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Meeting Notes  

 
The ESPA Programme has funded a large number of projects, many of which have carried out often 
elaborate household surveys and/or used household survey information collected by others in 
innovative ways. 
 
Experience in these projects highlights a common set of challenges, arising from the use of 
household surveys in the specific interdisciplinary context of research on the role ecosystem services 
play in the lives of the poor. This requires an understanding of temporal and spatial scales of 
ecosystem services use disaggregated by type of beneficiary and with some understanding of how 
trade-offs are negotiated. Some of the resulting challenges relate to the way in which key concepts 
(such as poverty and ecosystem services) are defined by different disciplines and translated into 
indicators in a household survey. Others relate to the intended purpose of the survey, whether only 
to provide data inputs to modelling activities and/or to produce data of value in itself. Finally, as 
projects begin to amass large volumes of household survey data, often linked to spatially referenced 
data produced by biophysical researchers, they are facing the challenge of how to archive their data 
in a way that is ethically sound but also facilitates future use by other researchers. 
 
ESPA’s Social Surveys Event brought together UK and international practitioners to exchange 
experience on the challenges of using social surveys in ESPA-type projects and consider areas in 
which syntheses across projects might be productive.  It was facilitated by Kate Schreckenberg and 
Carlos Torres Vitolas, University of Southampton, who also wrote this report with the help of 
Samantha Dobbie (University of Southampton) and Sarah Hartley (ESPA Directorate). This report 
covers the highlights of the workshop and overall content of presentations and discussions. For 
further details, please refer to the presentation slides which are available on the ‘previous events’ 
page on the ESPA website. 
 
In addition to this report, two further outputs will be produced from the workshop: 
(i) A guide on data archiving for social survey data collected in multidisciplinary projects 
(ii) An ESPA Working Paper on the opportunities and constraints of undertaking social surveys in 
ESPA-type research.  
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Session 1: Implications of an ES framework for the conceptual design of 
social surveys  
 
Neal Hockley – What has the ES Framework Ever Done for Us? Do ecosystem service 
concepts assist or bias poverty-focussed research?  
Presentation at: http://www.espa.ac.uk/files/espa/ESPAsurveys_NealHockley_Final.pdf 
 
See also discussion paper at:  
http://www.espa.ac.uk/files/espa/Hockley_WhatHasEcosystemServiceConceptEverDoneForUs_Dr
aft.pdf 
 
Neal Hockley argued that the ecosystem services (ES) concept has been detrimental to poverty-
focused research. While the objective of applied research is to understand changes in human 
wellbeing, often the subject of research is the actions we have control over. ES are important for 
mediating the effects of human actions on wellbeing, but may be of marginal relevance compared 
with many other important factors. Neal argued that a major problem with the ES concept is that 
there is no coherent and analytically robust definition of ES. He identified two main problems 
underlying the ES approach to poverty research:  
(i) Irrelevance of the ES concept. An example of this is found in the estimation of welfare impacts of 
payments for ecosystem services (PES), where the amount, form and distribution of PES depend 
far more upon social institutions than on understanding the ES (carbon sequestration) itself. The ES 
concept is also not helpful in valuing the opportunity cost of forest protection, typically lost agricultural 
land but could also be lost urban settlement land. 
(ii) ES can often shift focus unhelpfully away from human wellbeing and actions. Viewing a problem 
through an ES lens may bias our research. Too often we forget:  

 Ecosystem ‘disservices’  
 Services of non-natural or degraded ecosystems (e.g. urban areas or slash-and-burn areas) 

which may substitute for ES from more natural systems 
 Welfare impacts not mediated by ecosystems (e.g. wages) 
 The human and financial capital needed to maintain ecosystems 

Worst of all … subject of analysis may change as we end up valuing ES or even ecosystems instead 
of human actions. A bias towards ES thinking may be desirable at policy level, but has research 
really neglected ecosystems? We have been doing good research on social-ecological systems 
since well before 2005. So do we need an ES? No, “we don’t need poorly defined concepts that 
privilege some parts of social ecological systems over others”.  
Discussion focused on whether the ES concept has really helped to get the message across to 
policymakers and whether we should just be talking about human wellbeing instead. It was also 
stated that the ES concept hasn’t really done much for ecosystems either which, Neil responded, is 
perhaps not surprising given that it’s such a high level but fussy concept that fails when you look to 
define the underlying details. 
 
Carlos Torres Vitolas – Defining wellbeing: expenditure, income, nutrition, capital … where 
do ES fit in?  
http://www.espa.ac.uk/files/espa/Carlos%20ATV%20-%20Social%20Surveys%202014.pdf 
 
Carlos Torres Vitolas began by defining ES as a human-centered concept. There is a need to take 
into account the perspective of ES beneficiaries in an actor-centered view of the human-nature 
relationship but this can pose difficulties. The distinction between nature and humans as well as the 
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distinction between different services is often artificial. Local views and understanding of wellbeing 
and poverty shape how actors perceive benefits from nature yet this is challenging in a number of 
ways:  
 Challenge of audiences and metrics:  Can we use local definitions of wellbeing and poverty for 

international studies? How can we match secondary data and international standard measures 
of poverty and wellbeing? Which metrics have greater resonance with policy makers at the 
national and international level? (e.g. expenditure- or income-based, extreme poverty or 
nutritional status etc.) 

 Challenge of identifying the connection between ES and PA: ES facilitate income-generating 
activities, can sustain consumption patterns, may act as safety-nets, may also harm households 
and individuals. Try to link ES to different dimensions e.g. income, consumption, capital 
endowments and food poverty. By capturing all these dimensions and supplementing with 
qualitative data we should better understand the link between people and ES. 

 Further challenges: To what extent are standard metrics able to capture local understanding of 
ES? Comprehensive surveys are lengthy and costly and therefore have limited sample sizes; 
they provide limited intra-household data and limited information on entitlements and institutions 
that shape actors’ access to ES.   

