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Introduction 

That ecosystems can be useful to humans need not be argued here. What I want to 

discuss is whether the concept of ecosystem services is useful, primarily to researchers, 

but by extension to those people whom applied research programmes like ESPA 

ultimately aim to benefit. I come at this from an economic perspective, but I think that 

most of what I say applies equally to other social science disciplines and indeed to the 

natural sciences. 

The object and subject of applied research 

Object: I’ll start with the premise that what we’re ultimately interested in is humanity 

(an anthropocentric view1) i.e. we are interested in people’s wellbeing (howsoever 

defined2). 

Subject: Next, I would argue that in applied research we are always interested in 

changes in people’s wellbeing which result from human actions. Researching the status 

quo may be fascinating, but it’s only useful if it allows us to make predictions – what 

would be the effect of action x on persons y and z? 

Similarly, investigating the wellbeing implications of events over which we have no 

control (say a natural disaster) may be useful in identifying problems, but only takes us 

so far: there’s little point knowing the effect of a drought except as a counter factual 

against which to compare options: “drought + improved warning system” or “drought 

+ changed farming strategies” etc3. 

So, the starting and finishing points of any applied research are humans: as actors and 

as the subjects of ultimate concern. 

Of course, ecosystems may be very important components of the complex socio-

ecological systems that we need to understand. The effects of human actions on human 

wellbeing will often be influenced by ecosystems and their responses to those actions 

– but there may often be much more important factors besides. 

                                                 
1 That is not to argue that this is the only defensible view, but merely an important one in the context of 

poverty alleviation. Note also that an anthropocentric viewpoint doesn’t preclude “existence values” 

(where individuals value the mere existence of species/habitats, regardless of their usefulness to 

humanity), it simply treats them as “non-use” benefits to humans. 
2 Again, I don’t think it matters too much how we conceptualise wellbeing, so I’ll leave it undefined for 

now. 
3 Human actions can be ‘top-down’ responses by governments or ‘bottom-up’ responses by others. 

Research doesn’t just inform government agencies. 
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The problems with the ecosystem services framework  

Two main problems with the ecosystem services concept are: 

1. There are no satisfactory widely agreed definitions of ecosystem services that 

make analytical sense. 

2. The focus on ecosystem services turns the focus away from human wellbeing 

and human actions and onto ecosystems. 

The first point has been discussed by others and I won’t dwell on it here (see Robinson 

et al 2013, section 1, for a short overview), instead I will argue that using an ecosystem 

services approach influences the way that we as researchers conceptualise problems, in 

ways that may not be conducive to poverty-focussed research. 

Misplaced focus 

In our ESPA funded p4ges project, two of the biggest impacts of PES on human welfare 

are not easily conceptualised as ecosystem services. The first is the direct effect of 

international payments for ecosystem services like carbon sequestration on rural 

Malagasy individuals and communities. This mechanism doesn’t pass through 

ecosystems. Although the payments are ultimately derived from ecosystem services 

(buyers are paying money to get carbon credits), they are not equivalent – the amount 

“sellers” receive may not equal the benefits buyers obtain from ecosystem services, and 

is determined by social institutions. Nor is the effect of that revenue stream on people 

primarily mediated by ecosystems, but rather by social systems. Key research questions 

have almost nothing to do with ecosystems: how will individuals and communities react 

to these payments? Can individuals invest them against a future drop in incomes? Will 

the payments change institutions like land tenure or informal norms of inter- and intra-

household relations? What are the transaction costs associated with making PES to rural 

Malagasy households? 

The other big effects on human wellbeing come from the opportunities for new 

agricultural land that are lost because the forest is protected for carbon. Opportunity 

costs are a fundamental component of any cost-benefit analysis4, but they don’t sit 

easily in an ecosystem services framework. Of course, we can conceptualise 

agricultural crops as provisioning services from agro-ecosystems, and compare 

ecosystem services flows under different scenarios, but there’s a tendency not to view 

slash and burn as an ecosystem. Moreover, what if people used forest land not just for 

agriculture but to build houses (e.g. in cases like Mumbai where urban expansion 

pushes up against forests)? Houses aren’t ecosystems (and if they are built with bricks 

and tin roofs, probably not ecosystem services either). Of course, any opportunity costs 

should be estimated net of the alternatives people would pursue if they lost access to 

the forest land. If people respond to forest protection by moving to the city and 

exchanging their labour for wages, these are unlikely to figure in any ecosystem 

service-focussed assessment. It would stretch definitions to breaking point to 

conceptualise a taxi driver’s wages as ecosystem services, or housing as an ecosystem, 

so might these be ignored? Ultimately, when we want to understand the effects of 

human actions on human wellbeing, we are not only or even primarily interested in 

ecosystem services. 

