 

then, but I learned a lot. 

Roughly, one can say that SCC and MAC estimations, correspond to estimations of benefits 

and costs of climate change policy, as in a huge global CBA, where SCC is the benefit of 

avoiding damage of climate change and MAC is the cost of this avoidance. The optimal level 

of reduction, or conversely, the optimal emission level and its corresponding climate damage, 

is where SCC and MAC are equal: the typical scissors of demand and supply with an 

equilibrium, in which no more reduction efforts can be made without someone becoming 

worse off. The idea of “optimal emissions” is seemingly realist: since all consumption 

effectively entails some form of impact on the environment (even breathing causes CO2 

emissions), it can be argued that striving for zero pollution is simply foolhardy and thus an 

optimal emission level is then only a heuristic for helping us deal with “reality”. But, in reality, 

finding such an optimum would require an enormous amount of data on the entire global 

costs and benefits of climate change, with future impacts included; obviously an impossible 

enterprise. Instead, mathematical models are built based on these principles, such as different 

versions of the Nordhaus model, which balance costs and benefits over an indefinite future 
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(Nordhaus, 2018). When imbuing these with “reality”, the “value” component is taken as how 

much lower GDP will be because of climate change up to a future year, at most usually 2100. 

Non-market data, such as loss of biodiversity, ocean acidification, sea-level rise and 

catastrophic climate change, are often excluded. The implied reality check by climate 

economics is accordingly dubious, and we can add discounting to this. Discounting is one of 

the most debated topics in environmental economics, because it strongly determines the 

amounts of benefits and costs we expect to be borne by future generations. It is often said to 

really only be based on facts about how people tend to prefer consumption occurring far off in 

time over that occurring today or closer in time, which is another way of saying it describes the 

fact that we are generally impatient. More properly, it reflects the trade-off between spending a 

resource today and saving or investing it, which may generate an interest if the economy grows 

with time. 

I wonder whether the actual ethical implications of discounting are clear to decision-

makers. We saw its impact already in Paper 1, where it was an important determining factor of 

the size of nature’s value in Sweden’s environmentally adjusted GDP. Actual discount rates 

used in economic analyses are either set based on market interest rates or by experts (or 

sometimes decision-makers). Most economists support a rate of 1-3 per cent (Dasgupta, 2021, 

p. 266), but most commonly an average rate of 3 per cent is used (Tol, 2013, p. 913) based on 

market interest rates for long-term government bonds (Johnson and Hope, 2012; Nordhaus, 

2018). This is how we justified the use of a 3 per cent discount rate in Paper 1; we followed 

standard practice in economic analysis. When the cost of climate change is treated as an issue 

of losses in market values as GDP and future GDP growth, projected costs are based on 

historical data on consumer and investment behaviour where discount rates are often higher 

than 3 per cent (Dietz and Fankhauser, 2010)15. In Paper 3 we called this “conservative 

biased”, since it involves taking current consumption behaviour as an expression of what is 

desirable for the future. Using models with data from past decades to describe alternative 

futures over half a century or more is not a very reliable guide to future behaviour (Jackson, 

2019), in particular since people tend to defy change, especially if it is drastic16. If we base the 

estimates of costs for change on people’s current behaviour, results are biased towards more of 

 

 
15 There are examples of discount rates being set on what seem to be more openly normative grounds by public 
officials; in Denmark, Norway, the Netherlands and UK, for example, the Ministry of Finance sets the discount 
rate (Börjesson, 2017). Dasgupta appears to suggest something similar and stresses that inferring discount rates 
from consumer behaviour when markets are not working ideally is a fundamental mistake (Dasgupta, 2021, p. 
300). 
16 This can be linked to psychological phenomena like “loss aversion” and “status quo bias” established by 
behavioural economists, where people usually perceive the costs of alternatives to their current situation to be 
larger than their benefits (Kahneman, 2003). Thus there are well-documented reasons why choice behaviour may 
not be the best indicator of the value of transformative change (Menzel, 2013). Davis (2016) curiously notes that 
the theory of loss aversion and status quo bias can be applied to explain the behaviour of economists themselves 
in their tendency to neglect the critique from outside about economics being value-laden, because of the strong 
social identity of value neutrality within the field: “To avoid potential losses relative to their social identity as 
economists, the best course of action is to ignore the subject altogether” (p. 215; see also Mitrouchev, 2021, p. 
23). 
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the same. This has long led to overestimation of the cost of emission reductions, and 

underestimation of the damage from climate change. 

Economic models of climate change based on welfare economics are thus much more than 

harmless academic exercises (Gowdy and Erickson, 2005; Pindyck, 2013). They have been 

widely cited by policy-makers as scientific proof that policies to combat global warming are not 

cost-effective, but also by lobbying organisations (see e.g. Gowdy and Erickson, 2005; Green, 

2021a). Since the beginning of the 1990s Nordhaus’s model results have supported claims that 

the damage will be “modest”, delaying radical action, although the only way Nordhaus 

estimated this was to count damage in terms of GDP loss in scenarios assuming predictable 

change – with value-laden parameters (Gowdy and Erickson, 2005). 

Over time, Nordhaus has adjusted his model and the conclusions are now less optimistic. 

In more recent papers (e.g. Nordhaus, 2018), he models a world without climate policies, 

which he sees as an accurate description of the prospects for virtually the entire globe today 

(since so little is done). He has shown that it is unlikely that the 2°C target in international 

agreements can be achieved even if ambitious policies are introduced in the near term: “The 

required carbon price needed to achieve current targets has risen over time as policies have 

been delayed” (ibid., p. 333). 

Thus, despite ethics being so central in the debate about global warming, when subjected to 

climate modelling based on neoclassical theory it is largely set aside and treated as a technical 

issue (Gowdy and Erickson, 2005, p. 211). I am not saying that discounting should never be 

used. It can be justified to some degree on the grounds of fairness with respect to current 

generations – if the economy grows. But hiding the inherently political question of 

intergenerational equity behind a single figure in mathematical formulae that hardly anyone 

except economists understands is unethical. 

 

5.3 Efficiency for real 

Efficiency really means goal fulfilment: to be efficient is to reach a goal (Hansson, 2001). As 

Hansson (2016) explains, “there is no efficiency per se, only efficiency in relation to specified 

goals.” (p. 38). Cost efficiency for example (or cost effectiveness, as it is often called in 

environmental economics), means 1) to maximise a given output level (such as reduced 

emissions), and 2) to do this at the lowest cost possible. Despite this, the fact that efficiency 

involves dealing with two (or more) separate goals is seldom made clear in economics (Hansson, 

2016). Moreover, in cases where at least one of the goals cannot be expressed numerically, the 

value of a decision cannot be reduced from two-goal efficiency to the ratio of the two, such as 

when productivity is expressed as a quantity of some output per work-hour. Claims that a 

certain activity is efficient or inefficient must therefore always be specified in terms of the goal 

they refer to. Yet, it is not unusual to hear economists (and others using their language) make 

judgements about efficiency in ways that take a particular form of efficiency for granted (such 

as labour productivity), which presupposes calculability. Consider the following illustrative 

examples by Hansson (2016, p. 38): 
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Economist: You are building this shieling in a very inefficient way. If you used modern saws you 

could have obtained the same result in less than half the time. 

Carpenter: Yes, but we also strive to maintain knowledge about old craft methods. 

 

Economist: Running this factory with only 40 work hours a week is not at all efficient. Shift work 

would lead to much better use of the expensive investments in machinery. 

Manager: We have refrained from introducing shift work because of its negative effects on worker 

welfare. 

 

Economist: This farm is inefficient. You could produce more wheat per acre if you used more 

fertilizers. 

Farmer: I know, but that would lead to nitrogen leaching and groundwater contamination. 

 

In all these cases, and many others, Hansson (2016) explains, the claim about what is 

inefficient is based on a questionable delimitation of the goals that the activity should achieve. 

Moreover, the choice of goals is partly a moral choice. This is an important way in which 

seemingly value-free statements about efficiency can be value-laden: “a claim that an activity is 

efficient is value laden to the extent that it is based on the exclusion of goals that might have 

led to another conclusion” (p. 38). In contrast to what is commonly claimed, CBA is not 

capable of exhaustively addressing the consequences of an action, because actions typically 

meant to be guided by CBA are those where goal coverage and decisiveness conflict. Hansson 

refers to this as “the efficiency dilemma”: “Owing to the efficiency dilemma, decisiveness in 

efficiency analysis is often achievable only at the price of limiting the number of aspects that 

are taken into account, and doing so threatens the moral adequacy of the conclusion” (ibid., p. 

40). 

As Hansson points out, economists may claim that the range of goals in economic analysis 

should be delimited to those of central concern for economics. If so, the three examples above 

may be cases when “economic” efficiency clashes with other social goals. Crucially, however, 

this means “(economic) efficiency is not always desirable; in fact, this is how laypeople often 

think about economic efficiency” (Hansson, 2016, p. 39). 

The most important insight to draw from the above is that the word “efficiency” is not 

unambiguous (Hansson, 2001). There are many versions of efficiency, of which one coincides 

with productivity. It is therefore not wrong to use the word “efficiency” when one means 

productivity, but one has to make it clear that it is this specific meaning one is referring to. 

 

5.4 Rationality and morality 

The market model is an example of an idea that has both moral and ideological implications. It 

is often stated that the perfect market is only a heuristic for technical analysis (and not, for 

example, a defence of laissez-faire policy), but the centrality of the term “market failure” 

reveals how it also serves as an ideal – that is, something desirable – in environmental 

economics. As Hausman and McPherson (2002, p. 44) note, “why should [market failures] 

matter if market successes are not a good thing?” But environmental economists are often 

quick to point out that their work is actually about justification of government interventions in 
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the market and that they simply use the model to illustrate the need for regulating the market. 

The commitment to the market model appears to be simply nothing more controversial than a 

minimal normative criterion – that all else equal it is a good thing to satisfy people’s wants, and a 

free market is, given a set of conditions, an institution that achieves this best (ibid.)17. 

Internalising environmental externalities through market prices then becomes a rational way to 

stop environmental harm, where rationality is linked to effectiveness and efficiency and not to 

controversial normative or ethical ideals. An often-repeated claim in the climate debate against 

ambitious efforts at local or national levels is for example that if it is really carbon emission 

reduction we are after, the preferred level of regulation is a global market, since it is possible to 

get more reductions for the same amount of money by letting market actors reallocate 

emission reductions to those who do this most cheaply. To not look for cost-effectiveness is 

then to be irrational. 

Because of the apparent rationality of the ideas of effectiveness and efficiency – that they 

are really only about increasing human welfare, which everyone can reasonably agree is good, 

or minimising costs, which everyone can (presumably) reasonably agree is bad, economists using 

the neoclassical framework have been able to claim they are not moral philosophers, while 

giving advice on how to improve people’s life (Hausman and McPherson, 2002). The reason 

for this, according to Hausman and McPherson, is that economists do not see the equalisation 

of welfare or well-being with preference satisfaction as ethically controversial, but just as a 

feature of standard rationality. 

But rationality has always been a normative notion, because it concerns how people ought 

to choose, prefer and reason: to state that a suggested action is rational is to suggest it is 

preferable and ought to be done (Hausman and McPherson, 2002, p. 38). To say that someone 

acts rationally is to express approval of that person and, conversely, to call someone irrational 

is to condemn (ibid, p. 25). Since rationality has a key role in both positive and normative 

economics, moral issues are at the core of both (ibid.). 

The moral implication of working with rationality seems generally to escape economists. It 

probably lies behind some of the critique of economists from other disciplines, and it may 

partly explain both “irrational” and passive protests to economic arguments from people in 

general. As mentioned above, Hansson (2016) noted something similar. 

As Mitrouchev (2021) points out, the problems associated with preference satisfaction as a 

measure of welfare and value are far from new. Economists like Sen (1991), for example, 

 

 
17 The clause “all else equal” (ceteris paribus) is central in much neoclassical economic analysis and means to keep all 
variables except one constant in a model in order to test and predict how other variables respond to a change in 
the variable that is allowed to vary (Edwards-Jones et al., 2000). Under the condition of all else being equal, a 
theoretical proposition is thus valid as long as nothing around the model changes. It can be seen as a way of trying 
to imitate controlled experiments. As Danermark et al. (2018) explain, the clause can be interpreted as covering 
for all cases in which the main proposition of a theory conflicts with something sufficiently important. A critique 
is then that since social phenomena are inherently complex and depend on structural aspects and mechanisms 
that often simultaneously have both positive and negative consequences, social scientific research using the all else 
equal clause tends to make the most important problems of social science disappear into the clause. 
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aimed at giving preference satisfaction a substantial content precisely because it is not a 

positive notion but a normative notion tied to ethics; it is meant to carry the ultimate good to 

strive for. Ecological economists have long criticised preference utilitarianism and have built 

their notion of wellbeing on more objective measures related to needs and capabilities from 

philosophers like Max-Neef (1989) and Nussbaum and Sen (1993). It seems, however, that it 

was not until the accumulated empirical evidence showing that individuals’ preferences are not 

coherent (or rational) became abundant that this became a topic of concern in neoclassical 

economics. 

 

5.5 Closing the positive-normative gap 

As indicated in Section 3.2, the notion of human nature as “the economic man” – a rational 

and self-regarding individual with perfect information and foresight – has been relaxed with 

new developments in mainstream economics (Arnsperger and Varoufakis, 2006). First, with 

the theory on asymmetric information, it became standard to take information problems into 

account, such as sellers having more information than consumers about the quality of a good 

and finding out about the actual quality of goods being costly (Östling, 2009). This impedes 

both rationality and efficiency. Then, with behavioural economics, people were shown not only 

to be egoists but also altruistic, have cognitive constraints and not always know what is best for 

them, and have preferences that change over time (ibid.). In other words, during the past few 

decades, many different sorts of preference “irregularities” have been empirically documented 

(Mitrouchev, 2020) and linked to psychological explanations such as “attention deficit”, “lack 

of self-control”, “time inconsistent preferences” or “choice overload” (Östling, 2009). What 

they mean is that individual behaviour is rarely aligned with the norms of rational choice 

(Mitrouchev, 2021). People do not always act in line with their preferences. 

However, as mentioned above, normative economics conventionally considers satisfaction 

of individuals’ preferences to be the proper criterion with which to evaluate the state of both 

individuals’ and societies, because it views preference satisfaction as a reliable proxy for 

wellbeing (Mitrouchev, 2021). With the findings from behavioural economics, this normative 

criterion can no longer be used for saying that preference satisfaction indicates what makes 

individuals better off (Mitrouchev, 2021). As long as people could be assumed to behave 

according to the standard norms of rational choice, it was relatively safe to justify preference 

satisfaction as a normative criterion by saying that satisfying people’s preferences mattered, 

because it could at least reasonably be interpreted as referring to something desirable. As 

McQuillin and Sugden (2012) note, the “reconciliation problem” of the normative theory and 

the empirics from behavioural economics brings fundamental philosophical questions under a 

spotlight that economists could earlier avoid, such as the question of why preference 

satisfaction actually matters. 

Hitherto, three interpretations of preference satisfaction that have seemed acceptable as 

coherent with something like acting towards one’s own benefit (that is, to be self-interested) 

have circulated among economists. These are: 1) that individuals seek to maximise their 

happiness (“the happiness interpretation”, focusing on hedonic, pleasurable experience), 2) that 

individuals seek to maximise their wellbeing (“the wellbeing interpretation”, focusing on 
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individuals’ own judgement of what gives them wellbeing), and 3) that individuals act with 

respect to their freedom of choice (“the freedom interpretation”) (Mitrouchev, 2021). As 

Mitrouchev (2021) puts it,  

 

albeit these interpretations provided different reasons that preference-satisfaction mattered, 

substantive ethical questions about why preference-satisfaction mattered did not [need] to be asked 

under the assumption of coherent preference. […] But once we seriously take into account that 

preferences are incoherent, interpretations about why preference-satisfaction matters – either in 

terms of happiness, well-being or freedom – suggest very different answers […] Under the empirical 

evidence that preferences are incoherent, it seems that we cannot seriously hold that individuals seek 

to maximise their happiness, simply because we may find out that individuals do not choose 

according to what makes them happier. Instead, we may have to propose alternative measures of 

happiness that are not related to observed choice […] The well-being interpretation faces the same 

faith. If preferences are incoherent, well-being cannot be grounded on the standard framework of 

observed preferences anymore since the large amount of cognitive biases documented in the 

literature suggests that individuals may not always act according to their own interests. (p. 5; his 

emphases) 

 

We are left with the freedom interpretation. It aligns with the consumer sovereignty 

principle (Mitrouchev, 2021), which is a less-known axiom but of fundamental normative 

importance for neoclassical value theory (Schmidt, 2017). It states that individuals have 

sovereignty over their own decisions and should be able to choose freely how to spend their 

resources, such as time and money (Edwards-Jones et al., 2000). It may seem innocent, but 

coupled with the idea that preferences are indicators of individuals’ coherent conception of 

their own welfare, this axiom has always had important moral implications and these are of 

particular interest in the context of sustainability. This is how: 

 

1. Given the definition of value, cost, benefits and efficiency outlined above, what ultimately 

must determine if an environmental problem prevails or not is how an environmental 

situation impacts people’s welfare. Information from, say, ecological and health research is 

principally irrelevant. Without an impact on people’s welfare there is no environmental 

problem if people do not perceive there to be a problem or cost that economists can 

observe and study (in particular, problems for other living beings do not count; see more 

about that below). This is because wellbeing is understood as an abstract, subjective notion 

that can be estimated only if it is explicitly stated or revealed by choices. The sovereignty 

axiom supports this interpretation, because it implies that wellbeing only becomes relevant 

as “a value” to the analysis in economics if it is satisfied through individuals’ revealed 

preferences (Edwards-Jones et al., 2000).18 

 

 
18 More specifically, demand is an expression of a preference which an individual is both willing and able to satisfy 
through some form of payment. Thus, the preference only counts if it is deliberately expressed and satisfied. If 
this were not the case, individuals would not have sovereignty over their own choices. 
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2. If satisfying people’s preferences is the only normative criterion needed to determine 

whether a state of affairs is desirable (efficient) or not, it follows from the sovereignty 

principle that it is desirable to satisfy human preferences no matter what they contain (Norton 

et al., 1998). Through methodological instrumentalism, people are assumed to incessantly 

choose what increases their welfare. Seen this way, normative welfare theory actually says 

that any human behaviour is desirable (Spash, 2012a, 2011). 

3. Combined with the lack of attention to our fundamentally limited biosphere, this makes 

for a recipe for consumerism. The focus on economic growth in macroeconomic analyses, 

that is, on increasing (virtually any) aggregate consumption and production as a normative 

goal, can be seen as a prolongation of the adherence to sovereign preference satisfaction as 

the sole basis for social value. 

 

Apart from the fact that there are preferences that are truly frivolous, maintaining that 

“preference satisfaction is always valuable irrespective of the value of the things preferred 

implicitly makes an ethical judgement that freedom to prefer what one prefers trumps all other 

values” (Davis, 2016, p. 212). Thus, though preference satisfaction may seem like a technical 

term in economics, the analysis which employs it entangles its meaning with the value of 

freedom. 

It is not hard to see the close connection between the sovereignty assumption and the 

status of free markets in contemporary economic policy. If choices are assumed to reveal 

coherent, sovereign preferences, it follows that an economic system that endows individuals 

with freedom of choice allows individuals to satisfy their preferences; “preference-satisfaction is 

a systematic consequence” of such economic systems (McQuillin and Sugden, 2012, p. 555). 

The ideological relevance of this becomes even clearer when the rationality assumption breaks 

down, as McQuillin and Sugden (2012) note: the idea of respecting choices without enquiring 

into the motivation that lies behind them (as has been standard) undeniably has a libertarian 

leaning. It is also difficult to deny the link to how increasing any aggregate consumption has 

been, and still is, regarded as a normative goal in macroeconomic policy. When Dasgupta 

points out that GDP as a measure of success has encouraged us to think that to consume is to 

contribute to the social good (Dasgupta, 2021, p. 355), it ties to the problem of viewing 

consumer choice as both sovereign and desirable. 

The important issue for normative analyses (like those of externalities and valuation in 

environmental economics) is thus that if empirical studies systematically show that individuals’ 

preferences are incoherent, observed choices (or revealed preferences) cannot reasonably 

indicate their welfare or wellbeing (Mitrouchev, 2020). This is particularly pronounced in 

circumstances where decisions involve risk or uncertainty (ibid.), such as with sustainability. 

As noted by Schmidt (2017), however, textbooks in economics usually do not present clear 

justifications for the sovereignty axiom and it is rarely, if ever, stated that consumer 

sovereignty provides a normative justification for market solutions. Yet almost “All welfare 

economics relies heavily on the idea that consumer sovereignty is morally meaningful” (p. 6). 

Norton et al. (1998) note that a more pragmatic interpretation is that individual preferences 

can be accepted as both given and sovereign at least for the duration of an economic study. As 

tastes and preferences do not change rapidly, this can make sense in the short-term. However, 
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Norton et al. (1998) also point out that the usefulness of this assumption changes the longer 

the time frame of the study, just as Mitrouchev (2021) notes. In particular, since sustainability 

is an inherently long-term problem, the assumption of consumer sovereignty is likely to deem 

most policy options with sustainability in mind unacceptable or “inefficient”. They simply cost 

too much. 