Discussion: Questions focused upon additional ethical challenges of extremely lengthy HH surveys. 
In particular how compensation for HH survey participation affects wellbeing, and how the reliability 
of answers changes with the duration of a survey.  
 
Claudia Ringler (and Wei Zhang) – Challenges and opportunities of undertaking social 
surveys in the context of interdisciplinary projects on ecosystem services. 
http://www.espa.ac.uk/files/espa/Claudia%20Ringler%20-%20ESPA_survey_various.pdf 
Claudia Ringler used examples from three recent projects to describe how issues resulting from 
collaboration between natural and social scientists can be overcome.  
In a project exploring pest management in China, econometric techniques favoured by social 
scientists were used rather than process-based models of ecologists to quantify the effects of land 
use on pest control services. An income-based measure was used to explore the benefit of 
ladybeetles vs. insecticides. Careful sampling design satisfied the requirements of both social 
scientists (random selection of households) and ecologists (fields within a certain distance of each 
other) enabling both biophysical measurements and social data to be collected. Although 
conceptually straightforward, the integrated data collection needed was significantly more work than 
for conventional socio-economic studies but it provided a more realistic assessment of the economic 
value of natural enemies to farmers and was able to more clearly link management to change in ES, 
enabling policy-relevant analysis. 
A second project investigated land use change in Nigeria using rapid land use assessment tools 
(participatory mapping) and self-reported measures (of pest pressure).  
A third project, looking into climate change mitigation adaptations and profitability in Kenya began 
with an extensive review of the literature to identify synergies before incorporating a wide-range of 
tools including modeling. Soil, crop and management systems varied so widely that econometric 
analysis gives few results (unless you have a massive sample).  
Based upon these case studies Claudia advised:  
 Take care with framing – many ES are not well-understood by developing country farmers and 

understanding may be gendered. Therefore need qualitative data collection (games, role play) 
to generate the understanding that supports good HH surveys.  

 Take care with sampling design – biophysical assessments (often at basin, landscape, agro-
ecological zone or 200x200km2 box) may provide challenges for socioeconomic surveys. 

 Ethical issues – GPS locations of HH [and field sites/China case] are important for linkage of 
socioeconomic with biophysical data in GIS format; ethically not acceptable to publish as HHs 
can be traced. Need to use GPS offsets (some use administrative centroid), does not allow for 
full regeneration of results.  
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Discussion highlighted that it would be valuable to produce a toolkit for combining methods from 
social and natural science. 
 
Janet Fisher / Casey Ryan – Looking at poverty through an ecosystem services lens: 
remembering to cover blind spots as well as objects in sharp relief  
http://www.espa.ac.uk/files/espa/Janet-Casey%20ACES%20Contribution.pdf  
 
Janet Fisher introduced the ACES project which explores how land use change affects wellbeing in 
Mozambique. This entails both a value chain analysis and the mapping of stakeholder beliefs (using 
Bayesian belief networks) at national to local scale. Surveys are a useful tool because they support 
disaggregation of people by poverty status, etc., and provide detailed comparative data at the micro 
level. ESPA thinking (and repeat surveys) can contribute to the knowledge of dynamic poverty, 
seasonality, etc., but we need to acknowledge possible blind spots:  
 ES approach focuses on material wellbeing (often provisioning services). Basic needs only 

provide a limited view of poverty when considered in isolation (pre-capabilities / freedoms).  
 Links to political wellbeing may be obscure/ harder to discern.  
 Cultural ES require more creative methods than a conventional survey (photo elicitation / 

narrative methods)  
 Shocks are difficult to study through one-off surveys. Links between vulnerability and regulating 

services are better assessed through qualitative instruments. 

Although the ESPA approach responds to the TEEB interest in ‘Contribution of ES to the GDP of the 
poor’, its more substantial information requirements mean that it is unlikely to replace the more 
conventional income- or asset-based indicators for poverty. 
Using a systems diagram, Casey Ryan then focused on how household surveys can be used to 
explore flows of resources within a land use system. In the case of the ACES project, taking a 
systems approach led them to focus on village attributes, with the assumption that the village is a 
sum of its households.  Sampling design was difficult as the ESPA approach requires a focus on the 
poorest but it is also important to include the major resource users (who tend to be the richest 
households), leading ACES to use a census of smaller villages. Another challenge was the need to 
define an imaginary system boundary; this is difficult when social and biophysical boundaries differ.  
Casey then outlined a number of “hazards of an ecosystem approach to anthropology” (Moran 1990, 
2000) and looked at how HH surveys can help (or not) to overcome them:  
 The ‘calorific obsession’ (i.e. focus on calorie flows from the ecosystem): HH surveys can 

overcome this problem by incorporating diverse metrics of nutrition which may be more important 
to wellbeing than simple calories.  

 The role of individuals: HH surveys neglect intra-household dynamics but can achieve a 
distributional analysis between households. 

 Problems of boundary definition: Surveys can ask where ES have come from and not assume 
they all come from within a fixed boundary; but challenges remain, particularly in relation to 
migration.  

 Ignoring historical factors (assuming the system is in a steady state): HH surveys can only help 
with this if there are repeat visits. 

 Level and scale shifting: It is very hard to upscale HH survey data to the scale at which ESPA-
type answers are sought. Much easier to scale up biophysical than social data. Role for remote 
sensing to socialize the pixel?  

 Teleology and reification: Different meaning of ‘village’ in the survey and reality? 

Discussion focused on sampling issues, drawing boundaries (particularly dealing with changes over 
time) and difficulties assessing cultural ecosystem services. The Western view of cultural ES doesn’t 
translate easily to a developing country context, and they may not be easily assessed in a 
quantitative manner at HH level. ACES has moved to understanding them at aggregate level, 
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through narratives derived in focus groups and by giving people cameras and then discussing the 
significance of places in these photographs.  
 
