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absTracT

This	paper	offers	a	review	and	analysis	of	the	key	issues	and	different	perspectives	
in	the	Payments	for	Ecosystem	Services	(PES)	debate.	We	discuss	how	the	current	debate	has	
to	a	certain	degree	moved	beyond	‘neoliberal’	vs.	‘non-neoliberal’	discussions,	instead	recog-
nizing	the	variegated	ways	in	which	this	policy	tool	plays	out	in	the	field.	We	argue,	however,	
that	despite	this	progress	PES	research	remains	weakly	theorized	in	social	and	political	terms,	
resulting	 in	only	 superficial	understanding	of	 the	 role	of	 culture,	agency,	 social	diversity	and	
power	relations	in	the	shaping	of	PES	institutions	and	their	outcomes.	Building	on	insights	from	
other	fields	and	disciplines	in	the	social	sciences	–in	particular	critical	 institutionalism,	social	
anthropology	and	political	ecology-,	we	subject	some	of	the	common	assumptions	underlying	
mainstream	and	alternative	conceptualizations	of	PES	and	identify	the	main	issues	that,	we	be-
lieve,	deserve	more	attention	in	future	research.	More	specifically,	we	explore	three	key	chal-
lenges	 in	current	PES	research	related	to	the	tendency	 (1)	 to	assume	that	 institutions	can	be	
designed	in	order	to	make	them	‘fit’	specific	human-nature	problems;	(2)	to	oversimplify	culture	
and	social	diversity	through	the	apolitical	concept	of	‘social	capital’;	and	(3)	to	conceptualize	hu-
man	agency,	collective	action,	and	institutional	change	through	either	overly-rational	or	overly-
structuralist	models.	We	argue	that	an	expanded	actor-oriented,	socially-informed	and	power-
sensitive	conceptualization	of	PES	can	help	generate	novel	insights	in	the	power	geographies	
underlying	institutional	logics,	and	thus	the	complex	ways	in	which	PES	policies	are	shaped	and	
experienced	in	the	field.

Keywords

Payments	for	Ecosystem	Services	(PES),	neoliberal	conservation,	power,	critical	in-
stitutionalism,	institutional	bricolage,	agency,	environmental	governance.
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1. InTroducTIon

Current	conservation	strategies	are	increasingly	drawing	on	economic	metaphors	
in	order	to	communicate	environmental	concerns	to	society.	In	particular	the	metaphor	of	eco-
system	 stocks	 as	 the	 producers	 of	 environmental	 or	 ecosystem	 services	 (ES)	 (Costanza	 and	
Daly,	1992;	Daily,	1997;	MEA,	2005)	has	proven	to	be	a	very	powerful	one1.	It	seems	pretty	obvi-
ous:	human	beings	have	a	demand	for	clean	air,	water,	and	other	services	supplied	by	nature,	
but	at	the	same	time	they	are	destroying	the	resource	bases	that	are	responsible	for	supplying	
these	services.	In	fact,	the	metaphor	is	so	powerful	that	it	has	started	developing	a	life	of	 its	
own,	making	it	increasingly	difficult	to	disentangle	the	ecological,	socio-political	and	economic	
arguments	underlying	 current	 environmental	 policies	 (Norgaard,	 2010;	Raymond	et	 al.,	 2013;	
Winthrop,	2014).	Moreover,	it	has	exceeded	its	original	aim	of	evoking	public	interest	in	environ-
mental	problems,	and	is	now	widely	used	as	the	underlying	framework	for	policy	instruments	
that	aim	to	offer	financial	incentives	for	the	provision	of	ecosystem	services	(Fisher	and	Brown,	
2014;	Gómez-Baggethun	et	al.,	2010).	These	instruments	are	founded	on	the	belief	that	environ-
mental	degradation	is	mainly	caused	by	a	general	failure	of	conventional	markets	to	account	for	
the	many	public	goods	or	positive	externalities	that	ecosystems	provide	to	society.	From	this	
perspective,	the	idea	of	‘Payments	for	Ecosystem	(or	Environmental)	Services’	(PES)	is	one	of	the	
policy	tools	that	has	attracted	growing	attention	among	a	wide	audience	of	scholars	as	well	as	
conservation and development practitioners2. 