Likewise, substitution, as we saw in Paper 1, which is equally important in the context of 

sustainability as consumer sovereignty, may seem acceptable for limited changes (Spangenberg 

and Settele, 2016)19. As Hasselström (2016) expresses it, “For example, individuals may not be 

willing to accept a project that would lead to the complete drying out of the Baltic Sea, for any 

amount of compensation. However, while ‘the environment’ as such, or a very dramatic 

environmental change, may be associated with an infinite value, a more marginal change is in 

many cases more reasonable to discuss in the light of trade-offs” (p. 11). The question then 

seems to be where to draw the line between short and long term, and between marginal and 

reasonable and major and unreasonable. 

Much like our conclusion in Paper 3, Hansson (2016) suggests instead making value-laden 

assumptions in economic analyses much more visible. Economists usually use cautiousness 

indices and mention what aspects have been left out, but the normative and ethical 

implications of what is included, and what the consequences may be if excluded factors were 

included, should also be clarified to decision-makers, Hansson says. In short, Hansson 

proposes that policy advice should highlight value issues in economic analyses, instead of 

hiding them (p. 51). In a similar vein, O’Neill et al. (2008) suggest that an accurate appraisal of 

the effects of a complex decision is one that brings complexity to light, not one that simplifies 

it. 

This leads us to where I was by the time Paper 3 was published. 

 

 

  

 

 
19 The axiomatic assumptions about preferences as transitive, complete and continuous all serve to allow for 
general substitutability (O’Neill et al., 2008). 



 

 

 

 

 
67 

Chapter 6. Finding a new platform 

From Paper 3, it became clear that values (as in moral judgements and not preferences) are not 

transparently presented as different from “objective facts” in typical studies in environmental 

economics. Ethical and political issues are treated as technical and are thus concealed. 

In Chapter 24 (Fish et al., 2011) of a technical report on the UK’s national ecosystem 

assessment (UK NEA, 2011), I found an idea that attracted me: that there is a sort of value 

that is completely different from individual-based values, which we miss if we only look at the 

latter. The authors called this “shared values”. They claimed that since nature, or “ecosystem 

services”, has collective meaning, its value “cannot be reduced to individual preferences and 

motivations alone” (Fish et al., 2011, p. 1184). Shared values, they said, are values that people 

hold for ecosystem services as citizens or social beings “capable of expressing preferences for 

ecosystem services not simply in terms of individual costs and benefits, but in terms of social 

rights and wrongs” (ibid, p. 1184, citing Howarth and Wilson, 2002). A similar idea came from 

the US Environmental Protection Agency (US EPA, 2009), which used the term “community-

based values” for when “individuals make their choices based on what they think is good for 

society as a whole rather than what is good for them as individuals” (p. 14). Such values may 

not reflect individuals’ trade-off willingness, but trade-offs that individuals feel society as a 

whole should be willing to make. 

The suggestion was essentially that collective benefit values are not the same as the 

aggregate of individual values, so measurements like WTP do not ensure the former are 

adequately captured. These ideas obviously clash with the utilitarian perspective of neoclassical 

theory. In neoclassical analyses, as we now know, values are always conceived as ultimately 

self-regarding. Altruism, or other-regarding values, are for example sometimes described as 

“warm glow”, meaning that any altruistic behaviour is assumed ultimately to be driven by 

people’s desire for their own satisfaction from knowing that someone else will benefit from 

their decisions (Kenter et al., 2014). Rather than actual concern for others, altruism is really 

only about self-interest. 

To be fair, environmental economists have long concluded that standard economic theory 

and monetary valuation have their limits. They are known to be less useful when analysing 

environmental issues characterised by long time horizons, irreversibility, uncertainty or 

unawareness about potential tipping points (see e.g. Dasgupta, 2008; Weitzman, 2009). It is 

also usual to claim, like Bateman et al. (2011), that traditional monetary methods are only 

defensible in cases where people are familiar with the goods and services to be valued or when 

“consistent preferences can be correctly discovered” through the valuation process. Studies 

show, for example, that unfamiliarity is negatively related to WTP for environmental 

improvements and positively related to protest votes (Hasselström and Håkansson, 2014). 

Protest votes in stated preference studies, that is, refusal to pay or to stating an unreasonably 

high WTP that one cannot actually afford, are often attributed to the WTP asked for being 

hypothetical: in contingent valuation surveys, people may state any level of payment other than 

their “true” WTP (for example in order to express their moral opinion), since the payment will 

not take place anyway (Spash et al., 2009). Much work has been dedicated to overcoming such 

problems and it is nowadays standard to stress “incentive compatibility” to ensure respondents 
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have perceived the survey and their payment as expected (Hanley and Czajkowski, 2019; 

Johnston et al., 2017a). As Hanley and Czajkowski (2019) put it, a stated preference study has 

“to make the statement of respondents’ true preferences (their true maximum WTP) their best 

available strategy” (p. 251). 

Thus, it is well known in the literature that the applicability of monetary valuation decreases 

with increased levels of uncertainty (e.g. Håkansson, 2008). It is natural that the farther we 

move from individuals’ direct use values, towards indirect and so-called “non-use values” 

(which I will soon return to), the more likely we are to encounter problems in any value 

assessment. But while unfamiliarity may be a reasonable explanation for not wanting to pay for 

a certain environmental change, it is less likely to explain the actual importance of nature to 

people. Yet, the way protest votes have been handled, for example, is to exclude them from 

the sample, since they do not comply with the utilitarian rules (Lo and Spash, 2013): people 

cannot not have a preference. This effectively means, as Lo and Spash (2013) note, that 

disputes over environmental values are treated as differences in the credibility or understanding 

of facts, rather than in underlying values, politics or ethical concerns. More recently, when 

dropping to the pure self-interest assumption, altruism-like behaviour is modelled by assuming 

people are “inequality averse”, or have “prosocial preferences” or “altruistic preferences” 

(Engelen, 2017). As such, one can still apply the same deductive methodological framework, 

but this adaptation is not the same thing as taking ethics seriously. As Hausman and 

McPherson (2002) note, morality (or ethics) is not the same thing as altruism, because, for 

example, altruistic concerns for one’s family members are completely consistent with ignoring 

the rest of the world. 

Work like the UK national ecosystem assessment converged with points made for decades 

by ecological economists, like Daly (1977) and Sagoff (1998), and highlighted the significance 

of value formation in valuation. It claimed that in order to understand the types of trade-offs 

that may occur between the different values we hold for nature, a theoretical and 

methodological plurality is needed (Fish et al., 2011). “Hybrid tools that bring together 

quantitative and qualitative, monetary and non-monetary, and individual and shared values for 

future change remain a logical aspiration for decision-makers wishing to take a holistic 

approach to the management of ecosystem services.” (ibid., p. 1192). In particular, they 

stressed that participatory and deliberative techniques are needed in order to engage with a 

plurality of values. 

However, the link between shared values and conventional value expressions was still 

unestablished, as were, with few exceptions, methods for assessing them and how they can be 

used in decision-making (e.g. Kenter et al., 2013). With on-going research (Kenter et al., e.g. 

2014, 2013), the UK was at the forefront of the topic of shared values and so-called 

deliberative valuation. Apart from a background report (Cole, 2013) on a CBA study of the 

Baltic Sea issued by the Swedish Agency for Marine and Water Management (BalticSTERN, 

2013), there were few empirical studies that explicitly concerned shared values; the latter was 

the only Swedish study. Fish et al. (2011) indicated a need for research on how to quantify and 

integrate shared values into decision-making and on how their distinctiveness from 

conventional individual values could be robustly expressed. The idea seemed to be that if social 

preferences can be expressed as the sum of individuals’ preferences in a society, then a concept 
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like shared values is likely to more or less converge with the conventional utilitarian 

framework. If, on the other hand, ecosystems have values that go beyond what can be 

captured through individual values, tools to describe and integrate different value expressions 

are necessary for complementing existing theoretical and methodological valuation 

frameworks. It was telling, for example, that in the study by Cole (2013), which was based on 

group discussions and interpretations of participants’ word choice and expressions of general 

beliefs, opinions and expectations, the results were described as that “An indication was found 

of potential existence of shared values regarding the Baltic Sea” which were “distinct from and 

supplementing the conventional individual values typically captured in a WTP study” 

(BalticSTERN, 2013, p. 43; my emphasis). 

When my supervisor and I applied in 2014 for funding for my PhD, we wrote that “while 

conventional monetary approaches can give an indication of the current magnitude of some 

values, they may fail to capture others completely”. Before describing what we did with the 

research funding we obtained in 2015, when I became a PhD student at KTH, it is time to 

introduce ecological economics properly. 
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Chapter 7. Ecological economics 

As mentioned in the introduction, ecological economics was formed as a critique of 

neoclassical environmental economics. According to Spash (2013), the formation followed 

from the increasingly conservative discourse of environmental and resource economics and its 

academic curriculum at the end of the 1980s, when more radical critics and alternative 

economic theories began to be excluded (among them Herman Daly, one of the “founding 

fathers” of ecological economics). As a union of ecologists and economists, Spash says, 

ecological economics originally operated on an openly ideological basis, that is, there was no 

question that environmental problems were real social issues that needed political and economic 

action. The ecosystem services concept, which I introduced in Chapter 4, was part of this 

(Norgaard, 2009). 

At the onset, a unifying theory was not seen as desirable because “theoretical problems and 

political differences seemed less important than renewed engagement between natural and 

social scientists working on environmental problems” (Spash, 2013, p. 352). According to 

Spash, the explicit call for “methodological pluralism” (e.g. Norgaard, 1989) can be partly 

viewed as an attempt to accept pragmatically the need to “take it slowly” because of the 

difficulties in challenging the neoclassical tradition and its hard core of mathematical 

formalism, although it was acknowledged as too narrow. But there are some ideas that are 

commonly referred to as foundational to ecological economics. 

Ecological economics starts from the observation that natural resources and the pollution 

absorption capacity of nature are absolutely scarce, rather than relatively scarce, and forms of 

capital (man-made, human and natural capital) are seen as complementary rather than 

substitutable. Human-made capital, for example, cannot meaningfully substitute for natural 

capital (Chan and Satterfield, 2016; Martinez-Alier et al., 1998)20. Absolute scarcity implies 

serious restrictions on the possible scale of human activity, such as economic growth. This 

rests on the ontological premise that the economy is an “open system” embedded in a larger 

ecological system with which it exchanges energy and materials (Spash and Asara, 2017). This 

contrasts with neoclassical ontology, which treats the economy as a closed loop of throughput 

that can be meaningfully studied as isolated from biophysical reality (ibid.). How to achieve 

and maintain a social system that sustains wellbeing and meaning for humans within the 

Earth’s strict ecological limits can thereby be seen as the defining question for ecological 

economists. The goal of the economy is not just efficient resource allocation but also justice 

and equality, intra- as well as intergenerationally. 

 

 
20 As mentioned in Chapter 4 in reference to Paper 1, in the literature this is referred to as strong sustainability, as 
opposed to the mainstream idea of sustainability (referred to as weak sustainability) according to which the main 
concern is how to maintain human welfare over time, which is principally assumed possible with solely human-
made capital through technological development. The possibility of technological innovations lies behind the 
neoclassical conception of resources as relatively scarce. 
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Key elements of the epistemology of ecological economics are that the economic system 

and its interaction with social and natural systems are characterised by complexity rather than 

predictability and equilibria and that science is conditioned by uncertainty and ignorance about 

both human and non-human systems (Røpke, 2005). Because of this, relevant knowledge is 

inherently limited, so many different methods and context-specific approaches are accepted 

and claimed necessary to grasp reality (ibid.). This too clearly contrasts with neoclassical 

economics epistemology and its firm commitment to mathematical formalism and quantitative 

methods, where predictability is taken as possible. 

Because of the above, ecological economists have less faith in the market and the usefulness 

of market prices as information bearers (Spangenberg and Settele, 2016). There is also the 

notion that markets, both real and assumed, can be unsuitable as a basis for policy 

recommendations due to the egoistic and hedonistic “value system” they uphold (p. 107). The 

widely accepted externalities concept is also looked upon differently by many ecological 

economists. As pervasive and common, externalities are much better understood as integral to 

competitive market economies rather than as market failures or accidental side-effects of 

production and consumption (Vatn, 2017). Early on, Kapp (1978) described externalities and 

other social costs of economic activity as deliberate acts of “cost-shifting”, both in markets 

that are competitive and profit-seeking and in planned economies (Spash, 2019). As Spash 

(2019) notes, “rather than the benevolent invisible hand, guiding the allocation of resources to 

the benefit of all, the capitalist price-making market economy [has] an invisible foot, continuously 

booting the majority of people in the backside” (p. 14, my emphasis). This calls for radically 

different analytical approaches to finding solutions to environmental problems than solely 

pricing and “internalising” them in market transactions (Spash and Asara, 2017). 

Together with a different view on human nature compared with neoclassical economics, the 

above makes for a distinctly different basis of value theory, in which the importance of 

individuals’ choice is heavily downplayed. Seemingly long before this became a serious concern 

in neoclassical environmental economics, ecological economists took individual preferences to 

be structurally and socially dependent and not pre-defined, stable and independent of context 

(Vatn, 2017). They also drew increasingly upon established knowledge in social psychology, 

behavioural and experimental economics to question the conception of individuals as purely 

driven by self-interest (Gowdy, 2004; Parks and Gowdy, 2013; Gowdy and Parks, 2014). The 

focus on individual consumer preferences in mainstream economics, and the lack of interest in 

preference formation, is seen as contradictory to the collective nature environment issues 

(Lienhoop et al., 2015): choices concerned with the environment are fundamentally ethical and 

social because preferences we hold as individuals are influenced by our socialisation with 

others and influence others through the environmental impacts and risks we expose others to 

(Kenter et al., 2014). This makes methodological individualism unsuitable, as collectives and 

systems are not possible to understand simply as a sum of their parts, “they are complex 

entities with their own characteristics and behavioural properties” (Spangenberg and Settele, 

2016, p. 107). 

The idea of consumer sovereignty is therefore questioned as a basis for ethical 

responsibility, as it points mainly at individuals (Norton et al., 1998). People are acknowledged 

as having other ethical convictions than those consistent with utilitarianism, such as 
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deontological (rights-based) and virtue-based positions that are typically formed and articulated 

in collectives21. These need not be consistent with individuals’ self-interest (O’Neill and Spash, 

2000), but may nevertheless be supported by individuals. An individual may for example 

choose a certain activity that does not necessarily resonate with what they think is best for 

society, with the former reflected in consumer behaviour and the latter in voting behaviour 

(Kenter, 2016a). The fact that preferences vary significantly with culture, people’s relative 

position and other reference points also means that valuation itself is embedded in social 

institutions that regulate which values are articulated and which are excluded in decision-

making (Vatn, 2005). As expressed by Kallis et al. (2013, p. 98), “Different values will be 

favoured in a market than in a church.” In particular, since values related to nature are socially 

dependent, a valuation process should allow people to act as social beings rather than as 

consumers (Gómez-Baggethun & Ruiz-Pérez, 2011). 

As Ravenscroft (2019) underlines, the main difference between decision-making informed 

by normative propositions from mainstream (neoclassical) economics and ecological 

economics, respectively, is thus the purpose ascribed to decisions about resource allocation: the 

former aims for maximisation of individuals’ aggregate welfare (which translates into 

maximising economic surplus, or growth), the latter for a just allocation of welfare, both within 

and across generations, and does not focus on maximisation. 

 

7.1 Three ecological economics? 

Although the above describes a fairly distinct platform of ecological economics, the 

conception of what ecological economics is really about diverges among those claiming 

affiliation and the difference between neoclassical economics and ecological economics is not 

nearly as clear as it may seem (Spash, 2013a). In particular, there is a tension between those 

calling for vision and renewal and those arguing for ecological and neoclassical economics 

being more similar than not. This fuzziness is something I have experienced. When I started 

teaching in courses called “ecological economics”, the difference between the two schools was 

not obvious. I suppose I am one of those who came to learn about ecological economics 

through textbooks which, in what Røpke (2020) explains is usual, introduced it partly by 

contrasting it to mainstream economics, partly by presenting it as an extension of the latter. I 

also often heard from economists I knew, most of whom were neoclassical economists by 

training like myself, that ecological economics was ill-defined or not a real “discipline”.  

The blurred border between neoclassical and ecological economics is evident in the 

successful scientific journal Ecological Economics publishing much research that lies essentially 

within the domain of neoclassical economics (Spash, 2013b). Meanwhile, the framing of nature 

 

 
21 As consequentialist, utilitarianism focuses on values and actions that are instrumentally valuable as a means to 
producing the best (intrinsically good) outcome. The focus of deontology is instead on what acts are right and we are 
obliged to perform, so that it is the act in itself that is intrinsically good or bad. Finally, virtue ethics focuses on 
what kind of person one should be; an action is then good or right if performed by a virtuous agent, and “the best state 
of affairs is one that a good agent would aim to bring about” (O’Neill et al., 2008, p. 47). 
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as “natural capital” and “ecosystem services”, which as we saw originated from ecological 

economics thinking and scholars critical of neoclassical theory, is now frequent within 

textbooks on environmental and resource economics, without substantially changing the core 

of the mainstream approach (Spash, 2011). Literature attempting to delineate what actually 

distinguishes ecological economics has increased in recent years, however (e.g. Dube, 2021; 

Levrel and Martinet, 2021; Pirgmaier, 2018). Strands of this literature concentrate on the 

unicity of ecological economics foundations, not only in relation to neoclassical economics, 

which is common, but also as a research discipline in its own right. One of the loudest voices 

in both these strands, Clive Spash, is often involved in debates with more “moderate” 

ecological economists. In a series of papers, Spash (e.g. 2011, 2012a, b, 2013a, 2020) has 

identified three broad groups within ecological economics. Below, I describe key features of 

these groups, which in essence are stereotypes, hypothesised categories for exploring how and 

the extent to which these positions are actualised (Spash, 2021). Unless otherwise stated, 

Sections 7.11-7.1.3 draw on Spash (2013a). 

 

7.1.1 New resource economists 

Those in the group Spash calls “new resource economists” are those seemingly content to use 

neoclassical economics uncritically and adopt its central theory and ideology (Spash, 2011). 

They regard ecological economics as a sub-field of neoclassical economics. With Spash’s 

(2013a) characteristic irony, he points out that “getting the prices right” appears to be “the 

central problem facing humanity”, rather than direct regulation of behaviour or structural 

change (p. 358). This implies a core faith in utilitarian neoclassical price theory and market-

based systems as the best means for the delivery of democratic and free societies, often 

combined with a faith in innovation and new technology, which is expected to be stimulated 

by market pricing. Approaches such as emissions trading may therefore be seen as in line with 

the ecological economics principle of addressing issues of scale, but alternatives to the current 

economic system are not explored and fundamental structural problems appear irrelevant. 

What is new in new resource economics is the priority given to the functioning of 

ecosystems. Concepts such as sustainability and resilience have been added as independent 

goals, alongside efficiency, and economic models are combined with ecological models in 

order to estimate efficient, optimal and resilient levels of resource use, such as fish stocks. 

Macroeconomic approaches are used for evaluating the sustainability of socio-economic 

systems, where the favoured approach is re-investment of “rents” from natural resource 

extraction and exploitation. Use of WTP for species at top trophic levels to infer the value of 

species at lower trophic levels is an example of the atomistic reductionism of this practice. 

Theoretical modelling is thus emphasised over applied valuation and, in contrast to those in 

the new environmental pragmatist group, new resource economists have a deep scepticism 

towards non-market valuation of environmental features outside of existing market structures, 

such as stated preference studies. 

Thus, the new resource economists’ approach is framed within a fact-value (positive-

normative) dichotomy and there is a strong link to natural science-based methodology. The 
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key approach is prediction through mathematical formalism, which is equated with rigour and 

objectivity. 

 

7.1.2 New environmental pragmatists 

“New environmental pragmatists” push methods and concepts because they believe them to 

be effective under current political conditions and economic institutions. They take an 

essentially activist or campaigning approach in search of workable solutions, defined as such 

that are believed to appeal to   people in powerful positions. Pragmatism here refers to the 

common usage of the term and to the way members of this group justify their work on 

practical, purely instrumental grounds, claiming to be operating in “the real world”, while 

generally dismissing theoretical and philosophical ideas and justifications as too abstract, 

“utopian” or politically “unrealistic”. Policy impact is considered to need simple explanations 

and political credibility, which implies selling the environmental message in a form acceptable 

to political, business and financial elites. The methodology involves quantifying, monetising 

and commodifying nature. Concepts and approaches such as valuation of ecosystem services, 

natural capital, green accounting, carbon trading and biodiversity offsets belong here. In 

defending monetary valuation, motivations like “it’s better than nothing” or “without it 

nature’s value becomes zero” are common. 