Session 1 Discussion: What are the implications of an ecosystem services framework for the 
conceptual design of socioeconomic surveys? 
1. How does an ES-framework inform current mainstream understandings of poverty and well-

being? What kind of reinterpretations or adaptations to these concepts are considered necessary 
under an ES-framework? Which dimensions of poverty or well-being are most affected?  
 The ES concept doesn’t directly consider poverty nor really help to elucidate the many ways 

of defining poverty. But it leads to an appreciation of environmental sustainability as a human 
centered goal. How the new Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) are defined will be 
important in determining how the ES framework is used in the future, e.g. countries may need 
to report on specific ES (water supply, energy, food) and ensure their use does not degrade 
ecosystems. 

 Some argued that the ES framework has not contributed to a better understanding of poverty 
and well-being; it tends to assume a positive relationship between ES and well-being 
(ignoring ‘dis-services’) and focuses on potential rather than actual services. It also has a 
strong rural and ‘natural’ ecosystem focus, overlooking urban poverty and the importance of 
ES from varied agricultural land uses. 

 However, participants agreed that the ES concept has been useful in re-framing (or perhaps 
recycling and rebranding) issues that matter for people and has been helpful for those 
working on the social dimensions of biodiversity conservation. It makes us rethink who is 
poor and why, promotes understanding of trade-offs and feedbacks, and highlights the need 
for integrated (systems) thinking and interdisciplinary work. It focuses the attention on issues 
of scale and the need to consider the larger system.  

 In terms of economics, some participants felt the ES concept is useful in highlighting the link 
between environment and human well-being which has traditionally been neglected by 
economists, while others argued that there's nothing really new in thinking about externalities 
nor in the ways that environmental economists are trying to value nature. 

 
2. Are current standard survey frameworks for measuring poverty and well-being adequate for ES 

social research? What adaptations have been developed?  
 Standard asset-based frameworks are not adequate. They attempt to turn complex concepts 

(like social capital or cultural ES) into simple indicators and ignore access to the more 
complex ES, often neglect seasonality and power. Ultimately a lot of things are qualitative 
and subjective. 

 Surveys tend to focus on outcomes but decision-making is framed by processes which are 
difficult to capture, particularly for drawing conclusions at scale. The big issue for standard 
social surveys is how to scale up from village level to be able to answer higher level 
questions. Whose voice do we take into consideration? Is the household the right one? Do 
we want to aggregate and how? Synthesising research findings doesn’t necessarily have to 
be done in a quantitative manner.  

 ES social research assumes that it is possible to have a general understanding of how people 
see ecosystems. But what if there are conflicting ideas at the local level? Do people actually 
understand our questions about ES and how can we be sure they will answer honestly?  

 
3. How do differences in the epistemological assumptions of natural sciences as compared with 

those in the social sciences affect the design of socioeconomic surveys for ES research? What 
challenges and lessons have resulted from a multidisciplinary survey design process? 
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 What should your skill set be as an ES academic? Mixed methods approach is becoming 
more acceptable, but are researchers becoming ‘jacks-of-all-trades’ (i.e. natural scientists 
doing social science and vice versa)?  

 There are huge differences between social and natural scientists, even in how we are 
assessed. Natural science is reductionist and likes simple diagrams, precision, accuracy, 
rigour, quantitative and replicable designs, which results in the selection of methods that may 
not be appropriate for capturing dynamic social reality.  

 Social scientists can reject some assumptions made in natural science which makes working 
together difficult. There is also a proliferation of schools of thought in social science which 
makes it difficult to come to defined and agreed approaches. Social systems are political and 
therefore difficult to model in a standardized way. Social scientists tend to be more concerned 
about representativity and want larger samples than natural scientists. 

 Systems thinking does not translate to the social world as well as we would like. Do we really 
need to understand the whole system in order to understand change? This is missing the 
political dimension and the fact that much change originates outside the supposed system 
boundaries. 

 Challenges resulting from multidisciplinary survey design process include the need for more 
time (and sequential visits) to comprehend people and their context; the influence of logistics 
on the sampling frame and choice of indicators; how to isolate the effects of (holistic) ES 
interventions; possible conflict between ESPA’s desire for world class science and its need 
for impact. 

 Should we use HH surveys for key points, to collect data on standard metrics which are easily 
communicated, and piggyback other less quantitative messages (using other tools) on the 
back of this? Or scale up our HH surveys through use of an Integrated HH survey (if one 
exists for the country) or census? Boundaries between units and levels of analysis are usually 
blurred particularly in long-term processes. 

 Other approaches: value chains approaches are increasingly popular, but problem of defining 
ES – how far downstream do you go with ‘benefits from nature’? 
 

4. What types of ES-related poverty and well-being indicators are being produced through social 
surveys? What opportunities for methodological innovation have been created by these ES-
oriented socioeconomic studies? 

Useful indicators include the Happiness Index, Voices of the Poor, intensity of (or dependence 
on) ecosystem use. However, in general it is hard to define and measure indicators through 
surveys. Participatory measures of well-being may be needed, and methods to assess social 
capital (e.g. power relations with external agencies are frequently missed). The ESPA framework 
makes a holistic approach to well-being and use of mixed methods more acceptable. 