                                                 
4 Indeed, any “control-intervention” comparison whether focussed on economic costs and benefits or not 

would look at the effects of lost opportunities relative to the counter-factual. 
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Another example comes from the CBESS project I’m involved in, funded under the 

NERC Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services (BESS) program. The CBESS consortium 

is looking at the relationship between biodiversity and ecosystem functions/services in 

UK coastal ecosystems (like wave attenuation, C sequestration, nutrient cycling etc). 

The type of human actions this research is meant to inform include decisions on coastal 

defences5: should we spend money building seawalls higher or abandon some areas to 

sea level rise, creating salt marsh habitats in the process (‘managed realignment’). 

Clearly ecosystem services are important here, but again many of the most important 

impacts are not ecosystem services. The obvious one is the financial cost of building 

seawalls, but there are also significant costs associated with increased flood risk to 

housing and transport infrastructure if walls are abandoned. These aren’t ecosystem 

services, or even disservices: the “thing” generating flood protection is a concrete wall 

and the area affected is built up land – are bricks and mortar really an ecosystem, and 

if so, what isn’t? Many of the important processes have to do with more or less abiotic 

systems like sediment flows and build up/erosion of sand and mud banks. Any analysis 

which focussed primarily on ecosystem services would be hopelessly incomplete. 

My experience6 is that using an ecosystem services framework leads to cognitive biases 

in the way researchers conceptualise problems. It’s not inevitable, but it seems to me 

that when researchers think in an ecosystem services framework they tend to forget or 

under-weight: 

a) Ecosystem disservices – e.g. crop-raiding by wild animals. 

b) Services of non-natural ‘degraded’ ecosystems – e.g. people forget that forest 

products are often easily replaced by products collected from agro-ecosystems 

outside the forest (e.g. using traveller’s palm trunks instead of forest palms). 

c) Welfare impacts that are not directly mediated by ecosystems – impacts of cash 

payments or the benefits of built/human capital. 

d) The significant inputs of human and financial capital needed to keep many 

ecosystems working. We therefore forget that ecosystem services aren’t simply 

free gifts from nature, but imply direct costs, and it is their net, rather than gross, 

benefits that we should be interested in (Simpson 2011). 

This bias isn’t particularly surprising given that many have argued that the purpose of 

an ecosystem service framework is to raise the profile of ecosystems in decision-

making. To the extent that ecosystems were ignored in the past, this may be desirable 

but: 

a) Certainly in economics, we have been considering ecosystems and natural 

capital for a very long time – this has been mainstream since at least the 1970s, 

and long predates ecosystem services. Ecosystems may still be insufficiently 

accounted for, but it isn’t for want of trying or for want of suitable concepts, it’s 

because it’s often just hard to do (Simpson 2011). 

b) Displacing one bias with another may not result in net progress towards the truth. 

c) There are many circumstances (e.g. protected areas in developing countries) 

where arguably ecosystems have been consistently over-emphasised relative to 

social systems and human welfare. The application of ecosystem services 

frameworks to these situations may well make a bad situation worse. 

                                                 
5 My own research in CBESS concerns whether scientific research actually does inform decision-making, 

but that’s a complexity we’ll gloss over for now and assume we have some impact! 
6 I stress this is anecdotal. This is a hard thing to research rigorously, but I’m working on it. 
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Worst of all, if we are not careful, the subject of analysis itself changes. Instead of 

valuing human actions (which we can influence), we might end up valuing ecosystems 

themselves. This has no practical value (Toman 1998), but is surprisingly common (see 

Costanza et al. 1997 for one prominent example, and Hockley 2014 for further 

discussion). 

So if not ecosystem services, then what?  

We don’t need special concepts that emphasise certain components of the systems we 

study. Once we have determined which human actions we are interested in, we should 

ensure that our research encompasses all people affected by them, and all effects upon 

those people’s wellbeing7. The main area in which we still face conceptual uncertainty 

is in deciding what counts as an effect on wellbeing and how to measure it, but the 

concept of ecosystem services provides no help there. Not least because it presupposes 

a definition of wellbeing (if ecosystem services are the benefits people receive from 

ecosystems, we must first define benefits…). We shouldn’t ignore ecosystems if they 

are important in our study system, but neither should we over-emphasise them at the 

expense of other, perhaps more important, features. 
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