Among new environmental pragmatists, there is limited interest in reflecting on the validity 

of their ideas against some philosophy of science. Spash cites Norton and Noonan (2007, p. 

669) who identify typical advocates of this group as measuring “by whatever means available, 

the economic impacts of various ecological processes and outcomes on human well-being.” 

According to Spash, those who adopt this position most strongly are environmentalists, 

environmental scientists, conservation biologists and ecologists, who appear to be largely 

ignorant of the meaning of differences between types of economics (Spash, 2011). New 

environmental pragmatists are also prevalent more broadly in non-government organisations 

linking with corporations and international agencies, such as the UN advocacy of a green 

economy and its sponsorship of work on the economics of ecosystems and biodiversity, like 

TEEB (2010). New environmental pragmatism can therefore be seen as a form of 

environmentalism for practical problem-solving, not a fundamental critique of dominant 

structures. 

 

7.1.3 Social ecological economists 

According to Spash, social ecological economists are those who reject the neoclassical route 

and call for a new theoretical foundation for ecological economics based on the original core 

concepts and values of ecological economics (Spash, 2011) outlined in the previous section. 

The qualification “social” refers to the need to address more explicitly social theory alongside 

ecological concerns, which Spash sees as one of the most important weaknesses in ecological 

economics theory. To address the complexity of social and environmental problems, ecological 

economics needs a theoretical frame that is able to address seriously deep philosophical 

concerns about human alienation from, and domination over, nature. “Ethics and value theory 

are central to economic understanding” and not, as implied by neoclassical economics, “a 
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problematic normative add-on to a naïvely objective, positivistic science” (Spash, 2020, p. 1). 

As such, social ecological economics is the only one of the three groups that is inherently 

interdisciplinary, according to Spash (2013a), since the other two take knowledge integration 

less seriously, in particular at the level of philosophical stances around ontology and 

epistemology. The “pluralist eclecticism” of the two other groups is rejected (Spash and Asara, 

2017, p. 127), because it has resulted in incoherence and smoothing over of fundamental 

conflicts and incompatibilities between the different worldviews that respectively underpin 

neoclassical and ecological economics (Spash, 2012a). Pluralism in economics can instead be 

given more structure through theoretical development and interaction with heterodox 

economic schools, such as critical institutional economics, evolutionary economics, feminist 

economics, neo-Marxists and Post-Keynesianism. 

Social ecological economists thus openly claim ethical positions rather than neutrality, 

accept value incommensurability and recognise distributional issues and social inequity as 

primary economic issues (Spash and Asara, 2017). They are concerned about the policy 

consequences of their arguments and emphasise the need to understand power issues and 

corporate structures as part of economic analyses (ibid.). The goal is fundamental changes in 

the structure of economic systems and human behaviour, not merely problem solving (Hinton, 

2020). Thus, rather than marginal adjustments, the scale of impacts and their potential 

irreversibility should be at the centre of the assessment of any policy’s impact on nature, as 

should an understanding of power relations, because changes in these challenge powerful 

interest groups that benefit from business as usual. As such, the research agenda of ecological 

economics “must be open to varieties of economic structure”, to “economies not ‘the 

economy’” (Spash, 2020, p. 10).  

Spash suggests more explicitly acknowledging critical realism as the philosophical basis of 

ecological economics, as it aligns with the hierarchically structured ontology of ecological 

economics (with the economy embedded in the wider social system, which in turn is 

embedded in natural systems) and with its rejection of the fact-value dichotomy. In line with 

the critical realist rejection of “the atomistic reduction of wholes to parts”, society is “different 

from a collection of individuals just as ecosystems are more than a bunch of species or an 

animal just genes” (Spash, 2013a, p. 357). To Spash (2017), activism is an essential part of 

being a committed (social) ecological economist, and he links this stance to how critical realists 

regard research as inseparable from political goals of social reform, emancipation and self-

awareness: “As research opens the eyes of the researcher to what is wrong and needs to 

change, they have a duty of responsibility to act on that information” (p. 23). 

 

7.2 Reflections 

Spash’s categorisation of three ecological economics groups was an eyeopener to me, because 

it answered many questions regarding the non-difference between neoclassical and ecological 

economics that I had struggled with for many years. His account of the sociology of the field 

also clarified the affiliations to ecological economics in Sweden (where some of its foundations 

were laid), which are extremely scattered (see e.g. Arrow et al., 2004; Söderbaum, 2015, 1999). 
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It is not difficult to recognise Papers 1-2, and to some degree Paper 3, as fitting within the 

new resource economist and new environmental pragmatist groups. In fact, they fit into both, 

and thus match at least one of the further sub-groups sketched by Spash (2013a) consisting of 

overlaps between the fields. The Dasgupta review (Dasgupta, 2021) could be placed there too, 

as it clearly advocates both natural resource accounting based on a serious belief in the 

neoclassical key features described as typical for “new resource economists”, and a pragmatic 

approach to valuation as within “new environmental pragmatism”. Dasgupta’s “economics of 

biodiversity” builds on true knowledge of ecology, he claims, but he also says things like “it is 

far better to work with rough and ready figures than to ignore whole swathes of capital goods 

by pretending they do not exist” (p. 38), “In practice, empirical corners have to be cut” (p. 

335) and “We should not expect national accountants to produce wealth accounts” perfectly in 

line with his theorems (p. 335). However, there is also something new in Dasgupta’s review. 

Dasgupta (2021) suggests using his review as a “grammar for understanding our 

engagements with Nature” (p. 5). This suggests that his ambition is not simply to deliver a 

recipe for practical work, but to make us realise things. “Detachment from Nature has meant a 

loss in our physical and emotional state”, he says (p. 495), and he calls for “changes in our 

sensibilities” (p. 33), the need to develop “care” and “affection for Nature” and viewing nature 

as having “moral worth” (p. 311). These are ways of conceptualising problems and solutions 

that environmental economists usually avoid (at least in their role as experts). In fact, the 

Dasgupta review comes close to pushing for limits to growth and an end to the dualism 

between humans and nature. 

Yet, the concrete remedies that Dasgupta suggests are surprisingly modest, and they are 

strikingly market oriented. Compared with how carefully the review lays out the principles of 

its story of the economics of biodiversity, the actual tasks it proposes for us appear ultimately 

to rest heavily on monetary valuation of the kinds I have presented in this thesis. The 

remarkable thing here is that, though the success of this approach should be measured by 

political reaction (Spash, 2013), research about its usefulness is surprisingly scarce – and the 

studies performed to date point to the minimal impact of monetary estimates of ecosystem 

services in actual decision-making (e.g. Billé et al., 2012; Laurans et al., 2013; Stephenson and 

Shabman, 2019). Of course, there are success stories, but policy-makers and other stakeholders 

are often found to demand other indicators of value, beyond monetary ones (e.g. Sandra Díaz 

et al., 2018; Primmer et al., 2018). The pattern is similar for the ecosystem services concept as 

such. Ainscough et al. (2019) note that despite the increasing number of toolkits aimed at 

integrating the concept into decision-making, it rarely plays an influential role in decisions (e.g. 

Dick et al., 2018; Ruckelshaus et al., 2015; Saarikoski et al., 2018). It has also been found that 

decision-makers with direct experience of working with application of the ecosystem services 
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concept see it as more problematic than those who lack such experience (Albert et al., 2014; 

Beery et al., 2016)22. 

As for market-based instruments, in a recent meta-review Green (2021b) shows, for 

example, that studies on the actual effects of carbon pricing on emissions are also lacking. She 

found 37 ex-post studies in total, most of them focusing on Europe. In the majority of these 

the emission reductions were found to be marginal, on aggregate 0-2 per cent per year, and 

issues of additionality, carbon leakage and offsetting (that is, the possibility for countries to 

reduce emissions abroad to achieve their own national targets) were common. A recent thesis 

on the effect on Swedish industries of market-based environmental policies such as the EU 

emission trading system shows that emissions have not decreased (Schusser, 2021). Thus, as 

Green (2021b) concludes, despite the elegant theory of carbon pricing and the widespread 

pleas to introduce it, its performance seems to lack robust empirical support. Similarly, 

instruments tied to so-called payments for ecosystem services, such as biodiversity offsets and 

habitat banking, where damage to biodiversity from exploitative “land development” is 

compensated for by gains in biodiversity elsewhere with the aim of achieving “no net loss” 

(Gordon et al., 2015), have been found to create perverse incentives such as entrenching or 

worsening the baselines used to calculate biodiversity loss (Maron et al., 2015) and crowding 

out other motivations for conservation and draining their funding (Gordon et al., 2015). A vast 

majority of these types of projects globally are found in “emerging countries” (particularly 

South America, as shown in Santos et al., 2014) and not in rich countries, which says 

something about the distributive justice of these programmes. They are also typically top-down 

expert assessments that make “necessary simplifications” in order to construct metrics of 

ecological value, which conceals value conflicts and increases power asymmetries (Moreno-

Mateos et al., 2015). 

The Dasgupta review raise issues like those above, calling for “more than no net loss” (that 

is, net gain) (Dasgupta, 2021, p. 463) and clear regulations around enforcement and monitoring 

to ensure that biodiversity offsets work as intended. But Moreno-Mateos et al. (2015) point to 

a circumstance I will come to in later sections of this thesis, which is grounded in the learnings 

from previous chapters: compensation assumed to result in “no net loss” is often not 

achievable – in fact it is false, because it builds on a negation of the intrinsic value and rights of 

other species. While devotion to the rights of nature may be argued to block entirely even the 

slightest change for the best of many people’s needs, it is precisely the kind of debate we 

should now be having, because our conception of the moral worth of nature is arguably in 

need of serious consideration. In contrast to top-down implementations, this requires decision-

making processes that demonstrate what is at stake by fully embracing transparency, fairness 

and legitimacy through wider participation (ibid., p. 588). Such processes must be open to the 

 

 
22 Beside decision-makers and experts, a common defence of the monetisation of nature is that it is good for 
communicating nature’s value to society in a way a broader audience can understand (see e.g. Costanza et al., 
2014), but there is little evidence, as far as I know, that ordinary people are reached. It is clear that ordinary people 
are not the primary target in the Dasgupta review, as it is full of algebra. 
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acknowledgement that some losses are definitive, and thus compensation may be impossible but 

still desirable. 
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Chapter 8. A deliberative turn 

I do not recall how I first came to be interested in stated preference studies. During my years 

as a PhD student, I sometimes wondered why I chose to spend so much time and energy on 

such a peculiar subject. Now, I think it has to do with the so-called “TEV”; I was curious 

about how its ethical implications did not seem to interest economists working with stated 

preference studies. 

One frequently cited reason for using stated preference surveys in non-market valuations is 

that they are the only method capable of capturing non-use values and use values for which 

observable (or revealed) preference data are not available (e.g. Johnston et al., 2017b). Non-use 

values refer to the fact that people may consider a feature in nature (or any object) valuable not 

because they make any use of it themselves, but because they benefit from knowing it can be 

enjoyed by other living humans (so-called altruistic values) or preserved for future generations 

(bequest values), or from the mere knowledge that ecosystems and other living beings exist 

(existence values). Together with use values, which refer to the values of direct usage of nature 

(in this case), such as food and recreation, economists call these “total economic value” (TEV). 

TEV is thus a theoretical framework intended to explain that a monetary estimate captures 

people’s preferences for both intra- and intergenerational distribution of resources between 

humans and the existence of the non-human world. Some even claim that the insurance value 

of well-functioning ecosystems, where biodiversity plays a key role, should be regarded “as a 

fundamental part of their TEV” (e.g. TEEB, 2010a)23. 

If non-use values are what they are claimed to be, it is remarkable that their essential role 

for sustainability is not given more attention, I thought, as it is literally through them, apart 

from in the discount rate, that future generations and other living beings are supposed to enter 

into economic analyses. Because, strictly speaking, if environmental problems are market 

failures and monetisation is our best hope, as many environmental economists seem to suggest 

at least implicitly, and if stated preference studies are the only means of capturing TEV, then 

the lives of other living beings and those of future generations basically stand and fall with 

stated preference studies! In fact, a large part of the entire sustainability issue does so (if we 

take sustainability as the Brundtland definition24). 

The fact that stated preference studies can capture TEV indeed gives them “a unique role in 

welfare analysis”, as Johnston et al. (2017b, p. 321) put it in their recent best-practice guide to 

stated preference methods. As briefly mentioned in Section 3.3.1, stated preference studies 

usually come in the form of surveys that inform respondents about a hypothetical 

environmental change (such as preservation of some species or reversal of environmental 

 

 
23 This notably has an analogy in the suggestion by Yamaguchi et al. (2019, p. 109) that “the resilience of nature 
can be added as another essential capital to economies” in inclusive wealth accounting of Dasgupta’s sort. 
24 The Brundtland Report is often taken as the starting point of the current interest in sustainability (Kjell, 2011). 
It defined sustainable development that one that “meets the needs of the present without compromising the 
ability of future generations to meet their own needs” (World Commission on Environment and Development, 
WCED, 1987, p. 24). 
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damage), and they are asked to state how much money they are willing to pay to achieve this. 

In ordinary language, WTP is then said to measure how much respondents think this particular 

environmental improvement is worth, given their budget constraint, because they are typically 

asked explicitly to ensure that they can actually afford the payment they state. Theoretically, a 

WTP figure measures the maximum amount of money the respondent is willing to give up to 

remain equally well-off (in terms of welfare) as without the environmental change. Assuming 

agents have well-formed preferences (in line with what we know from above) and that values 

are perfectly exchangeable and can be traded-off, WTP is taken to be the money equivalent of 

the welfare change resulting from the environmental change. To economists, this is known as 

an “exact welfare” measure (e.g. Barbier and Burgess, 2017). 

Beside statements on the need for “internalising externalities”, the claim that “stated 

preference studies are the only methods that can capture non-use values” is among those I 

have seen repeated most in the valuation literature. It seems like a statement whose 

implications are typically unreflecting, because at the same time it is also often said that intrinsic 

values cannot be accounted for. Intrinsic value means, in the most common understanding, 

viewing something as valuable in and of itself, irrespective of whether it benefits humans 

(O’Connor and Kenter, 2019). Intrinsic value is often used as the antonym for instrumental 

value, which refers to an object having value only insofar as it is a means to some other end 

(O’Neill, 1992)25. “Intrinsic value is outside the scope of economics”, texts in environmental 

economics can say, without being explicit about that this makes its valuations not total but 

incomplete26. Sometimes “the total system value” is used and declared to always be greater 

than the total economic value (e.g. Gren et al., 1994; Turner et al., 2001). The total economic 

value could perhaps be interpreted as making claims only about a subset of reality (where two 

others could be “the social” and “the ecological”). However, as said above, what is claimed is 

that stated preference studies capture an “exact welfare measure” and that TEV “provides an 

all-encompassing measure of the economic value of any environmental asset” (Pearce et al., 

2006 p .86). Together with “welfare maximisation” and “optimality”, the implicit message is 

that an analysis using WTP from a stated preference study, such as a CBA, can account for the 

most relevant impacts of value to society (why else call them those things?). 

 

 
25 As O’Neill (1992) points out, everything cannot have only instrumental value; there must be at least some 
object that has intrinsic value. In the preference utilitarian-based value theory of neoclassical economics, as we 
saw above, this is considered to be human wellbeing, or “preference satisfaction”. Thus, here I speak of the 
intrinsic value of anything but that, such as the wellbeing of non-human beings. 
26 Claims that analyses based in neoclassical economics must be complemented with some other sort of valuation, 
since they cannot account for other than utilitarian ethical perspectives (e.g. Díaz et al., 2018; Pascual et al., 2016), 
are mainly found in interdisciplinary texts. The last words in Dasgupta’s (2021) review are an exception that 
proves the rule, in my view: “Correct economic reasoning is entangled with our values. Biodiversity does not only 
have instrumental value, it also has existence and intrinsic value, perhaps even moral worth. Each of these senses is 
enriched when we recognise that we are embedded in Nature. To detach Nature from economic reasoning is to 
imply that we consider ourselves to be external to Nature. The fault is not in economics; it lies in the way we have 
chosen to practice it.” (p. 496; my emphasis).  
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Furthermore, statements on nature’s intrinsic value are not infrequently accompanied by 

statements like: “Since it is always humans who express the value of nature, it is questionable 

whether one can speak of intrinsic value as existing. It is obviously we humans who assign it, 

so by definition, it is an anthropocentric conception no matter what you say.” In other words, 

one is irrational if one says it exists. “You are free to think nature has intrinsic value, but what 

you really are talking about then is existence value in the way we define it. Your view is equally 

well captured by existence value.” So here we are, in what is “really” relevant. 

Sometimes it is conceded that others, philosophers perhaps, will have to deal with intrinsic 

value. As such it may very well be relevant, but it does not concern economists. This discrepancy 

between saying that stated preference studies can essentially capture all that is possible to 

capture, and saying that economists cannot deal with what is outside the scope of neoclassical 

welfare theory, and then speak of rationality, efficiency and social welfare, is baffling. It is a 

good example of the kind of ambiguity that environmental economics works with. 

By the time I began my PhD studies, issues like these disturbed me. Both the standard 

neoclassical theories about value and the methods for valuation from neoclassical 

environmental economics seemed like part of the explanation for why nature’s value has had a 

tough time in economic analyses. The add-on of “TEV” only seemed to aggravate the problem 

of ethics. 

The following sections describe Papers 4 and 5 of this thesis, which explore the issues 

around valuation based in neoclassical value theory from a critical perspective, while gradually 

turning to ecological economics: Paper 4 treats the practical application of stated preference 

studies specifically and the discrepancy between this practice and the underlying theory. Paper 

5 has a similar aim, but also addresses issues of importance for value theory and valuation 

based in ecological economics. 

 

8.1 A “case study”: The Eight-fjords area 

My doctoral project was inspired by the theory and methodological suggestions presented in 

Chapter 24 of the technical report on the UK’s national ecosystem assessment (UK NEA, 

2011). The overall aim of the project was to explore differences between basic assumptions 

behind valuation in neoclassical and ecological economics, namely values as given and one-

dimensional, which neoclassical economics assumes, and values as context-dependent and 

plural, which ecological economics assumes. It was a small-scale study and, because the 

empirical work was performed in a particular context in Sweden, in the area termed “Eight-

fjords” located 50 kilometres north of Gothenburg on the Swedish west coast, we initially 

called it a “case study”.  

We designed the study as a “quasi-experiment”, where 39 participants from the Eight-fjords 

area took part in a series of exercises during five one-day workshops with 7-9 participants per 
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day27. Quasi-experiments mimic conventional experiments by attempting to test the causal 

impact of an independent variable, such as manipulating an intervention and observing the 

outcome, but without using random selection or random assignment of participants (Frey, 

2018). We used a time series design, where we checked participants’ responses in individual 

exercises before and after a group exercise we called “value-mapping”. The exercise involved 

discussing and ranking statements printed on paper cards representing different values related 

to the local environment (see Table 2 and Figure 1 in Paper 5). More precisely, the participants 

first completed a stated preference survey that included research-based information on the 

marine ecological status in the Eight-fjords area and then asked them about their WTP for a 

potential environmental improvement (see Figure 2). Next, they did the value-mapping 

individually, without interaction or discussion with the others, and then collectively in their 

respective group of 7-9 people. After this, they were given their individual value-maps and 

allowed to change them if they wanted to, while in a final stage they responded to the same 

stated preference survey again (though shortened to focus on the WTP question). The purpose 

with this set-up was to compare the data from the different exercises (WTP before and after 

the different exercises, individuals’ value-maps and group value-maps, individuals’ 

“deliberated” and “non-deliberated” value-maps, but also quantitative and qualitative data 

from the different steps). 

The workshops were later followed up with interviews about the stated preference survey 

with some of the participants. Those are what Paper 4 is about. Paper 5 was based on 

empirical material from the value-mapping, focusing on recordings from the group exercise. 

 

8.2 Reflections 

Before moving on to Paper 4, I should comment on the set-up just described with regard to 

ontology and epistemology. When designing the Eight-fjords study I was still influenced by 

what one could call a “positivist” perspective. An important question behind the study was 

how concepts like “shared values” and “plural values” related to neoclassical value theory and 

WTP. With TEV as an implicit underlying framework in the background, I recall not knowing 

whether these concepts were actually possible to fit into one and the same framework (perhaps 

TEV would prove to be enough, after all). While we set out to perform a mainly qualitative 

study, it is clear that we designed the study with an eye primarily to potential changes in 

quantitative variables. We carried out a type of experiment to assess the impact of different 

methodological settings on the comprehensiveness, efficacy and perceived legitimacy of the 

outcomes from valuation, strongly inspired by a paper by Raymond et al. (2014), who 

proposed studies that compare individual and group values before and after deliberation. 