Session 2:  Practical Implications for HH Surveys in an ES Context  
 
Carla Romeu-Dalmau - Getting sampling strategies and units of analyses right, and the use 
of focus groups as a supplementary method to HH surveys 
http://www.espa.ac.uk/files/espa/ROMEU-DALMAU-ESPA-BIOFUELS%20-final.pdf 
Carla Romeu-Dalmau used her experiences from an ESPA funded project on biofuels to discuss 
sampling strategies and units of analyses. There are several groups that can be affected by ES flows 
due to biofuels in Malawi and Swaziland (large and small-scale sugarcane growers). It was hard to 
determine an adequate ‘control’ group for the ‘treatments’. Eventually selected two different control 
groups consisting of non-sugarcane farmers inside and outside the region of sugarcane production. 
Selected farmers likely to take up sugarcane production according to the criteria used by the 
sugarcane companies. 
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To overcome recall issues when conducting household surveys, some questions were asked at the 
same time for all sites (e.g. 30-day and 7-day food security questsions were asked at the same time 
for all households). Some indicators like water quantity and quality were determined through multiple 
means: biophysical measurements, HH survey responses, and focus groups to understand 
perceived changes and causality.  
Discussion highlighted the importance of controls to rule out impacts of confounding factors (like 
population growth, use of fertilisers) on water quality. Having a control group outside the production 
area was important to ensure that they had not been influenced by indirect benefits of biofuel 
production. 
 
Rina Mandimbiniaina Rabemorasata – Sampling and ethical challenges of undertaking social 
surveys in an ESPA context.  
http://www.espa.ac.uk/files/espa/Rina%20-%20P4ges-RINA%20_TALK_ESPA%20EVENT.pdf  
Rina Rabemorasata used experiences of the P4GES project in Madagascar to highlight sampling 
and ethical challenges of undertaking social surveys. A total of four sites were identified for in-depth 
analysis. Wanted a random sample, which represents all of the households in the study area; 
avoiding bias to easily accessible households. Challenges of constructing a sample frame included: 
Poor quality of data; Households scattered throughout the landscape and many households with no 
fixed location (due to livelihoods based on slash and burn agriculture); Many ‘unofficial’ households 
not recognized in any village; No clear boundaries between villages. As a result, the project 
conducted extensive fieldwork to map households at the Fokontany, village and hamlet level.  
Constructing the sampling frame took roughly 33% of survey time but is an important investment.  
Ethical challenges of undertaking social surveys included trust and confidentiality issues arising from 
the sensitivity of slash-and-burn agriculture in Madagascar, concerns by participants that the data 
was confidential and would not feed directly back to authorities and the reliance on known local 
people as a guide. The project therefore invested a large amount of time and effort building trust and 
explaining the survey to participants. However, in building trust it is important for researchers to avoid 
being co-opted or have certain community members control or manipulate access to respondents. 
The project also struggled with decisions on whether/how to compensate local informants for their 
time. Compensation is uncommon in Madagascar and might create tension between selected and 
unselected households, but it reduces research fatigue and may be needed to ensure that HH agree 
to follow-up interviews.  
Discussion focused on alternatives to extensive fieldwork to construct sampling frames. One 
suggestion was to use random spatial sampling based on Google Earth maps of households. 
Another approach to spatial sampling (from Northern Kenya) was to generate large quadrats 
(800x800m) at random and interview all households within the quadrat boundaries.   
 
Tewodros Tefera Ameda – From PRA to social survey: Understanding the link between 
poverty and ecosystem services  
http://www.espa.ac.uk/files/espa/From%20PRA%20to%20Social%20Survey%20Tewodros.pdf 
Tewodros Ameda described the use of both participatory wealth-ranking (PWR) exercises and an 
asset-based wealth index for sample frame preparation. PWR enabled households to analyse their 
own situation and construct local measures of wellbeing. This was contrasted with assets-based 
measures, which categorised households based upon wellbeing, gender and land ownership. PWR 
was also used as a basis for social mapping to identify the wealth of all households in the community 
and their spatial distribution in relation to ES. 
Discussion focused on whether PWR is good enough to use for sampling (not in this case – preferred 
to use a more objective Asset Wealth Index) and whether people tell the truth about their wealth 
status if they expect a development intervention (this can be overcome by building trust and 
authenticity with the community).  
 
Charlie Langan – Lessons on the use of electronic data collection  
http://www.espa.ac.uk/files/espa/Charlie%20ALTER_social_survey_ODK.pdf  
Charlie Langan introduced the Open Data Kit (ODK), an open source suite of tools used for 
authoring, fielding and managing surveys. Surveys can be designed and coded using excel 
spreadsheets and then converted to ODK.  Data can then be collected in the field using any android 
devoice (tablets, smartphones) by downloading a free application. There are lots of different ways of 
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inputting data from video to writing on images. During the data collection process it is possible to 
check up on the speed and accuracy of enumerators (from afar, including switching on audio 
recording to check on their work). Additional functionality allows data to be visualized and exported. 
ODK aggregate provides a ready to deploy server and data repository while Survey CTO is a costed 
service that provides data auditing, encryption and a secure ‘cloud’.  Charlie found the ODK toolkit 
very useful for the ESPA ALTER project. Only 4 surveys had to be discounted and careful auditing 
meant time to clean data was dramatically reduced when compared with paper-based data 
collection. However – caution needs to be exercised with regards to the flexibility of tool. Charlie 
warned that the ability to visualize results as you go along brings with it the temptation to constantly 
tweak survey questions, which can hinder data analysis in the long run.  
Discussion focused on some logistical issues such as whether smartphones and tablets are 
distracting to respondents (they don’t seem to be), whether you can add additional notes to 
smartphone questionnaires (no, enumerators still carry a notebook for this purpose), and how much 
additional training was needed for enumerators (some – but enumerators preferred ODK over paper 
version). There were also questions about data security (there is a data encryption service and 
secure repositories) and a reminder that hard disks should be encrypted if used in the field.  
 
Session 2 Discussion:  What are the practical implications for HH surveys undertaken in an 
ES context? 
1. Sampling strategies: Spatial issues (e.g. co-location of biophysical and social survey sites), 

temporal issues (e.g. number of waves and recall periods) and replication – what compromises 
are necessary to sample at scales relevant to both natural and social scientists? 
 Often find natural scientists and social scientists are sampling in different places – biophysical 

team is constrained by being able to get equipment to the study site. Social team may need 
to go into the field more, so social and natural teams may end up working in different areas 
to meet respective sampling needs. Land use becomes a key link between the analyses of 
the social and natural data – but land use definitions can be very locally specific. 

 Burden of being representative falls more heavily on social scientists – if sampling is driven 
by natural scientists according to some criteria of ‘complexity’, then it can be hard for social 
scientists to determine what these sites are representative of. Material constraints (budget, 
time) may prevent us sampling enough. 

 Social scientists and natural scientist may be in conflict. The ‘set-up and measure’ approach 
of natural scientists may disturb the work of social scientists (who often prefer to sample 
before biophysical sampling takes place). 

 There is often a trade-off between quality and quantity. May need to compromise external 
validity for internal validity: in-depth info from only a small number of sites is possible – high 
quality rather than generalizable. 

 Some of the impacts and benefits play out on a different scale. To be spatially explicit and 
be able to extrapolate there has to be focus on the biophysical because of the need to link to 
models rather than using social measures.  

 Temporal issues: Recall periods may differ between different ecosystem services; may need 
to survey in different seasons; long-term survey assessments are few and far between; 
ideally need to be able to go back after many years to capture environmental cycles and do 
long-term monitoring of socio-ecological relationships. 

 Sampling is difficult not just for HH surveys but also for PRA, games, choice experiments. 
For example, it is difficult to validate experimental games with villagers as it is hard to simulate 
scarcity; boundaries of natural experiments are much greater than social experiments. 
 

2. Units of analysis: Challenges to identify the beneficiaries of ES – communities, socioeconomic 
groups, households or individuals (intra-household distinctions).  
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 Ecosystems are influenced by external forces and we have flows of ES and benefits that 
have a long reach... boundaries are difficult to target. Need mixed methods to identify ES 
used by different groups of beneficiaries (private, regional or global). HH surveys don’t 
necessarily capture gendered differences and youth/aged – need to get this through focus 
groups. 

 Unit of analysis is ultimately defined by the kind of question you want to answer. Some 
questions need to be asked at certain scales, e.g. decision-making at community level may 
be more appropriately asked of groups than individuals.  

 For social scientists, upscaling requires a good understanding of governance issues. 
Sometimes it may be more important to look at policy and policy-makers if these are more 
problematic than the ES-poverty relation itself. 

 Care is needed in selecting group or survey participants – may need to explain the 
importance of ‘random’ selection to community. 

 For sensitive issues, terminology can be important to convince people to participate, e.g. in 
Uganda had to use the phrase ‘valley bottoms’ to avoid the legally loaded term ‘wetlands’. 
 

3. Ethical issues: To what extent do ES-oriented socioeconomic household surveys generate new 
challenges in researcher-researched interactions (sensitivity of questions, confidentiality issues, 
compensation for time, etc.)? What kind of validation strategies are being implemented for ES-
type of queries? What role do local populations play in this process? 
 Research fatigue may be due to development projects within the region of interest. Although 

the ESPA rhetoric is about the direct benefits of the research, these expectations have to be 
carefully managed in the field in order to control respondent bias caused by expectations of 
benefits resulting from a development intervention. Need a very clear ‘script’ to explain the 
long-term nature of research impacts, and this must be standard for all project staff (social 
and natural scientists) – therefore train all of them in ethics. 

 Compensation can be distorting, but data loss supports the use of this, if only to ensure that 
return visits can go ahead. Compensation may be different for social and natural data 
collection. Does providing compensation provide a precedent that impedes future research? 

 Some questions may be culturally inappropriate, relate to taboos or illegal land uses. May 
need to think about correct sequencing of questions (e.g. quantitative questions and life 
stories).  

 Survey + individual in-depth interview: How does the implementation of the survey affect the 
researcher – interviewee interaction? Do gender issues affect interactions with respondents 
in their various roles? 

 Rights of respondents not to answer may conflict with the interest of enumerators to complete 
a survey in order to get paid. 

 Concern that natural scientists do not always have to submit ethics applications. Ethics 
review panels often do not deal with the most serious issues (like trafficking, domestic abuse) 
or do not yet know how to deal with ethical issues raised by technological innovations (like 
use of tracking devices and drones).  
 

4. Use of existing household surveys in ES-related research: To what extent does ES- research 
require new (or supplementary) approaches to household survey design? 
 Ethics may hinder data sharing which could enable more long-term studies of households. 

Need to find a way of translating from existing large HH data sets across to local surveys 
which may have more detail (e.g. on disaggregated beneficiaries).  

 Recognition that HH surveys usually draw on preceding questionnaires, plus qualitative work, 
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rather than being developed from scratch, and that piloting is an essential part of best 
practice. 

 While there is room for greater standardization of surveys (e.g. along the lines of the PEN 
network), there will always be a need for locally-specific survey questions, e.g. to feed into 
agent-based models. 
 