It would later emerge that this initial focus was quite unsuitable for the task I was really 

interested in, which was to understand and explain. According to Danermerk et al. (2018), 

 

 
27 See Papers 4 and 5 for details about sampling and more. 
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empirical experiments can fundamentally impede understanding and explanation of social 

phenomena. Experiments attempt to stage the all else equal condition, isolating some variable 

and varying things around it. For social issues this is not meaningful, because too many of the 

factors that are important for explanation cannot reasonably be observed (ibid.). In our case, 

we were not after generalisability and knew it was impossible to isolate variables, such as the 

degree of verbal interaction, the actual information given to participants or the time 

participants got to spend thinking about this information (our sample was too small and our 

groups were too different). We collected a lot of qualitative material alongside the survey and 

the value maps, because we expected to focus most on qualitative analysis and exploration. 

Yet, the set-up was obviously primarily tailored to linear testing of a number of predefined, 

quantitative factors. This long came to dominate my thinking (more and less unconsciously) 

and limit the questions I posed. 

The more I read about ecological economics, the more I realised that its empirical work was 

often done in a deductive fashion – much as in neoclassical methodology. Kolinjivadi (2019) 

also noted something I experienced, that the rising trend in ecological economics research on 

value plurality which aims to account for the complexities of human-nature relations still 

focuses heavily on categorisations, mapping and quantification. 

As explained in the methodology chapter (Section 2.5), Papers 4 and 5 were the first papers 

in which I did qualitative research. Although the analysis in Paper 4 was intended to be 

inductive, I realise it was influenced by the tensions I experienced between the ideals of the 

grounded theory-like approach used by Gioia et al. (2013) and the deductive epistemological 

ideals I was more familiar with. In both Papers 4 and 5, for example, I initially found myself 

looking for quantitative patterns, as in number of observations across the samples – despite 

these being too small for this. 

But the work with Paper 4, and then Paper 5, also opened things up, as I began to 

understand what qualitative research is really about: the closeness to the empirical material, the 

engagement and thorough thinking required in order to understand what was really going on in 

the data, the reading and creativity required and the final realisation about what was actually 

interesting and not. The work by Gioia et al. (2013) helped me in that, because their way of 

presenting qualitative results is designed to show sceptical researchers from deductive and 

quantitative traditions how interpretive research works. 

 

8.3 Paper 4: Is WTP good enough? 

Paper 4, entitled “I didn’t count WTP as part of the value”: Respondents’ perspective on willingness to pay – 

an inductive approach”, focuses on the meaning of the WTP measure and how it is elicited in 

stated preference surveys. It was based on interviews with seven of the participants in the 

Eight-fjords study. The topic of the interviews was how the participants themselves perceived 

the figure they stated when answering the WTP question (“How much are you willing to pay 

per month during 2018 and onwards for the environmental improvement presented in the 

scenario?") in the stated preference survey they took part in during the workshop (Figure 2). On 

an overarching level, the questions we asked were: do respondents have the same view as 

economists have of what their WTP represents? Given the way WTP measures are typically 
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used – aggregated and inserted into CBAs as a measure of the value to society of an 

environmental change – do respondents support this use? Based on participants’ views, can we 

say that WTP captures something like TEV? 

The results showed that the responses were far from consistent with the theory. For 

example, they confirmed findings in earlier studies assessing the theory consistency of stated 

preference-derived WTP, in that our participants seemed to see their payment as a 

contribution to make the improvement happen, rather than as a trade or exchange value, 

which others have called “the moral satisfaction from voluntary contributions” (Beattie et al., 

1998; Kahneman and Knetsch, 1992) in the usual utilitarian spirit. A handful of other studies 

have also turned directly to respondents of stated preference surveys (but to my knowledge 

none has made individual semi-structured interviews like I did) and our results aligned with 

many of theirs, showing, for example, that people are generally sceptical once they come to 

discuss what WTP actually means (e.g. Clark et al., 2000). More particularly, our participants 

seemed to find it difficult to believe that we actually tried to measure the “value” of the 

environmental change in the scenario. Their notion of “value” seemed not to invoke any 

thoughts about WTP being “the value”. Furthermore, the use of aggregate WTP as a measure 

of social welfare in CBA was not supported. When told about its use (as part of one of the 

interview questions), five participants were strongly against it once they understood it could 

lead to no action being taken to improve the environment, either because doing nothing 

seemed unacceptable or because it was morally or ethically wrong to let payments of this kind 

be decisive. The two remaining participants questioned the method in general and thought 

WTP was too ambiguous to deliver anything substantial or trustworthy. 

In all, our results scarcely supported WTP as a credible estimate of some “total economic 

value” (TEV) of an environmental change. It is therefore inconsistent with the core motivation 

behind a stated preference-derived WTP. If anything, rather than a measure of the maximum 

value to a respondent, we concluded that WTP is more likely an expression of a subset of the 

total value people may associate with changes in nature. 

We therefore argued that WTP is unsuitable as a decisive measure of the social benefit in 

CBA, which is where it is meant to be used. We also suggested that the usual reference in 

economic analyses, such as research papers and public reports, to WTP as a measure of total 

value or welfare should be avoided. Stated preference studies are often claimed to make CBA 

more democratic by directly involving citizens (Pearce et al., 2006). But we argued that there is 

an element of deception, since we found that respondents are not likely to understand the 

actual meaning of a stated preference survey. If so, it is unethical and undemocratic to use their 

responses in evaluations of whether actions are worth taking or not. Given the difficulties we 

had in making respondents understand that we were actually trying to capture a “total” value, it 

is questionable whether it will be possible to make people understand this in standard stated 

preference surveys where people respond in isolation and are likely to get even less help to 

grasp its meaning. Svedsäter (2003) also found that, even after the WTP question was 

thoroughly presented to them, respondents barely understood the underlying rationale. Since 

he interviewed them while they were responding to the survey, he also found they tended to 

answer the question anyway. 
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In line with recent theoretical developments within ecological economics (e.g. Kenter et al., 

2015), we argued that value in environmental contexts, which always concern social and ethical 

issues, should be understood as plural, comprising a diversity of different, potentially 

incommensurable value categories. The responses of our interviewees aligned with this. Finally, 

we suggested that researchers stop aiming for the perfect way to measure nature’s value 

through stated preference surveys, and instead turn to the question of what a stated 

preference-derived WTP estimate actually captures. Although the latter question is not new 

(Kahneman et al., 1999; e.g. Kahneman and Knetsch, 1992; Kahneman and Ritov, 1994; Ryan 

and Spash, 2011), it seems to have spurred mainly methodological developments for how to 

ensure consistency in WTP theory (Johnston et al., 2012; Lopes, 2020), but less curiosity about 

its actual nature from a realist point of view. The latter could enable explorations of how stated 

preference studies can actually be useful in democratic decision-making. 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2. The scenario used in the stated preference survey in the Eight-fjords study. Left: 

Ecosystem status before the suggested policy intervention. Right: Improved ecosystem status 

showing the environmental improvements which participants were asked how much they were 

willing to pay for. Photos: Background and crustaceans, Per Moknes; Cod, Joachim S. M ller, Creative 

Commons: https://flic.kr/p/7RRfZ3; Stickleback, Ron Offermans, Creative Commons: 

https://flic.kr/p/oGwEQq; Black goby (Gobius niger), © Biopix: JC Schou, 

http://www.biopix.com/zoom.aspx?photoid=16848. 
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8.4 Reflections 

Today, I know that stated preference studies in environmental policy are perhaps a lesser 

problem than I may have indicated here (see Section 7.2). There is also a long-standing, 

acrimonious debate among environmental economists themselves about their accuracy 

(Banzhaf, 2019, 2017; Israel et al., 2017), where differences seem just as unsurmountable as 

between neoclassical and ecological economists. 

If, as Paper 4 suggests, respondents do not understand that their WTP is supposed to be 

“the total economic value” and one important reason for this is that the theory is so 

implausible as to be practically unimaginable, then why should one worry about WTP being 

misread as a measure of “the most relevant”, as I implied earlier? Our results speak against 

having to worry about this: only economists know what is actually implied by a WTP measure, 

while to all others it means nothing like it. From a pragmatic perspective, preferences may also 

seem more reasonable as an indicator of value once people are better informed and a stated 

preference study can principally fill that purpose; stated preference surveys can be detailed 

about environmental problems and encourage people to consider things they usually do not. 

This basically replaces the normative criterion “satisfying preferences is good” with “satisfying 

informed or enlightened preferences is good”. With the ecosystem services concept, the 

framework for monetising nature can also be claimed to be better aligned with ecological 

knowledge (e.g. Pascual et al., 2010). 

But Papers 1 and 2, and also Paper 4, showed how monetary valuation turns out when 

applied in research in practice. Dasgupta (2021) confirmed that, as examples, these papers are 

not unusual. The problem they faced, that it is both theoretically and practically impossible to 

identify, quantify and monetise all important present and future impacts associated with any 

policy or project, is not trivial (Rees, 2014). Many ecological services will remain unknown 

unknowns until they are lost, that is, until after a project is up and running; the bottom line is 

therefore that basic conditions of CBA thinking simply cannot be satisfied (ibid.). To be fair, as 

Rees (2014) points out, many CBAs usually discuss “possible hidden impacts” and “intangible” 

benefits and costs that are difficult to monetise. But this is often the weakest part of the 

analysis “and the most frequently ignored” (para. 5). It is often stated in guidelines to CBA-like 

impact assessment that impacts that are difficult to monetise should not be ignored, but should 

be given “appropriate” weights, but there is seldom any clear advice on how such “non-

monetary valuation” should be done (Maxwell et al., 2011; The Swedish research council for 

sustainable development, 2018)28. Less tangible impacts that policy projects have, such as 

threats to other species’ existence and people’s experience of meaning and responsibility 

towards nature and future generations, are therefore seldom, if ever, explicitly addressed in 

decision-making material (Adams and Morse, 2019; Church et al., 2014; Pascual et al., 2010; 

 

 
28 As Gómez-Baggethun et al. (2014) point out, even if the term “non-monetary valuation” is meant to challenge 
the identification of valuation with monetisation and promote “reflection upon the plurality of values attached to 
ecosystem services” (p. 16), the negation is illustrative of the dominance of monetary valuation also in research on 
alternatives to it. 
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Pröpper and Haupts, 2014). So it is that many CBAs have been biased in favour of 

development, rather than conservation (Ackerman and Heinzerling, 2002; Rees, 2014). 

Yet, Dasgupta (2021, p. 49) claims that underestimation is useful, because one knows the 

direction of the “true” estimate (that is, it is greater than the estimates monetisation elicits)29. 

He uses the example of a study showing that a moratorium on whale hunting imposed in 1966, 

which followed upon worries that the blue whale would become extinct, was recommendable 

for the whaling industry solely on commercial grounds. This is good, says Dasgupta (2021, p. 

353), because 

 

repugnant though it would appear to many people, [the study] is of enormous value. It provides us 

with a biased estimate of a whale’s worth, and this is useful information. […] if preservation is the 

right policy when the accounting price of blue whales is estimated from their market price only after 

they have been slaughtered, the recommendation would be reinforced if their intrinsic worth, as 

stock, were added. 

 

In a way, this seems true. But it seems precarious to say that underestimations are 

advantageous and useful. It implies that monetisation is meaningful when it manages to 

provide arguments for nature protection (but perhaps not otherwise). This is a near precise 

pragmatist argument of the kind Spash (2013) identified as “new environmental pragmatist”. 

What is monetary valuation then? At what level should we accept a value as too small to be 

worth preserving? The irony in this becomes evident with work like that by Carson et al. 

(2020), for example, who used a stated preference study to measure the existence value of “an 

entire culture, religion, and way of life” (p. 936; my emphasis), namely that of the Hopi tribe in 

Arizona, US. I suppose that by this they meant to underscore what was at stake (an entire 

human culture is threatened!), not whether the Hopis have a right to exist. However, combined 

with the idea of TEV and the rhetoric around stated preference studies as capable of capturing 

and monetising the most relevant benefits, while saying openly that intrinsic value cannot be 

addressed, studies like that by Carson and co-workers can adequately be described as 

insensitive, even obnoxious.  

By contrast, overestimations are generally warned against, yet widespread overestimation 

apparently means there is at least no bias anymore. In fact, in terms of metrics, one could view 

it as a strong value articulation, as an indicator of something of the invaluable. 

Underestimation is much more serious when it comes to irreversibility. Unfortunately, 

however, there are other problems with high WTP from non-market valuation. For example, 

McFadden and Train (2017) claim that stated preference studies tilt WTP calculations against 

large environmental improvements, because “Small measures with relatively little 

environmental impact (e.g., repairing 15 acres of reef) obtain higher benefit–cost ratios than 

 

 
29 In his review, Dasgupta (2021, p. 49) says “if biodiversity is worth preserving and promoting for purely 
anthropocentric reasons, it would be even more deserving of protection and promotion if it had sacred status. 
Therein lies the advantage of a limited point of view” (that is, antropocentrism). 
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larger projects with substantial impact (preventing another Gulf spill) because [by stated 

preference studies] the former have about the same benefit as the latter but cost far less” (p. 

xvii). 

Thus, the actual WTP measure from a stated preference study may still have little impact in 

practical decision-making, but the reasoning behind it is indicative of how welfare analysis is 

applied in policy assessment today; the focus on measurability and monetisation, rather than 

on that which cannot be quantified and monetised, is linked to the idea that WTP is an 

adequate measure of welfare and the Kaldor-Hicks rule a reasonable criterion when judging the 

desirability of public policy. The latter is seen not least globally, where large collectives of 

workers have been ignored under decades of deregulation of international trade based on 

essentially the same idea about net aggregate gain as in a CBA. Even Dasgupta agrees that 

neoclassical ideas have legitimised this focus and narrowed our view of what is an adequate 

economic analysis. 

Economic models are not limited to explanatory and value-neutral advice. Total economic 

values, efficiency, cost-effectiveness, optimality – such utterances do not communicate partial 

analysis, but make claims to sufficiency and rationality. They equip and restrict our 

imagination, and when we make decisions as if neoclassical ideas are true, they have a 

productive function (Andersson, 2016, p. 36). This is how social constructions have real 

implications. 

The question of who, or what, has intrinsic value is useful to consider from this perspective. 

Apart from beliefs about right and wrong (that is, ethics) and more specifically the 

consideration of moral rights, it concerns ontology, such as what is believed to be real. 

 

8.5 The intrinsic value of nature 

While there are certainly many who share economists’ focus on humans as valuers, there are 

many who do not as “it is both logically possible and ethically plausible to reject the premise 

that human life is the measure of all things” (Oreskes, 2004, p. 376). Yet, as O’Neill (1992) 

explains, to say that the non-human world has intrinsic value is often thought to commit one 

to an objectivist view of value, since ethical objectivists hold that an object may be valuable 

independently of the valuer. Critics argue that this position is difficult to uphold, since it can 

lead to insupportable clashes with human needs and rights30. “Hence”, critics claim, “the non-

human world contains nothing of intrinsic value” (O’Neill, 1992, p. 121). But as O’Neill 

continues, this reasoning is actually false, because it builds on a confusion of claims about the 

 

 
30 For example, as O’Connor and Kenter (2019) note, about half of the area protected for purposes of nature 
conservation globally is established on indigenous territories, which has frequently led to expropriation (see also 
Agrawal et al., 2021). As such, nature conservation discourses tend to pit nature’s intrinsic values, expressed as 
rights of non-humans, against human land rights (O’Connor and Kenter, 2019). 
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source of value, with claims about the object of value31. To hold the objectivist position that 

“nature has value independently of humans” is to maintain that nature has what O’Neill calls 

“objective intrinsic value”, which means that value is given to an object without reference to 

the experiences of the person maintaining this position (O’Neill, 1992, p. 128). 

Drawing on O’Neill (1992), O’Connor and Kenter (2019) use the statement “Ponds are 

good for frogs” to explain O’Neill’s concept. A person saying this, say a gardener, is the 

valuing agent (the source of value), and considers “goodness” (or value) from the perspective 

of frogs (the object of value), without reference to personal interests. Intrinsic value in this 

form describes what is instrumentally good for frogs, irrespective of the gardener’s interests. 

As O’Neill (1992) explains, from an objectivist perspective this instrumental goodness is 

possible because the object of value (frogs) “are the sorts of things that can flourish or be 

injured”, and as such they have their own “goods” that are independent of human interests 

and of any tendency they might possibly have to produce feelings of approval or disapproval in 

human observers (O’Neill, 1992, p. 129). 

“Good for” or “goodness for” thus denote “a particular interest as a basis for intrinsic value” 

(such as frogs’ interests) (O’Connor and Kenter, 2019, p. 1253; my emphasis). However, as 

O’Connor and Kenter (2019) continue, how this interest should be regarded does not follow 

per se, because it can be perceived as more or less important, just like diverse human interests, 

and may or may not translate into rights. “Just because a pond is good for frogs does not mean 

we ought to create ponds everywhere. Rather, the implications that follow depend on our 

moral orientations” (p. 1253). O’Connor and Kenter (2019) propose the term “articulated 

intrinsic values” for the form of objective intrinsic value just outlined. The appeal of this 

understanding of intrinsic value, they suggest, is that it offers a distinct category for practical 

consideration of nature “where human and non-human interests can be articulated alongside 

one another” (p. 1253). Importantly, this does not mean to say that these different values are 

commensurable, but rather that we may acknowledge values of non-humans in democratic 

debate from different perspectives and not only through the issue of rights. As such, it is 

different from both rights-based intrinsic value and utilitarian existence value, but it is still 

inclusive of them. 

I bring this up to provide examples of other ethical perspectives on nature’s value. In a 

critique of O’Connor and Kenter’s concept, Neuteleers et al. (2021) point out that it may be 

unclear how it actually differs from positions where only people’s opinions matter (such as 

utilitarianism) and why nature’s intrinsic value is better preserved through the mere human 

articulation of intrinsic values in deliberative debate. Yet, I think the concept “articulated 

intrinsic value” offers at least two things as a bridge from utilitarianism to a broader, critical 
 

 
31 As O’Neill (1992) shows, an objectivist view is entirely compatible with a completely anthropocentric view of 
the object of value (for example, maintaining that only humans and their states have intrinsic value). Likewise, he 
explains, a subjectivist view, which in this case means to be committed to the view that non-humans have only 
instrumental value, is false too: holding a subjectivist view means claiming that the evaluative attitudes of humans 
are the only sources of value, but from this does not follow that the only ultimate objects of value are human beings 
(p. 121). 
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and empathic understanding of nature’s value. First, because of its element of realism, it is easy 

to communicate. I imagine economists like those I referred to in the introductory section of 

this chapter, who are reluctant to consider other than anthropocentric understandings of value, 

can relate to a category of O’Connor and Kenter’s kind, because it opens up for talk about 

there being more and less goodness for nature, irrespective of how humans benefit. It can even 

be put in anthropocentric terms: humans can undeniably make “more and less 

anthropocentric” choices. It will indeed be vulnerable to empirical arguments (such as what is 

actually good for frogs) (Muraca, 2011), but such arguments will at least be possible to ground 

on motives that are less sensitive to context than are human preferences. Accepting the results 

from Paper 4, that WTP can be seen as a subset of some total value where the rest is taken 

equally seriously, would at least require it be complemented with other value indicators. In this 

interpretation, WTP and non-monetised values are complementary. However, currently, other 

value expressions are at most played down. 

Second, the emphasis on articulation directs us to where processes of valuation rightly 

belong: in deliberation. O’Connor and Kenter (2019) are correct to say that “intrinsic values 

need to be distinctly articulated to ensure the recognition of unique non-human perspectives, 

which need their own representation at the values table.” (p. 1262). There is a real difference 

between an articulated acknowledgment that there are better and worse decisions for other 

living beings and an unarticulated or even explicitly articulated position (as in many cases in the 

debate on stated preference studies) that such acknowledgment is only an expression of the 

valuers’ egoistic interest. Below I show why. 

Before I continue to Paper 5, I must introduce deliberative ecological economics – yes, a 

fourth ecological economics. In applying for PhD funding, I used concepts like “plurality” and 

“pluralism” and references to ecological economists like Mark Sagoff, Clive Spash and others. 

It is interesting to reflect that I thought I understood things then, but today I know that I did 

not. 

 

8.6 Deliberative ecological economics 

One strand within ecological economics, referred to as deliberative ecological economics 

(Zografos and Howarth, 2010), increasingly advocates group-based participatory and 

deliberative valuation approaches as alternatives to the approaches we talked about above, 

both stated preference studies and CBA (e.g. Kenter et al., 2016a; O’Neill et al., 2008; e.g. 

O’Neill and Spash, 2000; Wegner and Pascual, 2011; Wironen et al., 2019). Deliberative 

valuation builds on the idea that openly discussing and negotiating values may help overcome 

fundamental flaws associated with conventional valuation theory and practice. It can also 

incorporate ethical and cultural concerns (Kenter et al., 2016c), which, as we have seen, has 

been nearly absent in conventional valuation. Since many important values around nature are 

deeper held, hidden and implicit, deliberation may enable people to form and express otherwise 

ignored preferences and yearnings about how to deal with shared resources (Raymond and 

Kenter, 2016). 

But what is deliberation, really? I provide a definition in Box 2. 
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Box 2. 