Session 3: Challenges of data integration  
 
Helen Adams – Social surveys as an integration agent across scale, space and discipline  
http://www.espa.ac.uk/files/espa/Helen%20Adams%20Espa_24%20Oct.pdf  
Helen Adams drew on experiences of the DELTAS project to highlight the potential for social surveys 
to integrate biophysical and social aspects of large, interdisciplinary projects. The DELTAS project 
focuses upon seven key socio-ecological systems (SES) within Bangladesh – each with their own 
attributes, e.g. mangroves, rice, etc. In order to sample by SES they started with a land use map, 
which was verified on the ground. From this it was possible to identify four of the seven SES as they 
correspond directly to land cover (the other three SES were defined by proximity to a particular 
ecosystem feature, e.g. ‘sundarban dependent’ or ‘riverine zone’). A union (administrative unit) map 
was used to identify unions with over 70 % of their land use in an SES. Although this neglects areas 
of mixed land use, it is a replicable technique. Three unions from each SES were then selected at 
random. For each union, a random set of villages and subsequently 21 households were identified 
through mapping exercises. A number of measures of wellbeing were included within the survey in 
addition to supplementary modules on women’s empowerment and stakeholder assessment of 
indicators. Links were made to the census and household income & expenditure survey to enable 
extrapolation. Design of the household survey was influence by the results of semi-structured 
interviews conducted throughout the study area and input from policy-makers. Members of the whole 
project contributed questions. The survey was the ‘glue’ which brought the different disciplinary parts 
of the project together. Agent-based modeling will be used to bring together results from the 
household survey to provide a comprehensive picture of ES.  
Discussion highlighted the fact that about two years of the four-year project were spent on household 
survey design. Another issue raised was the difficulty of publishing results based on a hybrid (ES-
influenced) sampling strategy in a standard demography journal.  

 

Andrew Bell – Making behavioral data operational in ABMs (is hard) 
http://www.espa.ac.uk/files/espa/Andrew%20Bell%20ESPA_October_24AB.pdf  
Andrew Bell began by describing agent-based models (ABMs) as simulation tools that comprise 
actors and an environment that interact through pre-defined rules and are very valuable for 
representing social-ecological systems. However, generating behavioural data for ABMs is very 
challenging as they are very data intensive, fundamentally process-based and their development 
requires iterative dialogue between desk (theory), field and model. 
HH surveys are not an ideal tool for asking people how they make decisions. Alternatives include 
discrete choice experiments, framed field experiments, role playing games and pilot studies. In most 
cases one stylized decision is being matched to another. An ESPA funded project exploring adoption 
of conservation agriculture in Malawi is using ABM to evaluate a new type of incentive – the 
agglomeration payment. The project comprises 6 treatments of 8 villages each plus 12 control 
villages, data is collected through choice experiments, and farmer decision are being modeled using 
boundedly rational agents. In a project in Cambodia, experimental games were used to explore 
pesticide use and pest management decisions of farmers. It is hoped that decision rules identified 
through the course of stylized games played by real-life farmers will inform model behavioural rules. 
However, the simplifying assumptions of these games may undermine the utility of resulting models.  
Questions raised during the discussion included whether we know how participating in such games 
affects future decision-making of farmers (not yet, but research is underway). Another issue raised 
was that innovative methods provide a challenge in terms of how to establish informed consent (e.g. 
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this project uses small aircraft to check which farmers comply with incentives and who ‘cheats’ by 
accepting payments but not implementing land use change).  
 
Kate Schreckenberg – Integrating across disciplines scales  
http://www.espa.ac.uk/files/espa/Schreckenberg%20ASSETS%20ESPA%20session%203%20pres
entation.pdf  
Kate Schreckenberg highlighted the need of the ASSETS project to integrate data across scales in 
order to meet its aims of quantifying the ES linkages that affect and are affected by food security. 
ASSETS is using HH surveys and food diaries to collect data at the household level, participatory 
rural appraisal (PRA) exercises at community level, and is also collecting biophysical and 
socioeconomic data at the community and country level. An ABM will be used to integrate HH survey 
and PRA data to model farmer decision-making at the community level, but particular challenges 
relate to how decision-making is scaled-up from community level, how to deal with migration, how to 
create ‘cognitive’ agents and how to validate the ABM. The ARIES platform can then be used to 
integrate ABMs of behaviour with process-based biophysical models. Another way of exploring 
natural resource use and ES provision across different scales is through value chain analysis (e.g. 
life-cycle analysis of charcoal).  
Another scale issue relates to which audience we are targeting from local (formal and informal) 
decision-makers to national and international. 
Kate mentioned the ‘concept of fit’ (Young, 2002) which questions the spatial, functional and dynamic 
fit of social-ecological systems. Can you shift social boundaries to the boundaries of the natural 
resource being managed? Scale is a social construct determined by power but current methods may 
not reveal key governance and power issues. Observation and ethnographic studies may be required 
to uncover the P (‘political’) in SES. 
Discussion focused on whether we could use our data (across ESPA projects) to determine the most 
appropriate scale for decision-making and management of natural resources. Another point raised 
was that PRA methods may not be sufficient for revealing actual governance (particularly for 
contested resources) and may need to be supplemented with key informant interviews and 
participant observation. Finally the issue of scale being a social construct was elaborated: the scale 
of governance is a political decision; the scale at which you decide to manage something is 
determined socially within power structures. 

 

Sarobidy Rakotonarivo – Using in depth interviews and focus groups to supplement 
quantitative surveys 
http://www.espa.ac.uk/files/espa/Sarobidy%20Rakotonarivo.pdf  
Sarobidy Rakotonarivo described the use of discrete choice experiments to investigate the effect of 
different government policies on slash-and-burn agriculture in Madagascar. Results from the 
quantitative technique alone were not enough to represent people’s values and support policy. 
Qualitative techniques (individual and focus group-based debriefing sessions) were required to 
provide context and explanations for participant’s choices. Sarobidy highlighted the need for 
quantitative scientists to be trained in qualitative data collection methods. 
Discussion focused on whether it is better to start a project with qualitative or quantitative methods 
(this project started with qualitative methods in order to get a feeling for what was going on). Another 
issue raised was that the project measured participant comprehension but could not do conventional 
psycho-metric testing due to the difficulty of finding a validated psycho-metric questionnaire for this 
particular context. 
 
Session 3 Discussion: The challenges of data integration 
1. Which ES-informed well-being and poverty dimensions cannot be adequately measured with 

social surveys? 
 Subjective measures of wellbeing are difficult to capture in social surveys; requires additional 

qualitative data.  
 Poverty at different scales (e.g. individual, village, region and national) is not necessarily the 

aggregate of household survey data. Intra-HH dynamics are not easily captured in a social 
survey. 
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 Both cultural ES and informal (illegal) uses can be captured superficially but not necessarily 
reliably (i.e. the same response at all times). Getting reliable answers depends on questions 
being relevant and asked in an appropriate manner, i.e. need to prepare HH surveys very 
well and precede with a qualitative exploration. Sensitive issues may need to be reframed 
as something that is normal (e.g. bribery as a form of lobbying, or slash-and-burn as an 
acceptable land use). 

 Motivation (why people do things) is not well captured. 
 Mixed methods are needed for complex issues like governance, power structures, political 

ecology, trust, elite capture – better to capture these dimensions with separate tools rather 
than overloading the HH survey.  

 Timescales – HH survey data is a snapshot. Usually too expensive to repeat surveys with 
same respondents (and can result in reduced data quality).  
 

2. What kind of mixed-method approaches are suitable for filling in the gaps? How do they 
complement socioeconomic survey data? 
 Need to recognize that a huge amount of qualitative information already goes into developing 

a good quantitative survey. 
 Many other methods can be used to fill gaps, triangulate and ensure that the ‘numbers make 

sense’: social network analysis, PRA techniques, focus groups, in-depth interviews, 
participatory mapping and GIS, ethnography, debriefing techniques.   

 Ideally one would have an iterative approach of validating quantitative data with qualitative 
explanations, but this is costly and time-consuming. Problems may arise if qualitative data 
collection is left to the end as it takes longer to analyse and may therefore not be analysed 
in the depth required. 

 Scenarios are a good way of combining qualitative work and quantitative values. 
  

3. How can socioeconomic survey data be integrated with biophysical data (other than through use 
of modeling techniques)? 
 Instead of modeling could attempt to compare two sites (matched methods) – using different 

indicators presented as a bundle of biophysical and social data.  
 Correlation analyses between social and biophysical indicators, plus qualitative perception 

of possible causal mechanisms underpinning the relationships.   
 Remote sensing of social variables (e.g. assessing poverty through levels of light at night) 
 As social surveys produce quantitative data, integration with natural science questions is not 

so difficult (e.g. stock-flow models in ACES project) and is attractive to ESPA-type 
researchers. The more difficult epistemological questions relate to analysis of qualitative 
data. 

Additional comments made at the end of the session:  
 The ES framework causes privileging of provisioning services due to the ability to measure. 

Need new ways to measure more obscure ES (e.g. using images, videos), and compare 
effectiveness of different approaches for eliciting information about non-provisioning ES. 

 Do we need to re-conceptualise ES based upon findings of the ESPA programme? What 
does the term ‘ES approach’ mean? Many NGOs state they are adopting the ‘ES approach’ 
but it isn’t clear what this means in practice. How does it differ from the ecosystem approach? 
[NB Poppy et al. (2014) argue the main difference is that the ES approach deals more 
explicitly with trade-offs between ES and between beneficiaries.] 



 

Page | 14  
 

 Also need to consider whether the use of ‘ecosystem’ versus ‘environmental’ service is just 
a semantic issue or a real problem.  

Session 4: Data Archiving  
 
Simon Willcock – The challenges of using other people’s data  
http://www.espa.ac.uk/files/espa/Simon%20Willcock_WISER_DataChallenges.pdf  
Simon Willcock provided a brief account of difficulties faced when using other people’s data, drawing 
upon experiences from the WISER project. WISER has obtained data from international 
organisations (usually provide standardized data in readily usable form) and directly from scientists 
(who tend to provide opaque data, sent by email, often rushed and in non-standardised form). The 
solution is that scientists should prepare data in advance, use data repositories and advertise 
location of data in related papers.  
Other problems associated with shared data are that the data may be delivered without a ‘Read me’ 
file; methods are often not detailed enough; and there may be conflict between protecting the 
anonymity of participants and data usefulness (GPS locations). There is also a need to start 
developing standardized units for comparing ES (i.e. not bundles or bags). In terms of data format, 
pdf reports and appendices are not very helpful (better to use .csv files and provide spatial 
information in its spatial form rather than as jpeg images) and it is important to distinguish ‘no data’ 
from negative results.  
In the discussion, the point was made that an increasing number of journals are available for 
publishing data.  

 

Mahesh Poudyal – Confidentiality issues in data management: the need for data firewalls, 
both within projects and for external users  
http://www.espa.ac.uk/files/espa/ESPA_London_Event-Data_firewalls-24Oct2014-POUDYAL.pdf  
Mahesh Poudyal raised the issues that ES research often involves collecting sensitive data (e.g. on 
illegal activity) that can be located by other data collected. In order for research to make an impact, 
we often need to collaborate. However, we must make sure collaborators don’t cause bias, etc. 
There is a need to consider ethics from the start of projects. The key is to find a balance between 
doing research with excellent impacts and respecting the rights and safety of those providing 
information. This starts with a detailed data management plan which clearly defines who needs 
access to what within the project, and what can be made available to people outside the project. Be 
sure to identify and agree upon existing/potential conflicts of interest. Then agree on a course of 
action including proper data firewalls (possibly several layers of firewall which strip some or all 
identifiers for different users). Anonymised data can be shared with the public, with identifiers kept 
separate and secure (for future follow-up data collection). Need to make sure you follow the data 
protection laws of country of data origin.  
Many points were raised in the discussion:  
 Data protection act asks that risks are mitigated as much as possible but there is no expectation 

of research being risk free. 
 There is still a lack of clarity with regards to protecting identity if you use photos, videos and case 

studies – other than carefully assessing whether people would be at risk.  
 An ethics committee requirement is that you should not deviate from what you said you would 

do with data in any consent forms. Consent forms should also state whether you intend to come 
back for further data collection. 

 Making data available to others is also an ethical issue, as not doing so can be construed as a 
failure to protect people from the harm of repeated research. 