Deliberation – a definition 

In dictionaries, deliberation is defined as “considering or discussing something” 

(Cambridge Dictionary, online), “long and careful consideration or discussion” or “slow 

and careful movement or thought” (Oxford Languages, online). Swedish words are 

“överläggning” or “övervägande”, but I prefer to use “deliberation” in Swedish too (as it exists 

as a Swedish term, although less well known). Thus, in principle and more generally, 

deliberation can mean something individuals do on their own, as in internal reasoning and 

reflection. But there is also a more formal meaning. Deliberation is key in deliberative 

democracy theory, which is a normative theory about how to achieve a more just and 

democratic way of dealing with pluralism than liberal or economic understandings of 

democracy (Chambers, 2003). The latter see democracy as an arena where interests 

compete via fair mechanisms of vote aggregation, whereas deliberative democracy focuses 

on the communication process needed to form opinions and preferences and how this can 

be made legitimate (ibid.). There are thus those who see before them an entirely different 

society where forums for regular deliberation among citizens are part of the democratic 

structure (e.g. Fishkin, 2018). 

What distinguishes deliberation from other kinds of group-talk, such as discussion, 

dialogue, negotiation or mere conversation, has long been discussed in deliberation 

research (Bächtiger et al., 2010; Black, 2008; Chambers, 2003; Mansbridge et al., 2006; 

Sprain and Black, 2018). Early deliberative theorists like Habermas focused on theoretical 

constructs like “communicative rationality”, “the unforced force of the better argument” 

and “rational consensus”. Deliberation was a process of reasoned argument free of 

coercion, where consensus was an ideal outcome (Vargas et al., 2017). Criticism of these 

ideals for ignoring how rare unanimity is, for masking conflicting interests and for 

discounting the positive role of emotions (Mansbridge et al., 2006), has caused 

contemporary deliberative theorists to move away from the Habermasian tradition towards 

a more inclusive idea of reason-giving in deliberative processes (Chambers, 2003). In the 

recent Oxford Handbook of Deliberative Democracy (Bächtiger et al., 2018), deliberation 

is broadly defined as “mutual communication that involves weighing and reflecting on 

preferences, values and interests regarding matters of common concern” (p. 2). Apart from 

the most salient ideal with respect to pluralism, inclusiveness, which refers to equal 

opportunity to influence deliberations for those with interests at stake in a collective matter, 

the editors redefine earlier deliberative ideals in their introductory chapter: for example, 

reason has become “presenting relevant considerations” (p. 6), consensus “conflict clarification 

and fair compromise” (p. 7) and respect “trying to see the motives of [other] speakers as they 

experience them” (p. 4). The terms are rather fluid, in other words, so it should be added 

that deliberation is still purposeful, with an aim to produce a collective decision (Felicetti et 

al., 2016). 

In the Eight-fjords project I came to focus on the actual interaction in deliberation in 

practice, since I quickly learned that this was something the literature was still often vague 

about (Sprain and Black, 2018), particularly the (deliberative) ecological economist 

literature. It is also what much critique is directed against: it seems difficult to put 

deliberative ideals into practice (I return to this in Section 8.10). 

Deliberation in groups is obviously something that can work more and less well, but I 
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think its proponents are generally misinterpreted as ignoring this. Sprain and Black (2018) 

offer one of the most concrete descriptions I have found, which I believe is useful when 

thinking about deliberative ideals. Based on extensive empirical studies, they distinguish 

what they claim is unique to deliberation. Arguing that experienced facilitators of 

deliberative processes have long recognised that some moments in deliberative forums are 

more meaningful than others, they call it “deliberative moments”, that is “exceptional, 

brilliant flashes of deliberation” (p. 13) in which the three following interactional elements 

are accomplished simultaneously: 

 

1. Reason-giving exchange marked by disagreement. Involving more than one speaker, positions 

are supported (motivated) by reasons, last for several speech turns and consider and 

weigh conflicting perspectives. Reason-giving can be storytelling, testimony or rhetoric, 

emotionally charged, and need not be fact-based. Disagreement need not be overt (“No, 

I disagree”), it can include politeness markers before a challenge (“I think you are right, 

but perhaps…”). The idea is that disagreement encourages participants to develop more 

sophisticated justifications for their arguments. It can draw on values, principles, 

personal experience or authority, but the minimum requirement is to offer support for a 

position rather than simply referencing previous statements or saying “I disagree”. Note 

that highly structured deliberation, such as talk tokens, may still involve disagreement. 

2. Respect and listening. Participants take each other’s arguments seriously and work through 

an issue. Seemingly contradictory to disagreement, respect can be difficult to track and 

crucially vary with culture, but may be revealed through, for example, wordings 

signalling a respectful attitude or actions such as taking a speaker’s input seriously, 

daring to question it and ask for additional reason-giving. 

3. Inclusive discourse. Perspectives that would otherwise be marginalised are recognised. In 

contrast to the usual interpretation of inclusiveness in deliberation, which mainly looks 

to equality in turn-taking or speech time as indicators of representation, inclusiveness 

here means a focus on how talk occurs, rather than only who talks. Inclusion may then be 

to counter the perspective that dominates a conversation, either by raising one’s own 

(counter-)perspective or that of others (including people not present in the room). 

 

Deliberative moments are rare, say Sprain and Black (2018), but they surely happen. In 

fact, deliberation research shows that people are not as bad at this as one may think (Black, 

2012). Sprain and Black provide a workable definition for what to look for in deliberation 

“in action” in practice. Crucially, according to Sprain and Black (2018), rather than focusing 

on moments of consensus and agreement, it may be the moments of disagreement that 

reveal when a group “is doing its most deliberative work” (p. 15). 

In this thesis, when I say “deliberation”, I think of all the definitions above, including 

less formalised and even individual internal reflections (such as my own). Below, however, 

some form of group-based activity is what I have most often in mind, such as a deliberative 

valuation, and a deliberative democratic system where public deliberation is institutionalised 

as part of political decision-making is not considered in any detail; it is outside the scope of 

this thesis, so to say. But it should be understood as waiting in the background. 
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Deliberative ecological economists thus build their ideas of valuation on deliberative 

democratic theory. The appeal to deliberation through argument calls for what Habermas 

describes as a procedural account of rational choice (Habermas, 1984; O’Neill et al., 2008). 

Procedural accounts of rationality take actions to be rational if the process through which they 

are brought about meets the norms of a discussion akin to those of deliberation in Box 2. With 

rationality defined this way, the important issue is not to refine measurements for quantifying 

and aggregating given preferences to arrive at optimal outcomes, but to develop “deliberative 

institutions that allow citizens to form preferences through reasoned dialogue” (O’Neill et al. 

2008, p. 85; my emphasis). This is a fundamentally normative process (Ravenscroft, 2019). 

The claim by “green” deliberative theorists is that environmental goods, as collective or 

public goods, should have better chances in a deliberative context, since (or if) they stimulate 

reflection prior to aggregating preferences in some form, such as through voting or negotiation 

(Nordbrandt, 2020). As Ravenscroft (2019) points out, social values emerging from 

deliberative processes are highly unlikely to be perceived by its participants as “simply an 

extension of [their] own values, nor as an aggregation of the individual values of all those 

affected. Rather, in making normative judgements we are likely to identify for ourselves a 

‘hybrid’ position in which we believe that certain values ‘ought’ to be common, public, or 

shared, even if they are inconsistent with our own interests.” (p. 3). 

 

8.6.1 Incommensurability 

As I mentioned already in the introduction of this thesis (Chapter 1), a key concept for 

ecological economists is that values are seen as plural and they generally do not subscribe to 

the neoclassical idea that all goods and services are fundamentally commensurable. To recap, 

value incommensurability means values cannot be compared and traded off using a single scale 

for ordering different options or states of affairs, in terms of welfare or any other primitive 

value. Incommensurability differs from incomparability, as it refers to when things cannot be 

precisely measured along a common scale of units measuring some absolute value, while 

incomparability refers to when things cannot even be ranked by their relative value (Aldred, 

2002). Thus, incommensurable values may be possible to compare, sometimes rank, at least for 

a limited range of qualities, but they are not compensable (Martinez-Alier et al., 1998). 

Monetisation is thus ruled out. Martinez-Alier et al. (1998) referred to this as that 

incommensurable values are “weakly comparable”. Conflicting appraisal of objects of choice is 

then unavoidable, but this is not incompatible with rational decision-making, as just defined 

(which I further develop in the next section). 

When values are incommensurable, there are at least two risks with using monetisation as a 

basis for decision-making: that values which cannot be translated into money are left out, and 

that such values are monetised anyway and falsely give the impression of being correct. Both 

will result in decisions that override value conflicts. Furthermore, since many values are 

difficult to quantify at all, value incommensurability creates problems in decision-making even 

without monetisation. The typical claim that criticism of monetisation is only relevant if 

directed at its lack of precision, not at money being the unit (e.g. Kriström and Bonta 
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Bergman, 2014), is therefore misguided. Incommensurability means the rejection not just of 

monetary reductionism but any reductionism, also physical (Martinez-Alier et al., 1998). 

This is the core of value pluralism, which underlies the call for deliberative valuation in 

ecological economics. It means acknowledging value plurality and viewing values as plural and 

incommensurable. 

 

8.6.2 Deliberative valuation and value plurality 

Deliberative ecological economics thus rejects the assumption behind CBA that social choice 

can be made without attending directly to value conflicts and interpersonal comparisons; these 

things need to be addressed through transparent discussion processes among stakeholders 

(Wegner and Pascual, 2011). In other words, with deliberative valuation comes a greater 

attentiveness to the politics of valuation. Although this makes valuation more complex and 

challenges current political institutions (Wesselink and Hoppe, 2011), proponents claim it is 

conditional for decision-making to be able to really deal with sustainability challenges (see e.g. 

Irvine et al., 2016; Ravenscroft, 2019), including how to actually go beyond “incremental 

change” and literally transform society in a more sustainable direction (Horcea-Milcu et al., 

2019, p. 10). 

A range of typologies for operationalising value plurality in valuation has been brought 

forward in recent years. Drawing on theoretical and empirical work in social psychology (e.g. 

Schwartz and Bilsky, 1987), Kenter et al.’s (2015) framework is one of the most influential. 

They label two broad categories of values that are ontologically distinct from value indicators 

such as WTP: contextual values, which are context-specific, preference-like opinions on the 

worth or importance of particular objects, decisions or actions (e.g. access to green parks and 

policies restricting their exploitation), and transcendental values, which transcend specific contexts 

and include normative, overarching principles and ethical convictions (such as fairness and 

honesty), but also motivational, desirable goals that guide our preferences and behaviour (“a 

varied life”, “family security”). Whereas contextual values are more directly associated to 

behaviour and can be partially reflected in quantitative value indicators like WTP, 

transcendental values influence us more or less unconsciously, are more stable than contextual 

values and are often shared within larger groups and whole societies, even when contextual 

values are not (Raymond and Kenter, 2016). 

Neoclassical economics makes no distinction between these categories, as all kinds of values 

are assumed to be expressed through individuals’ preferences or WTP. There are potential 

overlaps between the framework of Kenter et al. (2015) and the TEV framework above, if 

interpreting the latter less strictly. For example, non-use values (altruistic, bequest and 

existence value) are likely based in transcendental values like fairness and justice. An important 

difference, however, is that the seemingly other-regarding non-use values in TEV are always 

conceived as self-regarding (the “warm glow” idea, as we saw above) (Kenter et al., 2014). 

Thus, while in practice transcendental values are probably captured implicitly to various 

degrees by a WTP measure (neither revealed nor stated preferences can avoid being influenced 

by them), they are likely to be “both incompletely captured and poorly understood” (ibid., p. 

99).  
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Transcendental values have not been the primary objective of conventional valuation 

studies (Kenter et al., 2019). Even if some earlier studies have recognised their importance in 

deliberative processes and have suggested that their latent nature may require explicit prompts 

to bring them out (Niemeyer, 2004; Sagoff, 1998), Kenter et al. (2016c) were among the first to 

propose active deliberation on transcendental values, suggesting it makes participants look at 

decisions from a broader perspective and illuminates value conflicts and synergies across 

different societal priorities. In fact, they argue that the aim of a deliberative valuation process is 

to form values by considering normative questions around transcendental values. The degree 

to which contextual values, and public policy, are aligned with participants’ transcendental 

values is then part of the goal. At the same time, when people deliberate on values, they are 

more likely to understand others’ values and perspectives, which can “trigger dormant values” 

and render potentially transformative outcomes such as an increased sense of responsibility 

and concern for others, a sense of a “common cause” that increases participants’ willingness to 

sacrifice personal interests for the “common good” (ibid, p. 205). 

Thus, the idea of using deliberative valuation in environmental management is about much 

more than eliciting a plurality of values to “improve” preference elicitation; it is assigned a 

political purpose by scholars from the literature on deliberative ecological economics. In a later 

paper, Kenter et al. (2019) clarify the normative stance behind the transformational ideal of an 

alignment between contextual and transcendental values, pointing out that transcendental 

values relating to sustainability can play an important moralising role (Lo and Spash, 2013), as 

ends that may steer a value formation process and orient shared social values towards more 

other-regarding perspectives (Kenter et al., 2019). As noted by Horcea-Milcu et al. (2019), this 

of course raises the question of which values support sustainable outcomes and, as such, 

whose values count. 

As said in Box 2, contemporary theories on deliberation have broadened to acknowledge a 

greater diversity of modes of communicative reasoning that can work for diverse publics. The 

openness towards a diversity of tools for stimulating deliberation, such as in-depth discussion, 

arts-based dialogues, visioning and storytelling (see e.g. Kenter, 2016b), shows that the 

emerging theoretical framework around deliberative valuation has more in common with this 

recent deliberative theory than with the earlier, narrower ideals associated with consensus and 

communicative rationality. Both deliberative democracy and deliberative valuation research 

also generally emphasise the importance of professional facilitation for handling power 

dynamics in deliberative processes (Dillard, 2013; Jordan, 2016; Mansbridge et al., 2006; 

Orchard-Webb et al., 2016; Reed, 2008). Facilitation in deliberation is not an uncomplicated 

issue, but in our Eight-fjords study professional facilitation really seemed to make a difference 

(see more in Paper 5). 

As for the role of values (as in transcendental values) in decision-making, it is also 

increasingly supported from both a wellbeing and a sustainability perspective. Paralleling the 

focus on individual preference satisfaction in neoclassical welfare theory, psychological 

research on wellbeing was long dominated by hedonic perspectives on wellbeing (Kjell, 

2011), focused largely on happiness, life satisfaction and positive affect (Ryff, 2013). However, 

increased empirical scrutiny has led to the upsurge of eudaimonic wellbeing approaches, which 

emphasise the importance of self-realisation, meaning-making, relatedness and purposeful 
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engagement (Ryan and Deci, 2001). There is now mounting evidence of the positive influence 

of eudaimonic qualities on many different aspects of human wellbeing, including reduced risk 

of numerous diseases and greater life expectancy (Ryff, 2013). Research shows that specific 

value orientations are associated with both wellbeing and sustainability outcomes (Kasser, 

2016), where self-transcendence values are positively related to eudaimonic wellbeing and to 

environmental beliefs, attitudes, norms and action (Hurst et al., 2013). There is also increasing 

evidence that transcendental values motivate and regulate value-congruent behaviour and 

wellbeing only if they are cognitively activated and central to the individual’s self (Sortheix and 

Schwartz, 2017). It is factors such as these which have led authors like Raymond and Raymond 

(2019) to claim that self-transcendence values should be considered within deliberative 

interventions through design for “value activation”, to facilitate active work around values for 

sustainability, in line with the suggestion by Kenter et al. (2019) mentioned above. Paper 5 

confirmed that this is desired among both citizens and politicians. 

It seems that much is expected to happen during the course of a deliberative valuation, 

while they are usually limited in time (Kenter et al., 2016c). Nevertheless, a growing number of 

empirical deliberative valuation studies support many of the ideas behind value pluralism. In 

the study by Kenter et al. (2011), for example, participants reported newly developed 

preferences based on deeper-held moral values after having deliberated upon social and 

ecological issues related to the future of their community. Deliberative approaches have also 

been found to outperform conventional monetary valuation, not least when it comes to 

perceived legitimacy or participants’ confidence in their expressed values (e.g. Brouwer et al., 

1999; Christantoni and Damigos, 2019; Clark et al., 2000; Kenter et al., 2016a). However, 

deliberative valuation research has not been particularly interaction-oriented to date and 

qualitative studies are still rather uncommon. For example, those studies suggesting that even a 

short-term intervention can lead to significant change (such as making deliberative valuation 

outputs more reflective of participants’ transcendental values) have mainly looked at effects of 

deliberation on individuals’ WTP by eliciting WTP measures before and after a deliberative 

intervention (similar to our set-up in the Eight-fjords study), or have examined other 

quantitative indicators ex-post deliberation (e.g. Murphy et al., 2017; Raymond and Kenter, 

2016). 

With respect to the potential overlaps between monetary and other value measures, and 

thus the comprehensiveness of WTP, some of these studies are also ambiguous. In Kenter et 

al. (2011), for example, a deliberative valuation led to greater recognition of how ecosystems, 

culture and society were connected, resulting in key ecosystem services effectively becoming 

priceless because participants refused to trade them off regardless of financial cost. In contrast, 

in both Kenter (2016c) and Kenter et al. (2016b), who used storytelling and other tools in 

deliberative valuation exercises to prompt deliberation on transcendental values before 

deciding upon individual and social WTP, participants’ WTP decreased for a range of 

ecosystem services. The authors attributed this decrease to participants looking more broadly 

at the natural environment in relation to their other interests and priorities (such as investing 

time or money in nature versus in the health system or their family). Thus, on the one hand, 

deliberating on bigger-than-self-issues made WTP higher, as if it really had to do with the 

degree of inclusiveness of different forms of values (such as existence value); on the other 
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hand, it made WTP lower with an increased concern for others (the payment in question in 

Kenter et al. [2016b] was a fee to be paid by all, thus a sort of altruism). What this shows is 

that WTP is indeed highly sensitive to contextual factors and to transcendental values, but that 

its actual content is unclear – but also that money is “traded” against nature to some degree. 

But does this mean that choices, and hence value, are effectively trade-offs? 

 

8.7 “Are choices trade-offs?”  

In his paper “Are choices trade-offs?”, Alan Holland (2002) questions the conception of 

human decision-making as trade-offs. He is not alone, because the issue has been treated by 

decision theorists and psychologists (e.g. Brandstätter et al., 2006), and economists have 

touched upon it in valuation studies. Leamer and Lustig (2017), for instance, found that fewer 

than 25 per cent of the respondents in a stated preference survey seemed to be trading off 

benefits and costs; the other 75 per cent used decision rules that did not incorporate trade-offs 

and for which there is no WTP. But Holland’s account is more fine-tuned and he points 

explicitly to what it means for ideas about human nature and motivation and relates this to 

economic theory and public policy. His question is about ontology. 

Holland (2002) goes to the bottom of the belief-desire model, which lies behind the idea of 

rational choice, and the “theoretically charged notion best expressed as the view that all choice 

is basically a form of exchange” (p. 17), of “striking the best deal” (p. 31). “The beauty of 

preference-satisfaction as the touchstone of utility is that it appears to afford a universally 

applicable measure of value – namely, the degree of preference attaching to each available 

option” (p. 18). Decision-making, be it individual or collective, then becomes just a matter of 

collecting, aggregating and weighing preferences. 

But questions of value, unlike desire, are a matter of judgement. As such, Holland (2002) 

says, they are sensitive to both context and reason, as in the motivation for making a choice. 

As the next section on Paper 5 will demonstrate, when it comes to environmental issues, 

underlying values (that is, transcendental values) are often such reasons expressed as ethical 

judgements based on principles or virtues, not only consequences. Ethical judgements are 

notions and claims about what is right and wrong, and quite often about rights. These cannot 

be traded – they cannot be partitioned into pieces of being more or less right and we (usually) 

do not conceive of people or animals having a right to exist to a lesser or greater degree. Citing 

Keat (1997), we claim in Paper 5 that to treat judgements about what is ethically right as 

concerned with their makers’ own well-being, which we saw with the TEV concept is the 

neoclassical understanding of ethical behaviour, is to confuse two qualitatively different 

categories of judgement; “for example, instead of regarding the claim that it is unjust to punish 

the innocent as an ethical judgment that must be responded to as such”, the trade-off model of 

value suggests we should respond by estimating “how pleased or upset those who make [the 

claim] would be were their principle to be acted upon or not” (Keat, 1997, p. 40). Yet such 

calculations are precisely what neoclassical theory expects us to make. 