 We need to consider the risks that may arise during data collection, and think about getting 
enumerators and translators (who may be from the local area) to be aware of the requirements 
to keep data confidential.   
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Veerle Van den Eynden – Possible repositories for archiving data and best practice for 
sharing data: documentation, copyright, formatting, confidentiality issues, linking data sets 

http://www.espa.ac.uk/files/espa/Veerle%20A%20ESPA_repositories_20141024.pdf  
Veerle Van den Eynden provided a practical introduction to the UK data service and how to share 
data through the use of repositories. ESPA data will be shared through the UK data service’s 
ReShare respository at: http://reshare.ukdataservice.ac.uk/.  This harvests basic project information 
from RCUK Gateway to Research and provides a unique DOI (digital identifier) for each data set. 
ReShare allows various metadata to be displayed (in the UK Data Service Discover portal) along 
with data files and additional methodology information. Access options for individual files or zip 
bundles include: 

• Open access – CC licence 
• Safeguarded access - UK Data Service End User licence 
• Permission access (this means the person wanting to use the data will be referred to the 

project PI (or other named person) to negotiate how they can use the data. 
• Embargo (up to 12 months) 

Researchers (usually project PIs or designated person) are the copyright holders. User licenses can 
be bespoke and specify that potential users need to commit themselves not to identify individuals... 
they specify what the data can be used for in the end. 

 
A video tutorial of the ReShare deposit process is available at: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=focv1z3lpPI 
The discussion raised a number of issues: 
 Studentships – ESRC rules are that ReShare will accept the data but it is not a requirement 

unless the studentship is linked to a project (in the application).  
 ReShare archives are located in the UK, but ESPA projects may also want to archive data in 

partner-country archives.  
 ReShare specialises in quaitative data: will archive material (e.g. transcripts) in the original 

language but the expectation is that the researcher has evaluated confidentiality issues. 
 Published outputs should be linked to original data through metadata links or DOIs for data in a 

repository. Publishing data papers makes data more accessible, as well as contributing to career 
publications and sharing aspects of data that wouldn’t otherwise be possible. See 
https://www.datacite.org/ for advice on how to find and cite data. 

 
Celia Russell – Why share and re-use data?  
http://www.espa.ac.uk/files/espa/Celia%20Russell%20ESPA_datashare.pdf  
Celia Russell argued that data sharing advances scholarship, improves replicability, increases the 
impact and citation rate of associated research and improves transparency and collaborative work. 
However, it is important to take care of participants and protect them from risk. Informed consent is 
required across the data life cycle, from engagement in the research process, to dissemination in 
presentations, publications, the web, and data sharing and archiving (including future uses of data).  
Options for sharing confidential data include protecting identities, regulating access (qualitative data 
can only be anonymized to a limited extent before it loses value, so it may be more appropriate to 
store it with restricted access) and storing it securely.  
The UKDS website provides lots of advice on how to anonymise data:  

 Remove direct identifiers e.g. names, address, institution, photo.  
 Reduce precision/ detail of a variable through aggregation  
 Generalise meaning of headings  
 Check ‘file properties’ for Word documents (e.g. transcripts) to remove original file names. 

If data cannot be completely anonymised, then access can be managed through permission 
agreements, limited to identified accredited users and/or accessed via onsite or virtual secure 
environment. 
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Discussion highlighted the fact that the time it takes to get data archived depends on how well data 
management best practice has been built into the project. A question was asked about our 
obligations to archive personal research diaries? Although these would be considered research data 
and have value for archiving, UKDS can only store digitised (e.g. scanned) data. Archiving should 
not create an unnecessary burden so we need to be practical about selecting what should be 
archived. In relation to linking social data in the UKDS repository with its associated ecological data, 
this is achieved by ReShare including a link to the appropriate record in the NERC Environmental 
Information Data Centre (EIDC). Any risks arising from linking spatially explicit aspects of ecological 
data with social data can be managed with access restrictions.  

 

Session 5: What opportunities are there for synthesis of household 
survey results across ESPA projects?  
 
Ideas for future research needs and cross-project syntheses: 
 Long-term socio-ecological observatories 
 Paper on lessons learned from ESPA – what worked, what didn’t, what should future projects 

expect? 
 What does our data tell us about the appropriate scale for natural resource decision-making? 
 Cross-project paper on migration and remittances and how they relate to ES 
 How are different projects measuring seemingly difficult-to-measure and non-provisioning ES? 

(e.g. cultural ES, NTFPs) and how well do different approaches work? 
 Methodological synergies across ESPA projects 
 Methodological issues in choice experiments 
 Find lowest common denominator from all (most) surveys, e.g. income/expenditure versus forest 

cover or other satellite data; subjective well-being versus where the nation is on the Kuznets 
curve or in terms of MDG achievements 

 How do we put the ‘Political’ into Social-Ecological-Systems? 
 

Paul van Gardingen – Closing comments 
Publication of the ESPA Mid-term Review will give some idea of the future of the ESPA programme. 
There is likely to be one more call for modest projects of about £50,000 to do synthesis work.  
ESRC is also an appropriate funder for further work. ESPA’s greatest legacy is likely to be the social 
data projects have collected and researchers should not limit their ambitions in thinking about how 
to use it across projects. 
We have the task of getting this information out to all of our researchers. There is progress to make 
on archiving, data papers but also pulling information together for evidence synthesis.  
Three successes are obvious from the discussions: 

1. There are significant methodological advances which need to be reflected on and 
communicated more widely. 

2. There is a growing body of data and evidence that needs to be archived as key priority. 
Projects will work with data centres. 

3. There are new advances in relation to how data is being integrated and how social science 
is feeding into integrative tools. There is a whole set of analytical and methodological 
advances that are using integration. This could be the topic for another ESPA meeting. 
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