However, according to Holland (2002), the question about the incompatibility between the 

trade-off model of choice and the importance of reasons for choice is “not a point about 

moral reasons only, but about reasons generally” (p. 27). Choices are responsive to a myriad of 
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heterogeneous motivations beside satisfaction and moral convictions like duty, commitment 

and rightness, in particular to such things as seeking appropriateness, relevance, meaning and 

continuity. None of these share a common property of either pleasurableness, “preference 

satisfaction” or “self-interest” that we can use to measure them, compare them, add and 

subtract. To force such a property upon them as a way to explain why an action was made 

would be to misconstrue what has happened. It would be the opposite of explanation, Holland 

says. Actions need to be qualified with a reason to make sense, and a mere want or desire does 

not do the job. The following passage is how he explains it: 

 

if someone were to ask you “Why are you sitting in that armchair reading Dickens’ Pickwick 

Papers?”, and you were to reply “Because I want to,” then far from having given your reason for 

sitting in the armchair, you would, I suggest, be indicating your unwillingness to give a reason. Far 

from being a paradigm of what it is to give a reason for one’s actions, to say “Because I want to X” 

is to give no reason at all. In asking for a reason, the questioner is already taking it for granted that 

there is intentional agency, since this much is presupposed in the quest for a reason. The point of 

the question is to elicit some further specification: what it is about what the agent is doing that is 

construed as desirable, or as a good reason for the action. It is this, not a statement of preference, 

that will make the action intelligible. Reasons, then, are not open to quantification: there is no 

function such that having more reason to X is necessarily correlated with the presence of some 

valued feature to a greater degree. Incommensurability is not the exception; it is the rule. (p. 26-27, 

his emphasis) 

 

Thus as an explanation, the reference to preferences is too empty. Making choices, Holland 

(2002) suggests, has more to do with “finding one’s way through” than with choosing the 

option that gives us the most wellbeing, or satisfaction, or value. This alternative model of 

human choice-making, he likens to: 

 

the sense we have in mind when we talk of negotiating “white water” in a canoe. Perhaps the 

situation can be recast to avoid the choice altogether. (We might drag the canoe overland for a short 

stretch.) People have learned to be wary, for example, of the choice that is sometimes presented 

between jobs and wildlife, and are suspicious of the ideology that informs such a “choice.” Failing 

that, there are different pathways through. Here it is not, or not only, a matter of minimizing losses 

and residues, but a matter of doing justice to the various claims, where again considerations of 

appropriateness are to the fore; it is also a matter, simply, of “staying afloat.” (p. 31) 

 

That is, decision-making must be viewed against a broader background where people “are 

seeking to interpret and reinterpret events, and to make sense of, and give sense to, their own 

pasts and those of the institutions of which they are part” (Holland, 2002, p. 31). 

The trade-off model of choice is the “micro version” of what is taken to be possible at the 

social level. Part of the promise of monetisation and standard decision-making tools based on 

utilitarianism such as CBA is that they seem to offer a way of resolving difficult value conflicts 

(O’Neill et al., 2008). A unique, common measure that allows all losses (costs) and gains 

(benefits) of different options to be aggregated and then compared, O’Neill et al. (2008) say 

(where Holland is the second author), is a promise of reducing social choice to a calculation 
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exercise, a sort of “moral mathematics” (p. 84). As Holland (2002) suggests, this seems to be 

tightly linked to the assumption in neoclassical economics (but also more broadly) that rational 

decision-making requires value commensurability – that a common measure of value is 

necessary to make rational choices. The key reason for this assumption is that if we have 

several different standards of value they might result in conflicting recommendations for 

action, so in order for choices not to appear arbitrary (ibid.) or become paralysed, we need 

some way to reconcile different values when they conflict (Mitrouchev, 2020). O’Neill et al. 

(2008) start by replying to this with logic: “It might be true that for any conflict between values 

there must be some way of resolving that conflict” [but it] “does not follow that we need to 

come up with a single value or umpiring rule that will resolve every single conflict”; this is 

simply implausible (p. 74). The widespread assumption that we can and should determine a 

unique optimal solution in decision-making, O’Neill et al. (2008) say, is simply “to make 

unreasonable demands on reason” (p. 85). They exemplify this with the fact that we do not 

make such demands on reason when we choose between different theories, such as in science. 

In science, we 

 

recognise that rational argument and existing evidence sometimes undermine choices in scientific 

theories. Rational individuals can make different judgments on available evidence. While there is a 

difference between theoretical and practical reason – the former ends in believes that are reversible, 

the latter in an act which may be irreversible – there is no reason to require of practical reason 

something that we do not require of its theoretical counterpart. […] Just like theoretical reasons, 

practical reason might sometimes determine a unique optimal solution, but equally it might not.  

(p. 85) 

 

Instead, O’Neill et al. (2008) continue, we most commonly have a variety of options, each 

with their particular bundle of goods, each coherent and making sense, but with no ordering 

between them. In the end there simply may not be any best choice, only different realisations 

of a life. In each of these, we have to sacrifice goods. We may regret the losses we experience 

through the choices we make, “with good reasons”; we are “not indifferent between the 

options – it matters a lot which is chosen, and we are likely to agonise”; but in the end, we 

cannot order them (p. 86). Often the only thing possible is then admissibility. And this, say 

O’Neill et al. (2008), “is one source of the possibility of plurality in good lives” that we can 

reasonably chose; “This plurality of admissible solutions” can be constrained, but it cannot be 

eliminated (p. 86; my emphasis). O’Neill et al. point to how even an apparently utilitarian view, 

where only the wellbeing of individuals is taken to be valuable in itself, is pluralist when one 

thinks about it a little deeper: try to compare the pleasurableness of a conversation with a good 

friend with that of a cool drink at the end of a long hot day, or achieving a long-time ambition. 

Now, none of this needs to be a source of worry about practical reason, O’Neill et al. 

(2008) continue, it just points to the reasonableness of limits in decision-making. Instead of 

placing the individual at the centre of decision-making, as is done in analyses based on 

methodological individualism, the epistemological task of finding out right and wrong actions 

must literally be based on judgement and reason (Holland, 1997). Reason-giving. 
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O’Neill et al. (2008) argue that deliberation is the only reasonable way to handle social 

choices around issues such as environmental problems. They recognise that there may be a 

number of difficulties with deliberative procedures in practice. The notion that the power and 

influence of different groups may be unequal is disquieting. However, the idea that the best 

way of arriving at an answer is to talk about it is not as such objectionable, they say. In fact, 

“what is wrong with the inequalities of power is precisely that they get in the way of our 

reaching decisions by rational argument”; but it is through reason-giving, not measurement, 

that we make such decisions (p. 84). 

Holland (2002) claim that this means viewing decision-making – individual and collective – 

as a continuing process and not discrete events, so time and history is an essential part of its 

legitimacy. As such, decisions must be (or are, always, implicitly) appraised in terms of 

historical patterns of choice, because it is so that the character of institutions is expressed 

(O’Neill et al., 2008). In particular, people draw as much on the history of actions of public 

authorities (and their own life experiences) as they do on the current circumstance and 

forecasts for making judgments about institutions and policies (see e.g. Zakhour, 2019). Habits 

and character play equally important roles in processes of decisions, say O’Neill et al. (2008); 

our character is formed through the decisions we make (“We become generous by performing 

generous acts”, p. 209), and we express our character through our decisions: the same act can 

look perfectly rational in some model of rational decision-making, but provoke scepticism if 

that choice is part of a wider pattern that exhibits vices. 

Thus, acting for deliberative inclusion of citizens in decisions in order to increase trust and 

legitimacy requires a pattern of such events over time. One cannot count on gaining legitimacy 

solely through single events in isolation. Rationality itself has a historical dimension that 

consequentialist and other conventional decision-making frameworks ignore (O’Neill et al., 

2008)32.  

This is not to say that measurements have no role, O’Neill et al. conclude: some 

considerations will call on numbers, such as species loss or poverty, others will not, such as the 

aesthetic properties of landscapes or the meanings and social memories a place might have, 

which do not easily lend themselves to measurement. It is not the practice of quantification as 

such that is criticised here, but rather the vision of social choice as becoming better with 

calculation than with deliberation. 

 

8.8 Reflections 

The work by Holland (2002) and O’Neill et al. (2008) makes sense to me. I see their account as 

being about realism. If we think of choices as exchanging similar experiences, which is what 

 

 
32 O’Neill et al. (2008) then argue that a virtues-based perspective which pays attention to such patterns of 
decisions offers an important corrective to the dominant consequentialist and deontological perspectives on 
decision-making (p. 208). I do not develop this further, but mention it to exemplify how pluralism can play out at 
this overarching level (of philosophy). 
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the trade-off idea implies, we must ignore the possibility that the substance behind different 

experiences can be distinct ends in themselves. By not attending to the reasons for choice, the 

understanding of what makes for a good life – and a bad one – is impoverished. 

As Engelen (2017) points out, assuming that people behave “as if” they are satisfying their 

preferences, which is a common epistemological defence for the trade-off model, relieves 

economists of a deeper analysis of people’s actual motives and non-motives. Another usual 

defence is to say that even if the trade-off or preference satisfaction model is simplified, “it can 

still truthfully explain people’s actions by ‘idealizing’ or ‘isolating’ the most significant causes” 

(p. 255). I agree with Engelen that lumping motives together in this way obstructs everything 

of real interest for explaining human behaviour. While it does not hinder economists from 

asking “what exactly motivates people, it enables them to shy away from this issue” (p. 258)33. 

Note that the account of reason and judgement by Holland (1997; 2002) and O’Neill et al. 

(2008) does not say that reason-giving is necessarily well-structured. I read this as 

acknowledging that emotions are an important dimension of what it means to make judgement 

and act to “find one’s way through”, as Holland puts it. Emotions are essential not least for 

ethics and political engagement. In a recent paper, Neblo (2020) outlines a number of roles for 

emotion in deliberation, which resonates with this. For example, emotions are what help us to 

identify a situation as normatively significant and they motivate us to engage in discourse about 

such a situation; “anxiety, in particular, is crucial in motivating political deliberation” (p. 3). 

Thus, the trade-off model is quite different from the notions of value conflict that Holland 

and O’Neill et al. point to: studies of choice made according to the trade-off model 

concentrate on the final results of choice and take judgement and reason as given during the 

course of a study. For example, though many reasons for choice and how people react to 

incentives may be of real interest, approaches in environmental economics start from pre-

fabricated ideas on what are most important as reasons, such as whether individuals have a 

rational incentive or not to take others into account (externalities), whether they have enough 

information (asymmetric information), or (put differently) whether the consequences of 

individuals’ actions are properly priced in a market or not. Causes are explored on the basis of 

what individuals are assumed or observed to do on average in response to different incentives, 

but the degree to which their doings are the result of interactions with structural factors is not 

attended to. Economists will therefore not focus on, for example, why individuals have 

incentives to be egoistic, whether information is manipulated such as in advertising or 

 

 
33 Engelen’s (2017) paper is a comment to Hausman (2012), who, in his critique of economists’ definition of 
welfare as preferences (and preferences as choices), suggested that preferences should be reinterpreted as “total 
comparative evaluations”, meaning a comparison with respect to all considerations an individual considers 
relevant for making a choice, including more complex things such as moral considerations and emotions, which is 
closer to a commonsense interpretation of preferences, or “folk psychology”. It is a way to make preferences 
complete and transitive without having to assume rational self-interest (or wellbeing) (Engelen, 2017) and 
eventually a defence for the way in which economists use preferences to explain and predict behaviour. Hausman 
suggests that this is the way most economists in fact have looked upon preferences, though not necessarily 
consciously. See also Mitrouchev (2020). 
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lobbying, or how pricing may crowd out incentives to do something for the simple reason it is 

right, although these aspects may explain matters more and help reach collective goals. 

The corollary of this for monetary valuation is, as I see it, that monetisation can make 

values less rather than more visible and intelligible, as they conceal both substance and value 

conflicts. As an idea of a guarantee against arbitrariness, the model of rationality underpinning 

social choice in neoclassical economics is misleading. It leads us to think there is something 

like a best choice that we should always aspire to find. Since there is no such choice, we end up 

searching for the non-existent, needlessly insecure about whether what we choose is 

“efficient”. I think this is the opposite of a good life and that, rather than spurring innovation, 

it limits creativity in policy-making, especially as we tend to become dependent on those 

claiming to know how to calculate optimal choices for us. Paper 3 showed more of how this 

illusion has dominated in climate policy and hampered change. 

 

 

 

 

Before the work in Paper 5, the concepts of “value pluralism” and “value plurality” were 

mostly theoretical to me, although with Paper 4 I had begun to understand their importance, 

because they seemed to offer a way to describe what did not function with the value theory 

behind stated preference studies. The more I dug into the literature on deliberative valuation, 

the more I learned that there has been little empirical research by ecological economists on 

how ideas about concepts like “deliberation” and “value plurality” actually play out in 

individual and collective decision-making in practice. This is how Paper 5 started. Or, to make 

a long story short, the fact is that Paper 5 was first a paper about facilitation of deliberative 

valuation, then a paper about deliberation in deliberative valuation, then about deliberative 

quality of deliberative interaction in deliberative valuation, before it finally became a paper 

Figure 3. The “mess” behind Paper 5. 
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about value pluralism (in deliberative valuation). This was an agonising experience, and the 

original design of our Eight-fjords study made things more complicated. Figure 3 shows a 

“mind map” I made when working with Paper 5 and trying to make sense of what I then 

thought was just a mess. It was, as I indicated above, designed as a quantitative, deductive 

study, for “linear” work, but the empirical material had little in it that responded to the criteria 

of such ideals. I thus had to look at the data from new perspectives, and pose new questions 

about what it actually said. 

 

8.9 Paper 5: What is value pluralism? 

In Paper 5, entitled “What does value pluralism mean in practice? An empirical demonstration from a 

deliberative valuation”, the focus was on participants’ decision-making processes in the 

workshops of the Eight-fjords study, where the group exercise can be seen as part of a 

deliberative valuation. The broader aim was to contrast the key concepts around value and 

valuation from neoclassical theory with the ideas of value pluralism from deliberative 

ecological economics. As explained in Section 8.1, in the workshops participants took part in 

both individual and group exercises (“value-mapping”), where they were asked to rank 

potentially incommensurable values. The main empirical material was verbal data (recordings 

and transcripts) on participants’ reasoning during the group exercise in the workshops, which I 

analysed abductively. I interpreted and reinterpreted it in innumerable rounds as I encountered 

inconsistencies and things that did not make sense. As I listened to the recordings, compared 

their value-maps and read more, the most interesting thing really became how the participants 

actually handled choices around value conflicts. 

The analysis resulted in five overarching themes that represented typical behaviours and 

responses to difficult choices among individuals and groups in both quantitative and qualitative 

data: “preference uncertainty”, “preferences are sensitive to underlying values”, “unwillingness 

to trade values off”, “avoidance” and “internal value conflict”. In particular, avoidance 

appeared as a spontaneous behavioural response to contentious statements and it was revealed 

that contentious statements exposed participants to internal value conflicts that largely pointed 

to incongruence between their own behaviour and their values and beliefs. Generally, the value 

conflict in play was that between egoistic values, on the one hand, and altruistic and biospheric 

values, on the other. Although the latter were expressed as shared social values (Kenter et al., 

2015) of the group, it was obvious that participants were motivated by both, simultaneously. 

While they readily identified themselves with altruistic and biospheric values, both individually, 

before deliberation, and as a group, egoistic values were seen as typically influencing individual 

behaviour. The prevalence of avoidance signalled that this incongruence was not quite 

satisfying.  

These findings reveal behavioural and experiential responses that confirm theoretical 

propositions about value plurality and conflict that have been long proposed (Holland, 2002; 

Martinez-Alier et al., 1998), but rarely explicitly demonstrated in an actual decision-making 

context with both individual reasoning and social interaction: namely, that values are often 

weakly comparable and conflicts between them can be difficult, if not impossible, to resolve as 

trade-offs. Our findings clarified that incommensurability is a conception grounded in how 
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people perceive and judge certain values. As a consequence, the results came to address 

Holland’s (2002) question “Are choices trade-offs?”. Our results suggested that people prefer 

to avoid trade-offs. 

While the precise neoclassical explanation to reactions like those of our participants in 

Paper 5 is that they are irrational (Holland, 2002), a more typical (though unspoken) position is 

that they do not matter: once “out there”, our participants do make trade-offs, albeit implicitly, 

it is said (e.g. Costanza et al., 2014; Hanley and Shogren, 2002). However, as we state in Paper 

5, citing Aldred (2006), to claim that the value of something is incommensurable or impossible 

to measure in money terms does not necessarily make it incommensurable in practice, since 

this is a matter of definition, not of empirical evidence. As Centemeri (2015) explains, of 

course, we can make commensurate entities to which we are deeply attached, “even trade them 

off, put a price on them or accept compensation as social recognition of our loss”, but 

frequently this is a difficult choice that involves distress; “This difficulty and suffering are the 

sign that we are sacrificing something we value in a way that has no real equivalent” (p. 22). 

Holland (2002) talks similarly of “anguish”, which partly stems “precisely from the absence of 

a yardstick” (p. 25). Our participants’ reactions were a good example of this. 

To ignore incommensurability is therefore to miss important reasons for unwellbeing: value 

conflicts and absence of congruence between people’s behaviour and underlying values. 

Conversely, to acknowledge value incommensurability can improve understanding of 

opportunities for enhancing wellbeing by providing pathways for aligning incentives with 

shared social values (Raymond and Raymond, 2019). Our participants’ emotional response to 

the lack of congruence between their values and behaviour confirmed the salience of the 

relationship between values and wellbeing (Hurst et al., 2013; Sortheix and Schwartz, 2017).  

The results in Paper 5, we claimed, clarify why value pluralism matters. The core of the 

discrepancy between value theory from neoclassical and ecological economics lies in taking 

“effectuated” commensuration (or “executed” trade-offs) as deliberate “valuation” and the 

revelation of some ultimate value, or, as part of a context-dependent process in which only 

part of people’s plural values is active and therefore may veil what people consider important 

for society and even for themselves. 

In line with Holland’s (2002) view, transcendental values are important reasons for a 

preference, and conflicts between transcendental values, and the emotional charge they embed, 

are important reasons for the absence of a preference. Our results thus also clarify the meaning 

of “reason-giving” as a key concept in deliberative democratic processes, like deliberative 

valuation: deliberation, particularly deliberation on transcendental values, matters because of 

the importance of qualifications for judging the desirability of a choice, and for rationality, 

precisely as Holland defines it, as intelligibility. In our groups’ communicative reasoning, 

rational judgement was not about addressing values as trade-offs, but rather as difficult, moral 

conflicts, that needed to be resolved through compromise and considerations of 

appropriateness rather than minimising losses or maximising gains (Holland, 2002). 

As a rare empirical example of participant interaction in a deliberative valuation, Paper 5 

also illuminated issues within the actual deliberative valuation process itself. In particular, 

though we were able to confirm that deliberative valuation sheds light on the importance of 

both contextual values and transcendental values, and that the gap between behaviour and 



 

 

 

 

 
105 

underlying values was something that concerned participants, the internal value conflict, or 

“intrapersonal value plurality” (Paavola, 2002), is likely to be difficult to address in a 

deliberative forum where open debate is the ideal. In the workshops, we had a professional 

facilitator specifically focus on creating a safe space where everybody would be heard and feel 

comfortable to face and open up to new perspectives. Our most important tool for this was to 

have regular go-arounds where participants sat in a circle and had the opportunity to speak 

without being interrupted (see more in Paper 5). Evaluations ex-post showed that we really 

succeeded with the group atmosphere, and we believed that the facilitation and go-arounds 

were important in this. 

 

8.10 Reflections 

If the market can no longer be seen as the primary value articulating institution for 

sustainability, deliberative valuation offers “a new normative approach to economics” 

(Ravenscroft, 2019, p. 2). However, as I said earlier, there are concerns. Mouffe (2008) is one 

of the strongest critics of deliberative democratic ideals, arguing that deliberative processes are 

decision-makers’ false pretence for legitimising their own agendas. She is particularly critical of 

the consensus ideal as glossing over disagreement and unequal power structures. Rather than 

this “de-politicised” version of pluralism, Mouffe advocates “agonistic pluralism”, a form of 

antagonism where political adversaries are seen as legitimate, ‘‘friendly enemies’’ that may share 

a basic agreement to engage in a democratic debate, but where conflict is enduring, if not 

ineradicable (Brown and Dillard, 2013, p. 9). 

I was long preoccupied with whose values are considered and whose voices are heard in 

these processes. There are issues around representation due to smaller samples, that 

deliberative forums tend to attract people who are generally more politically engaged and more 

educated, the risks of peer pressure and social desirability, that outspoken individuals tend to 

dominate conversations, and so on. Of the latter, O’Neill and Spash (2000) remarked that 

“willingness to say” can be as ill-distributed as “willingness to pay” (p. 530). It is perhaps 

inevitable that a setting which privileges argument will be influenced by society’s structural 

inequalities, so that some citizens with purportedly equal rights are actually inhibited while 

others are empowered (Young, 2000, p. 34, cited in Vargas et al., 2017). 

Yet, as I explained in Box 2, consensus is not the ideal in deliberation anymore. It is not 

about dispassionate and disembodied speech, presupposing “an opposition between reason 

and emotion” (Vargas et al., 2017, p. 161) and some argue that it never was (see Neblo, 2020). 

Deliberative democrats acknowledge storytelling, rhetoric, emotional expressions and humour 

(Black, 2012; Sprain and Black, 2018) as legitimate and important aspects of reason-giving. It is 

arbitrary power, not emotions, that is the opposite of reason in deliberation (Neblo, 2020). 

The widely criticised “citizen dialogues” (Wiberg, 2018), where the public is invited 

occasionally to participate in the development of some urban and regional plans (Zakhour, 

2020), is not what I am talking about when I say deliberation. Some of the most interesting 

examples I have encountered are the long-term and large-scale so-called citizens’ juries and 

citizens’ assemblies with sophisticated procedures for public deliberation, where participants 

are selected from the population by stratified random sampling and meet regularly for several 
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months, have expert and witness hearings and moderated debates and, as outputs, develop 

opposing pro and con statements and compromise positions to be delivered as 

recommendations to the parliament (see e.g. Fishkin, 2018; Knobloch and Gastil, 2015). 

In fact, I believe that the ideas of pluralism I describe in this chapter, grounded in 

(deliberative) ecological economics, have much in common with Mouffe’s (2008) agonism. 

O’Neill et al. (2008) call the appreciation of the complexity of values, rather than 

simplification, “agonistic” (p. 87). The emphasis on the role of both values and emotions also 

resonates with Mouffe’s call to recognise that, much more than protection of their own 

individual interests, people are driven by passions and the need for “identities that can help 

them make-sense of reality and give them hope” (Mouffe, 2008, p. 31). For this, they need a 

collective identity around values they can hold important. This is what allows political action, 

Mouffe says. I read this as aligning with Kenter et al.’s (2016c; 2019) notion of the importance 

of congruence between individuals’ contextual values and the shared social (transcendental) 

values of collectives to which they belong: it is about people’s need for meaning and belonging. 

Deliberation means dealing constructively with this mediation between self and others. 

In this thesis, the most important role for deliberation and deliberative democratic ideals 

has been philosophical, a means for rethinking value and valuation on realist grounds. But they 

are also a basis for a vision. The workshops in our Eight-fjords project led me to think that 

deliberative democracy critics seem to underestimate people’s capacity to deliberate: people 

can deliberate and they want to. Thus, as a vision it is not only realist, it feels realistic. If only 

we have time. 
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Chapter 9. Discussion 

In this thesis, I explained the reasons why monetary valuation of nature is claimed to be so 

important by environmental economists. I also demonstrated how ideas about human nature, 

motivation and wellbeing from neoclassical economics have shaped ubiquitous ideas about 

value and valuation, and how this translates into research and decision-support in practice. 

Apart from providing examples of ideas and arguments from different fields of literature, I did 

this by examining my two first “neoclassical papers” from a critical perspective – a meta-

theoretical perspective that suggests how they represent a specific ontology and epistemology 

that is largely unspoken – and by presenting some new arguments and empirical evidence from 

my later papers. I then explained and, hopefully, clarified an alternative, a source to a value 

theory based in value pluralism and other concepts from ecological economics. I pointed out 

that deliberative valuation approaches, as grounded in value pluralism, offer a different way to 

deal with the key problem that monetary valuation of nature is meant to solve: that although 

nature has value, it does not really seem to have much value to us, or to “the economy”. 

What are the prospects of the respective valuation approaches from environmental and 

ecological economics creating the conditions for transformation towards something more 

sustainable? One issue that can be distilled from the first part of the thesis, about Papers 1 and 

2, is that to go from theory to the practice of quantifying and monetising nature is problematic. 

Is the problem therefore “only” the theory-practice gap? My answer, which I expand on below, 

is that neoclassical environmental economics, or its focus on pricing and monetisation of 

nature in particular, is associated with features that seem particularly unsuitable for dealing 

with the problems we face, and these deserve attention. I am highly aware that stating that 

something is unsuitable in this way is to suggest that, in practice, it either 1) does not make 

things better or 2) makes things worse. Neither of these can be unambiguously verified. What 

can be done, and what I attempted to do in this thesis, is to provide examples of how 

monetary valuation turns out in practice and critically examine different interpretations of what 

this really means. In doing this, I considered some reasonable interpretations for monetisation 

too, such as that it seems reasonable to adopt a pragmatic stance, that simplification is needed 

to handle the complexity of sustainability issues, and that neither pricing externalities nor 

monetary valuation of ecosystem services have actually been implemented enough to make 

them justice. The latter is, in my view, the most convincing, but it clearly applies to any other 

alternative approach too, like that I described from ecological economics. 

Based on the content in this thesis, there are four key reasons for my scepticism about 

monetary valuation of nature: 1) the positive-normative overlap conceals ethical and 

ideological biases, 2) the epistemic fallacy, 3) the deceptive discourse of exactness, and the fact 

that 4) monetisation cannot handle value conflicts, but instead conceals them and their 

important implications for both human’s and nature’s wellbeing. These are interrelated and 

linked to the nature of the main problem – the threat to nature and accordingly also to 

ourselves – namely, that it concerns uncertainty and complexity but most evidently values, 

ethics, and politics. Below I discuss the four points in turn. 
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9.1 The positive-normative overlap conceals ethical and ideological biases 

The neoclassical story of why we have environmental problems contends that markets – the 

ideal institution for distributing welfare in society according to neoclassical theory – can fail (or 

simply be missing). From “nature’s perspective”, the promise of environmental economics is 

then that it addresses the failure of the idealised neoclassical model and argues for market 

intervention for the common good. Environmental economics is normative in this sense, 

though this is rarely explicitly stated. The means for correcting what is “wrong” come down 

primarily to informing preferences and changing individuals’ choices through money, be it consumers 

and producers (by pricing externalities) or policy-makers (by monetary valuation with revealed 

and stated preference methods and CBA). Ultimately, delivering factual and objective 

information (“correct” prices) to consumers is believed to make people change their 

behaviour. This follows from the behavioural model of neoclassical economics, which, in 

Holland’s (2002) words, construes preferences as the “common currency” and information as 

the “epistemological input” (p. 31) to fixing collective problems with public policy. Given the 

idea from neoclassical value theory of what value is, this information must be derived from 

individuals’ own choices. But since choices in general suffer from market failures and from 

decision-making which often does not resemble a rational choice as defined in neoclassical 

economics, market choices are not the information that economists should lean upon. 

Yet, the tools of pricing and monetisation do not seem to allow economists to keep a 

necessary distance to what they themselves have identified as the problem. Neoclassical theory 

is making this difficult, because of the central position of revealed preference theory, where 

preferences play a dual role and there is no distinction between how individuals are assumed to 

actually choose, and how they ought to choose (Mitrouchev, 2021). 

Examples of how revealed preference theory is applied in practice were seen in Papers 1 

and 3, which showed how important elements in monetary valuation are regularly based on 

market prices, current or historical, such as in discount rates in common analyses of costs and 

benefits of environmental policies or when GDP loss is used as a proxy for welfare loss in 

macroeconomic modelling of environmental regulations. To use market behaviour in this way 

as a basis for estimating costs and benefits of environmental policy creates biases. 

This was a result of combined deployment of neoclassical economics’ definitions of 

rationality and welfare and of normative criteria about consumer sovereignty, maximisation 

and efficiency. All of these are reasonable to question on both empirical and ethical grounds, 

because they shape a standard according to which any choice humans make is judged to be 

good – an idea that is obviously “libertarian in spirit” (McQuillin and Sugden, 2012, p. 562). 

Thus, ironically, although the political aspects of economic problems are generally not 

regarded as being in need of explicit attention in neoclassical economics, it is difficult to deny 

that the implicit faith in markets as delivering freedom for individuals to satisfy their 
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preferences makes for an easy alliance with neoliberal politics (Spash, 2013, p. 357)34. 

Helgesson (2002) referred to these characteristics of analyses in neoclassical economics as 

“ideological relevance”, which means that their results support certain ideologies more than 

others. This relevance remains not necessarily because economists are deliberately making 

choices for ideological reasons, but rather because the perspectives and starting points used in 

neoclassical work “limit which questions can be asked and which answers can be given”, which 

in turn results in research that is compatible with different ideologies to varying degrees 

(Östling, 2005, p. 15). In other words, revealed preference theory contains elements that make 

some normative statements appear more sensible than others. 

This bias is also shown when monetisation is argued to be the most efficient type of 

regulation. As I explained in The Story, the alternative to pricing externalities – that is, 

quantitative restrictions, such as quotas or bans on exploitation of nature – is often claimed to 

be “inefficient” by environmental economists on theoretical grounds, except when there is a 

risk of extremely high damage costs (Gowdy, 2004). Economists prescribe that governments 

should regulate the use of collective goods (such as fish) and bads (such as pollution) with 

subsidies or taxes (so-called economic or market-based instruments), rather than quantitative 

restrictions, precisely because such instruments are believed to permit a greater range of 

individual choice (and thus more welfare) (ibid.). It is true that the theory gives no a priori 

reason for economists to normatively favour pricing above quantitative restrictions until we 

know how serious an environmental impact is. But in practice, revealed preference theory 

becomes such a reason, because it makes most restrictions look unattractive and discourages 

economists from looking more closely at what people actually prefer (the positive statement 

“regulations are costly” makes the normative statement “regulations are desirable” less likely; 

cf. Östling, 2005). 

What is more, to tax rather than prohibit or impose fines for pollution effectively means 

that polluters have an acceptable reason to pollute whenever this increases their revenue 

(Hausman and McPherson, 2002) (remember that it is up to individual actors to judge what is 

an environmental problem and, if paid for, the problem is, all else equal, assumed to be solved). 

An aspect that is wholly neglected is that pricing implicitly denies that there are good reasons 

 

 
34 Neoliberalism often appears a vague and contested term, but as a social movement backed by various 
economists since the 1940s it is currently understood within research as a real political force (Fellner and Spash, 
2014). It can be broadly defined as a core set of ideals for supporting market competition as a principle for social 
organisation (Nyberg, 2016) and a specific conceptualisation of freedom based upon consumer sovereignty and 
individuals as entrepreneurs (Fellner and Spash, 2014). It is often mistakenly described as rejecting state control 
and all forms of regulation, which is wrong. Neoliberalism rests on the idea that markets do not emerge and 
function well by themselves but need to be created and upheld by a strong state (Nyberg, 2016). Thus while 
neoliberal politics is adequately associated with a deep mistrust in egalitarian democratic ideals (ibid.) and the 
extension of competitive markets into more and more areas of life (Washington and Maloney, 2020), it can be 
described as having redefined the role of the state from a vehicle for political change to one that works to 
construct and maintain the order of the market and the price mechanism as a bearer of knowledge (Nyberg, 
2016). Neoclassical economics and neoliberalism are not the same thing, but they can convincingly be argued to 
reinforce each other (Read, 2009). As neoliberal ideas lead to the extension of a market logic in more realms of 
society the demand for knowledge about markets’ functioning increases (Nyberg, 2016). 
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not to pollute, even when it is profitable to do so (Kelman, 1981, cited in Hausman and 

McPherson, 2002, p. 90). Thus, neoclassical environmental models strengthen certain values 

rather than others. 

In sum, the raison d’être of environmental economics is to correct what is wrong – market 

failures – and make a change. While intended to be corrected, market choice is still privileged, 

because the framework in which environmental economics is embedded keeps pulling it into 

conservation of status quo and indulgence of consumer sovereignty. The result thus far is 

incremental policy solutions that nevertheless can be claimed to be supported by the seemingly 

“critical” theory of market failures. This is not a result of objective, empirical studies of 

“positive economics”. It is an example of the consequences of the positive-normative overlap, 

which plays out when environmental economists working with the neoclassical framework take 

choices as descriptions of value. This seems to have made economists overly optimistic about 

the positive effects of marketed consumption and has not made them alert to how we can 

achieve the change we need. The reason appears to be that, at the back of the practice of 

environmental economics, “preferences” enjoy a certain authority and immunity from 

economists’ critical attention (Holland, 2002). The influence of this on policy would be less 

problematic if it were not for the fact that humans’ pursuit of welfare in this sense is part of 

the problems we face today with unsustainable exploitation of nature (Kjell, 2011). 

Because the purpose we ascribe to social values from (any) policy assessment is to guide 

collective decision-making in a certain direction, social values are fundamentally normative 

(Ravenscroft, 2019). It is not normative economics as such that I am questioning here. Rather, 

if monetary valuation and the pricing of externalities is to be based on standard practice in 

neoclassical economic analysis, this is not only a normative analysis, but one that has specific 

ethical and ideological implications. 

 

9.2 The epistemic fallacy 

When deductive models and CBA thinking are applied universally neoclassical methodology 

impacts one’s conceptualisation of economic reality (Spash, 2012a). For example, to impose 

tools of monetary valuation and claim that the things which cannot be measured in that way do 

not constitute an object of study for economics is effectively to say that they do not exist 

“economically” (ibid.). To systematically focus on pricing externalities through market-based 

instruments but not its alternatives, is to act as if markets are the only valid institutional form 

for social provisioning and allocation (Spash, 2020). The reluctance to make interpersonal 

welfare comparisons long caused economists to ignore redistribution as important to 

economic study (Hausman and McPherson, 2002; Östling, 2005). Similarly, Sterner and 

Robinson (2018) show that market failures are often connected to policy failure because of 

lobbying, but the fact that market relations are vulnerable to impacts from structural power 

interests, advertising and manipulation has not been considered an economic problem. While 

focusing on uncompetitive firms’ power over prices (monopolies) power over preferences 

(“producer sovereignty”) has been ignored (Fellner and Spash, 2014, p. 24). 
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When methods are adopted in this way, purely because they suit a particular paradigm, one 

result is the epistemic fallacy, that is, the belief that the method used for seeking knowledge is 

consistent with understanding and describing reality (Spash, 2012a). 

The fact that environmental economics has hitherto considered attention to ethical 

perspectives other than utilitarianism to be irrelevant can also be seen in this light. With Paper 

4, we showed how this plays out with the TEV framework in stated preference approaches. If 

monetary valuation of nature as ecosystem services expands in ever broader and more 

aggregated contexts, there is a risk that the need for analyses that engage with multiple value 

expressions and conflicting ethical concerns will be diminished (Neuteleers and Engelen, 2015; 

Spash, 2013a). The fallacy similarly plays out in the persuasive and commonly repeated 

argument for monetary valuation of nature hinting it is “unavoidable” (see e.g. Costanza et al., 

2014, 1997; Dasgupta, 2021; Pearce et al., 2006). As Costanza et al. (2014, p. 154) say in their 

version: “We already value ecosystems and their services every time we make a decision 

involving trade-offs concerning them. The problem is that the valuation is implicit in the 

decision and hidden from view”; hence we can choose to make this valuation explicit or not 

(Costanza et al., 1997). This argument, Røpke (2005, p. 280) notes, implies that the only 

possible form of valuation is monetary and has to be dealt with by scientific experts. (Note also 

how it rests on the misinterpretation of the trade-off model, which I return to below.) 

The epistemic fallacy is a useful heuristic for the broader implications of letting neoclassical 

economics guide environmental policy, because valuation questions are treated as questions of 

methodology in economics, although they require a particular ontology (for example, seeing 

value as mirrored in individuals’ choices) and epistemology (seeing value as something experts 

can neutrally capture, monetise and hand over to decision-makers). As Rothschild (2001) 

notes, in cases where factors other than maximisation play a dominant role in behaviour “one 

can always construct a scenario which makes behaviour seem to be determined by a 

maximisation process, which however, cannot be observed empirically” (p. 444). It is also 

always possible to claim that any given action is about serving agents’ self-interest, but such an 

ad hoc construction of self-interest often does not deal with what actually causes the agent’s 

action (Engelen, 2017). The danger then, Rothschild says, is that one derives an assumed 

optimum from an interpretation of behaviour and the preferences behind them. Policy advice 

based on such analysis runs the risk of grossly misdirecting decision-makers who wish to 

understand causalities behind social phenomena and find solutions to social problems (ibid.). 

 

9.3 The deceptive discourse of exactness 

When economists use expressions such as “this is efficient and this is inefficient” or “the 

benefit of this is not worth the cost” it has an effect, since as expert advice it is seen as more 

objective. The language of economics matters. I am by no means the first to say this. Using 

discourse analysis, Andersson (2016) found that students already in high school have integrated 

concepts from the “logic of self-interest” (p. 75) in neoclassical economics in their perception 

of what it means to be a responsible business person, namely one who has to suppress ethical 

concerns at the expense of seeking profit, despite the fact that self-interest is only one of many 

driving forces when making business judgements (see e.g. Hinton, 2021). As Wang et al. (2011) 
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suggest, this impact on students’ thinking is unsurprising, because the language of economics 

makes it especially difficult to distinguish greed from the theoretical interpretation of self-

interest (that is, preference satisfaction). Although the word “greed” is no longer common in 

economics, an inherent problem in neoclassical analysis is that the standard assumption of 

maximisation of gains as rational, both for individuals and society, does not include a stopping 

rule other than externally imposed constraints (Wang et al., 2011). In other words, there is an 

implied “naturalness” of self-enhancing behaviour. 

In Paper 4, we pointed out that stated preference studies are claimed to enable elicitation of 

the “true value” (Bishop and Boyle, 2019, p. 561) or an “exact welfare measure” (e.g. Barbier 

and Burgess, 2017, p. 11), referring to WTP. Dasgupta (2021) speaks of inclusive wealth as 

tracking “well-being across the generations exactly” (p. 66). Paper 3 showed how monetary 

valuation of climate impacts misleadingly suggests that there exists one optimal, objective 

carbon value or price, though in reality science can never provide such a value. Even though 

economists generally refer to a specific interpretation of their concepts, such as that WTP is 

not meant to include “everything”, the fact that it is called a “true” value or “exact welfare” 

signals exactness. Thus, even if it is not the intention, economic analyses often give the 

impression that exactness exists. The language sounds precise, as if economists mean to be all-

encompassing (Fourcade et al., 2015). 

These examples reveal how terms and practices are entangled in neoclassical discourse. 

Pricing nature presumes partitioning it into innumerable pieces, all of which will need valuation 

studies and regular data calibrations based on contextual factors over time. In this thesis I 

provided examples of how this is done and what it becomes (Papers 1-4). Practice is very far 

from theory, and will remain so. With this in mind, the most serious barrier to realising 

Dasgupta’s vision of inclusive wealth accounts and wider usage of monetisation of nature and 

CBA is that it seems unrealistic. The purpose may not be realisticness, of course. One way to 

interpret the Dasgupta review (2021) is therefore that it is primarily meant to educate, to raise 

awareness among people in charge, provide them with “a grammar” for thinking deeply about 

our relationship to nature, as he says (p. 5). But will it? As Neuteleers and Engelen (2015) point 

out, “Framing a question in monetary terms implicitly signals which kind of responses is 

considered appropriate” – simply using market terms like “sellers” and “buyers” already directs 

our thinking away from fairness norms (p. 258). Ruttan and Nordgren’s (2021) very recent 

research shows that instrumental use (self-interest or for-profit purpose to gain reputation) of 

so-called “sacred values” (typically those around nature; see Daw et al., 2015; Stikvoort et al., 

2016; Tetlock, 2003) “corrupts” these values and their special status (people generally resist 

compromising them) and erodes people’s commitment to them. When a company associated 

with the car industry wished all a “Happy Earth Day” in a social media post, this reduced 

people’s respect for the environmental protection event, whereas a similar post from a group 
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dedicated to ecological conservation did not have this effect35. It has also been found that 

money makes people more self-regarding by its mere presence in monetary valuation exercises 

(Kahneman et al., 1999; Serra-Barragán, 2012). Hence, there are indirect risks with feeding this 

discourse. 

One way to explain this is that rhetoric like Dasgupta’s of ecosystem “goods and services”, 

“portfolio”, “asset” and “price” is a form of “commodification in discourse” (Neuteleers and 

Engelen, 2015) that does not reflect most people’s ways of thinking about nature. It changes 

the nature of the relationship we have with it. Another explanation is that money is not just 

any measuring rod, as money transfers carry certain social meanings and norms depending on 

context, the identities of givers and receivers and their respective purposes (DeMartino, 2016, 

p. 89). For example, if we care about something, one way to express this care is to refuse to 

put a price on it, so to accept a price anyway is an act of betrayal and to offer a price is an act 

of bribery (O’Neill et al., 2008, p. 78).  

Studying what the discourse of marketisation and monetary incentives may do to us is 

unsettling. Evidence from psychology and social psychology research shows that invoking so-

called extrinsic values, that is, values calling primarily upon self-interest such as individuals’ 

financial gain, profit-making or personal success, undermines intrinsic values, which relate to 

bigger-than-self-issues such as affiliation, universalism and self-acceptance (Kasser, 2016). The 

focus on financial gains in environmental protection (and other areas, see e.g. Gneezy and 

Rustichini, 2000) can thus crowd out intrinsically motivated norms and people’s motivation to 

act for moral reasons (Neuteleers and Engelen, 2015; Rode et al., 2015). In a study on 

payments as rewards for forest conservation in Cambodia, Chervier et al. (2019) found that, 

for both participants and non-participants in the scheme, a payment had a significant impact 

on the perceived value of the forest, which changed from subsistence (use-related) to money-

related. Moreover, individuals emphasising money-related values reported more frequently that 

they would break the conservation rules if the payments ended, which questions the 

permanence of positive conservation outcomes of such schemes. A study by Agrawal et al. 

(2015) in India found similar effects when following up such a scheme five years after its 

implementation. They also show how material benefits did not enhance motivation to 

environmental protection, contrary to the theoretical assumptions underlying these approaches 

whereby economic benefits are expected to increase environmental motivations and 

behaviours. 

However, the study by Agrawal et al. (2015) is partly in line with the more nuanced picture 

given by Akers and Yasué’s (2019) systematic review of 74 studies of payments for ecosystem 

services schemes. They found that such schemes were less likely to crowd out motivations to 

uphold conservation values if they provided in-kind non-monetary community benefits beside 

private benefits and aimed to empower and foster feelings of autonomy of local participants, 

 

 
35 Earth Day is an annual event on April 22nd to demonstrate support for environmental protection, which began 
as a not-for-profit grassroots initiative to raise awareness (Ruttan and Nordgren, 2021). 
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whereas schemes that hampered perceived autonomy correlated with indicators of 

motivational crowding-out. This indicates that the problem is not monetary incentives per se, 

but as a conclusion it is detached from reality and unhelpful. What it does point to is that 

individual benefits are not enough, and that negative impacts of measures that overly focus on 

them may partly be countered by measures based on an acknowledgment of how they are 

different from shared social values. In short, it matters which values we draw upon in policy-

making. It also shows the fundamental importance of context and institutional factors.  

It is less well-known what monetisation in policy support does to policy-makers. Valuation 

of nature concerns dilemmas that people, including decision-makers, already have a conception 

of (such as, what is really valuable, what has true meaning, how to care for nature and future 

generations). This may not always be fully articulated since, being based on norms, ethics and 

emotions, our conception of nature’s importance to us is largely implicit (Irvine et al., 2016; 

Stoeckl et al., 2018). The language of exactness of economics make Dasgupta and the like 

appear to know the answer to the extremely complex and demanding dilemmas we face. As 

such, they risk making these dilemmas become their calculable versions of them, increasing our 

dependence upon a system where some people have not only economic but also ethical 

authority without public oversight (Earle et al., 2017). Holland (2002) warns that dependence 

on experts when it comes to issues of value and valuation discounts the importance of 

judgement. In removing the need for accounting for multiple and incommensurable criteria, 

decision-makers can take a simpler approach and hire pragmatic economists to elicit money 

numbers transferred out of their spatial and temporal context, rather than getting into the real 

social and political complexities of environmental problems in decision processes (Spash and 

Vatn, 2006). 

Thus, it is reasonable to worry about how environmental policy responds to the 

communicated beliefs of neoclassical theory, whose discourse has rationalised that self-interest 

is good (Hausman and McPherson, 2002), that GDP growth is “progress” (Schmelzer, 2015) 

and that consumption leads to transcendence (Goddard et al., 2019). Unforeseen framing and 

crowding out effects of monetising nature might have quite the opposite effect to what is 

hoped for (Neuteleers and Engelen, 2015). 

 

9.4 Monetisation cannot handle value conflicts 

The question of whether values are one-dimensional or plural is a question of both realism and 

politics. To many economists, the idea of choices as trade-offs seems to provide a description 

of human behaviour, that is, that people deliberately make trade-offs. To them, acknowledging 

incommensurability is then taken to mean a denial of empirical facts or that trade-offs are 

unnecessary (see e.g. Pearce et al., 2006). But the results in Paper 5 show that 

incommensurability is grounded in insight about how people experience value, of how they 

perceive it is or should be, not necessarily of how they behave. 

Neoclassical analysis has no means to deal with incommensurable information (Holland, 

2002). Our clarification of the meaning of incommensurability and value pluralism in Paper 5 

is thus important, not least for communication with decision-makers and between experts in 

different fields, since an often-repeated argument against value pluralism is that we need to be 
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able to compare things on an equal basis. This implies, as I pointed out with reference to 

Holland (2002) above, that choices would otherwise be arbitrary. Early in this thesis, I also 

noted that economics is often said to be the field of study which reveals the fact that “all 

choices involve sacrifice”, and that authors like Lazear (2000) and Bengtsson (2018) think this 

is something economics does better than other social sciences. Paper 5 suggests that it is really 

the ideas of decision-making in neoclassical economics, and particularly monetary valuation, 

that smooth over sacrifices, by eventually concealing the true difficulties of difficult choices. 

Monetisation implies that value conflicts do not exist, because it hides the fact that gains in 

terms of one domain of value often cannot fully compensate for losses in another domain of 

value. That is, the reason why we do not favour or choose change towards something more 

sustainable is often explained by economists by conflicts arising between different things of 

value that we want and by changes “costing too much” in terms of sacrifices that we prefer not 

to make. I agree about the conflicts, but the interpretation of people’s preferences is 

imprudent. It purports to be realist and to look to human wellbeing, but the truth is that it 

leaves common phenomena and fundamental experiences of importance for human wellbeing 

unattended, namely, the ubiquitous human experience of internal value conflicts, of how our 

desires and moral emotions often make opposing claims upon us. Monetisation denies what is, 

I think, a truly human need for continuously deliberating on these experiences. Precisely 

because of our behavioural inclination to avoid value conflicts if we can, monetisation is 

neither realism nor pragmatism, it is exploitation of our vulnerability. Acknowledging and 

understanding value pluralism is thus essential, as it means taking both real possibilities for 

wellbeing and political circumstances seriously. 

The bias towards the freedom interpretation of wellbeing seems to have convinced many 

that deeper attentiveness to the constituents of value would be to diminish opportunities for 

improving individuals’ matters. I think, in contrast, that it has left us with an economics that is 

poor and susceptible to those profiting from the concealment of the ideological message of 

The Story. Instead of exploring why we choose the way we do, the trade-off model has 

impeded economists working with it from exploring substantial needs while promoting 

freedom of choice. 

The simplicity we achieve with standard economic decision-rules may therefore appear to 

enable us to go forward, but “at the price of leaving much unseen” (Hansson, 2016, p. 51). 

The concept of efficiency is a good example of this because, when uttered, it tends to trump 

other arguments and trivialise harm (DeMartino, 2016). For example, a common argument to 

support immigration is that immigrants contribute more tax money to public finances than 

they take out (see e.g. Carp [2014] for Sweden and Stone [2021] for UK). The risk of 

undermining intrinsic motivations, as mentioned in the previous section, for helping people in 

need is one way to express the inappropriateness of this. Another is incommensurability, 

because the fact that this argument does not convince anti-immigration groups is an example 

of how incommensurability plays out in practice: it is not some common unit of (dis)content 

that is at issue, it is often a complex experience of both emotive and substantive claims, which 

cannot be exchanged for money. To speak in terms of money and efficiency is then futile, and 

when done means that actual reasons are left unattended and unqualified, which creates 

grievance and undermines the moral reasons to defend immigrants’ rights. 
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The issue of (in)commensurability can thus be applied to areas of public policy other than 

the environment, where values that are difficult to quantify and monetise are often involved. 

Thoresson (2011), citing Espeland (1998), summarises this persuasively:  

 

Commensuration in public choice is a political act, since it transforms the categories that people use 

to value and represent what is meaningful to them. Since commensuration is closely associated with 

rationality, and since it is so pervasive in modern society, it is especially important to understand its 

consequences. […] Valuing, even when done as ‘scientifically’ or ‘rationally’ as possible, is ultimately 

a political process. (p. 57; her emphasis) 

 

Thus, when Dasgupta (2021), in arguing for utilitarianism as a basis for decision-making, 

says “It is common practice everywhere to rationalise when we are faced with contending 

needs and wants. We are able to avoid rationalising incompatible demands only when 

protecting the sacred is not too costly; it is only then that we regard the sacred to be non-

negotiable” (p. 80), he too is confusing theory with reality, as he is equalising choice-behaviour 

with rationalisation, implying some valuation. His account suggests that these are essentially 

the same thing and he does not seem to recognise that incompatible values do not dissolve 

through choice, not even when an individual would deliberately “rationalise” and choose an 

action because the alternative appears too costly. Value conflicts have real implications for 

wellbeing before, but also after, a choice has been made. One can thus regard nature as sacred 

and consider it non-negotiable, without acting so oneself. That is how incommensurability can 

play out in practice, and it is significant for human (un)wellbeing. So if the aim of normative 

economics is to improve conditions for both humans and nature, this mechanism should be of 

real interest. One starting point is then to see that choices are seldom the result of a 

negotiation within. Very few choices are trade-offs. 

Note that “This does not mean that choices can never be resolved as trade-offs”, as Paper 5 

concludes, “it just points to the need for reason-sensitive means for deciding upon which 

sacrifices those trade-offs cause, and for how to represent public opinion in environmental 

decision-making in ways that do not conceal people’s actual moral considerations.” 

Deliberative valuation is one such way, and though it makes decision-making more complex, it 

is no less realistic than the kind of system we would need to create a transformative change 

through monetising nature. 

 

9.5 Implications for policy and beyond 

Philosophy of science is not a prominent theme in research in environmental economics. 

Except in journals with a focus on methodological thought and philosophy of economics, this 

follows much other research based in neoclassical economics (Mäki, 2018). The university 

curriculum in neoclassical economics give little space to serious reflection on ontological and 

epistemological issues. As Spash (2012b) notes, standard undergraduate teaching in economics 

generally starts by distinguishing positive (value-free) economics from its normative (value-

laden) part, establishing the former as the “scientific” branch and invoking the general opinion 

that facts are separable from values. Beyond this, few economic textbooks are clear about what 
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is a moral or normative position in the theory (Schmidt, 2017). It has also only quite recently 

emerged more clearly in debates among ecological economists. I am an example of this – I had 

little conception of the significance of my ontological and epistemological perspectives until 

halfway through my doctoral studies. 

Education in economics would need to change on this point. In order to provide future 

economists with a greater toolbox to address sustainability issues (see Andersson, 2016), the 

curriculum needs to be made more inclusive of other perspectives on economics and stop 

imbuing students “in a confidence that it is possible to have the knowledge and tools to 

understand, measure and manage the economy without public input” (Earle et al., 2017, p. 3). 

Notably, university courses in economics in Sweden seem unusually homogenous. For 

example, perhaps surprisingly given the history of the subject (which I briefly mentioned in 

Section 7.2), ecological economics scarcely exists as an academic subject in Sweden. 

Universities give one-off courses in ecological economics, but there is no complete 

undergraduate programme. This is an obvious opportunity. 

The better we get at seeing the meaning and implications of the philosophical perspectives 

we carry around and the more explicit we are about our ontological and epistemological 

position, the more we will be able to cooperate with other scientists. This can avoid 

misunderstandings and misinterpretations of our work, in particular in interdisciplinary 

research (Hinton, 2021), which is needed in order to understand, explain and tackle the 

complex and worrying ecological and social crises we face. Different economists, social 

scientists and humanists are needed for this, because they have much longer experience in 

what current environmental problems, and valuation, are actually about – politics, power, 

ethics and values. These are areas where environmental economists are not particularly 

knowledgeable. 

I will stop my account of my thesis journey here, though I imagine you may have 

reservations about what I think we should do with deliberation in policy. How deliberative 

democracy should relate to the formal political system is for example a decidedly relevant 

question, such as whether it can and should permeate the entire political system or parts of it, 

or remain external to it (Caselunghe, 2018, p. 70). In Chapter 1, I mentioned that much is 

going on already. There are intriguing examples from research on what good deliberation can 

do (Niemeyer, 2019), from experiments (e.g. Grönlund et al., 2015) and longitudinal studies 

(e.g. Nabatchi, 2010) to studies of online mini-publics (e.g Knobloch and Gastil, 2015), 

participatory budgeting (e.g. Wampler, 2007; see Chapter 15 in Bregman, 2020 for an 

accessible overview) and citizens’ juries (e.g. Johnson et al., 2017) on a wide variety of topics. 

There are also real-life ongoing examples of citizens’ juries and assemblies, such as those in 

Ireland, which are integrated into the constitution (The Citizens’ Assembly, 2021), the recent 

Climate Assembly in UK (Climate Assembly UK, 2021) and the ongoing (and increasingly 

questioned!) Citizens’ Convention for Climate in France (Convention Citoyenne pour le 

Climat, 2021; Giraudet et al., 2021). In Sweden, there is still relatively little political debate 

about citizens’ involvement in decision-making, apart from citizen dialogues. Swedes also 

generally trust experts and some argue that this makes deliberative democratic changes 

particularly difficult or at least less attractive. But I think we have little to lose by starting this 

debate.  
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Chapter 10. Conclusion 

Consumer choice in markets – patterns of human behaviour expressed through money 

payments – are particularly unsuitable as indicators of value in matters of sustainability, as seen 

from the impact on nature of humanity’s total consumption. But in neoclassical economics, 

consumer choice in markets is commonly viewed as useful for valuation, because its theory 

suggests that markets are the most suitable means to address issues of allocation of the limited 

resources and time we have. The solution is to “correct” unsustainable behaviour through the 

market. 

This thesis showed that, due to the theory-practice gap, the claim that monetisation will 

make the importance of nature to society more visible builds on a strong belief in pragmatism, 

where the argument “it’s better than nothing” is fundamental. The question is whether it is 

better than nothing. Although a frequently repeated argument, there is little research assessing 

this and the studies available do not really support it. Besides, as Moreno-Mateos et al. (2015) 

note, “better than nothing” lacks counterfactual validity. It is based on a false dichotomy, since 

other policies would emerge in the absence of monetisation. The alternative is therefore not 

“nothing”, or business as usual, but something else.  

The pragmatic stance also seems to ignore the impact of normative theory on practical 

applications of economic analysis, such as how revealed preference theory and the idea of 

value as preference satisfaction are embedded in discounting or how GDP is used as an 

indicator of aggregate welfare. This seems to make neoclassical economics more relevant for 

conservative and neoliberal interests than for those interested in transformative change. The 

ideas of efficiency and optimisation also seems to encourage the hope of an “optimal” solution 

to the complex matters we face, including global climate change and species loss, although in 

practice such a solution does not exist. This conceals ethical dilemmas intrinsic to 

sustainability, and it seems to limit creativity. 

The immanent problem of monetisation is particularly clear with a key method for “non-

market” valuation called stated preference studies, which embody the neoclassical 

conceptualisation of value as possible to duly “capture”. Ethical dilemmas are supposed to be 

dealt with outside the analysis, but are in fact implicitly aspired to through the idea of “total 

economic value”. Stated preference studies also augment ethical dilemmas concerning 

problems of democracy and research ethics, because respondents are unlikely to understand 

that their WTP is meant to be complete, inclusive of ethical concerns for other species and 

future generations, and can be decisive when applied in decision support tools such as CBA. 

Why is monetisation ultimately seen as a good strategy by economists? In this thesis I 

explored a number of possible reasons at the level of ontology and epistemology. I show that 

underneath lies the idea of choices as trade-offs as an empirical “fact”, combined with the idea 

of preference satisfaction as an acceptable indicator of both individual and social wellbeing and 

the idea of commensurability as necessary for rationality. Although the ideas of preferences as 

rational and preference satisfaction as wellbeing are no longer the rule, since empirical evidence 

from psychology and behavioural economics challenged them, these ideas seem to linger as 

taken-for-granted in the background of analyses in environmental economics. They can be 
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seen as examples of what is called the epistemic fallacy, that is, taking theory and empirical 

results as reality. 

In reality, people do not generally “make” trade-offs. Preference satisfaction is not a good 

indicator of wellbeing and the prevalence of incommensurability further thwarts the already 

discharged account of rationality used in economics. We as humans do not negotiate costs and 

benefits within ourselves in every single choice we make, not even when we have “sufficient” 

information, because everything cannot be compared and balanced with the result that 

everything gets better. The trade-off model of choice and value, with its materialisation in 

monetisation, is therefore unsuitable as a basis for decision-making, as it hides value conflicts 

and ethical dilemmas that are the very definition of sustainability. 

Thus, in contrast to what is commonly claimed for economics and its analyses – that it 

reveals that choices always involve sacrifice (the “there’s no such thing as a free lunch” 

argument) – it is monetisation, not the acknowledgement of value pluralism and 

incommensurability, that conceals the actual difficulties involved in decision-making on 

environmental action. 

Value pluralism is a way to describe what is really going on. The fact that 

incommensurability is grounded in human experience is hopeful, because we can have more 

confidence in people’s ability to recognise the relevance and necessity of less simplification and 

more complexity in decision-making. Once recognised and brought to light, the 

acknowledgment of values as plural and incommensurable may increase legitimacy and 

enhance creativity around how to handle the complexities of our increasingly worrying reality. 

There are conflicts between protecting nature and generating more “Western lifestyle” 

consumption. What we need to do is to “find our way through” (Holland, 2002) and, as social 

beings – with an inherently social, not individual, problem – this must be done together with 

others. Rationality, then, becomes linked to context, reasons, substance, qualities, specification 

and depends on sense-making, which in turn requires experience and anchoring in moral 

emotions. 

Instead of focusing on “missing markets” as the cause of our allocative failures and 

dysfunctional relation to nature, “we should focus on the creative power that missing markets 

have, because they push us away from economic commensurability” (Martinez-Alier et al., 

1998, p. 283) towards evaluations where plurality must be handled and reasons for choice 

acknowledged. Deliberative valuation can be seen as an attempt to let “the reality of valuation” 

play out. Because values do not pre-exist, but have to be formed, it sets out to find reasons for 

decisions, including decisions about worth, with an eye to collective needs and environmental 

boundaries.  

It is therefore a mistake to believe that money is needed to reveal nature’s value. I think that 

decision-makers should focus less on economic incentives, efficiency and market metaphors, 

because these are distorted concepts in light of the change we now need. For the same reason, 

unless economists do not mean to conceal and confuse, they should stop talking of welfare, 

efficiency and optimality without qualifying these concepts, because they are far from neutral. 

They need precision and serious attention to make sense and guide us in how to proceed. 

Instead of green GDP or measures of monetised wealth, we should work with indicators that 

track values which are ends in themselves. Instead of CBA, we should aim for institutions that 
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facilitate reason-giving through deliberation. A focus on reasons, actual substance and values is 

a way to mobilise the political engagement we need among people as citizens rather than 

consumers. 
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A final reflection 

“We hereby inform you that the reed warbler and the marsh warbler are no longer in stock due to lack of 

demand. Please come again.”   

 

This is the text on the front page of this thesis from the image by cartoonist Sara Granér. I put 

it there (with her permission) because it is suitable for me in a dual sense: it captures in one 

sentence my thesis and the many dimensions of the problem definition behind it, and I love 

birds. 

Granér and Dasgupta use the same metaphors – the “stock” of warblers, the “supply” and 

“demand” for them. But to Dasgupta this is not a joke. He uses exactly these words for nature 

and its inhabitants, like the reed and the marsh warblers, without irony. Granér and Dasgupta 

have the same purpose – to show how carelessly we treat nature – but two completely 

different ideas about what the market metaphors symbolise, and what they can do. To Granér, 

they represent a “why”. She suggests that the carelessness derives from treating everything in 

nature as consumer goods, completely at the behest of our desires. In a nutshell, it is letting 

preference satisfaction determine nature’s value to us. Dasgupta confirms, in a double sense, 

that this is correct: that Granér’s suggestion as to what is wrong with our relationship with 

nature is a good description of how the world actually functions. His use of the metaphors 

stops at description; they represent a “how” because the terms stock and demand are meant to 

say “how it works”. Warblers are a sort of supply, he says, an asset in our portfolio. It is we 

who decide nature’s value. But Dasgupta also uses these terms when explaining what he 

believes should be. To talk of nature as an asset will help us see it and value it, is his message. 

Dasgupta thinks that these metaphors are good, one must assume. Granér suggests that 

they are part of the problem. Her words expose the absurdity of the market-view of the world 

and of our way of living and being in it. When you really think of it, the less helpful it feels to 

refer to a warbler not by its name, but by something like “natural capital output” or “the 

supply of cultural ecosystem services”. Did you know the reed warbler picks reed fronds from 

the flower head and dips them in the water before building an artful, minimal basket stretching 

between four to five reeds to lay its eggs in? Reed warblers have difficulties staying quiet. They 

sing a lot, and are curious if you come near36. 

Granér’s image invites us to see that, while we may in fact have started to act like in the 

market metaphors and they may currently be a fairly “true” description of what we have 

become, they do not define us or the world. They are merely a product of – economics. We 

can thus do otherwise. 

Dasgupta’s idea of wellbeing, which he claims he can describe “exactly”, may very well be 

close to mine, but his solution, it appears to me, seems to be pretty much more of the same. I 

 

 
36 From Erik Rosenbergs fåglar i Sverige (Johnson et al., 2010), which gathers the texts from the 1953 edition of the 
book “Fåglar i Sverige” (Birds of Sweden) by ornithologist and writer Erik Rosenberg (1902-1971), one of Sweden’s 
most famous writers on birds. 
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think that a better way to advance is by exposing what we are currently been expected to 

handle on our own in isolation, by starting to address the nature of things of value and treating 

them exactly. Both facts and values will inevitably raise conflicting feelings, so facing them will 

ultimately hurt less than obscuring them with numbers. It will be a bit like group therapy. It 

will be deliberating value.   
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