The	core	idea	of	PES	is	that	land	users,	who	tend	to	be	poorly,	if	at	all,	motivated	to	
protect	‘nature’	on	their	land,	can	be	encouraged	to	do	so	through	direct	economic	incentives	
from	 ecosystem	 service	 beneficiaries	 in	 return	 for	 adopting	 environmentally-sound	 land	 use	
practices	that	secure	ecosystem	conservation	and/or	restoration	(Engel	et	al.,	2008;	Wunder,	
2005).	PES	schemes	are	thus	generally	considered	as	novel	institutional	arrangements	attempt-
ing	to	compensate	those	who	produce	positive	externalities.	The	approach	has	mainly	emerged	
from	 a	 general	 dissatisfaction	with	 traditional	 governmental	 regulatory	 approaches	 or	more	
community-based	integrated	conservation	and	development	projects	(ICDPs),	which	are	often	
deemed	to	be	ineffective	in	halting	further	degradation	(Ferraro,	2001;	Ferraro	and	Kiss,	2002;	
Pagiola	et	al.,	2002).	Rather	than	ineffective	sanctioning	of	‘bad	behavior’	through	punitive	ap-
proaches	or	promoting	‘conservation	by	distraction’	by	redirecting	local	livelihoods	away	from	
activities	that	degrade	ecosystems,	the	PES	approach	seeks	to	reconcile	environmental	and	de-
velopmental	 trade-offs	 through	direct	and	conditional	payments	 (Wunder,	2005).	PES	 theory	
thus	generally	builds	on	a	market-governance	model,	as	it	aims	to	change	individual	decision	
making	by	means	of	price	 incentives3.	Moreover,	 it	 is	held	that	direct	 incentives	through	con-

[1]	 	For	an	excellent	critical	overview	of	the	evolution	and	variants	of	the	ecosystem	services	framework,	please	
refer	to	Lele	(2013)
[2]	 	The	literature	on	PES	refers	to	both	payments	for	‘ecosystem’	services	and	payments	for	‘environmental’	servic-
es.	Although	some	authors	make	a	clear	distinction	between	‘environmental’	and	‘ecosystem’	services	—	the	former	
emphasising	the	enhancement	of	‘nature’	services,	while	the	latter	also	encompass	amenities	provided	by	the	‘built’	
or	‘actively-managed’	environment	(Bulte	et	al.,	2008;	Muradian	et	al.,	2010;	Wunder,	2015)	—	we	will	in	this	work	use	
both	terms	interchangeably.
[3]	 	In	this	work	we	will	use	the	terms	‘market-based’	and	‘market-governance’	models	to	indicate	a	governance	
model	that	mainly	builds	upon	the	belief	that	compliance	and	individual	or	collective	action	should	be	accomplished	
through	the	use	of	decentralised	and	individual	price	incentives.	More	specifically,	the	use	of	the	terminology	is	based	
upon	 Uphoff	 (1993),	 who	 distinguishes	 between	 three	main	 governance	models	 (bureaucratic	 or	 command-and-
control	models,	market-based	models,	and	community-based	or	voluntary	action	models),	which	each	use	different	
instruments	and	underlying	philosophies	to	stimulate	compliance	and	collective	action.	As	noted	by	Uphoff	(1993):	in	
the	market-based	model	‘decisions	are	left	to	individuals	to	calculate	private	advantage	without	reference	to	broader	
interests	of	the	public	good’	(ibid:	610).	It	is	important	to	note	that	market-based	models	do	not	necessarily	require	
the	presence	of	a	functioning	market.	Nevertheless,	mainstream	PES	advocates	often	refer	to	the	market	as	the	ideal	
scenario	in	which	PES	would	flourish	(e.g.	Wunder	et	al.,	2008),	and	they	generally	use	the	market	(and	the	related	
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ditional	contracts	will	not	only	lead	to	expanded	opportunities	for	private	conservation	fund-
ing,	but	will	also	lead	to	the	most	efficient	allocation	of	scarce	conservation	funds	(Ferraro	and	
Simpson,	2002,	Pagiola	and	Platais,	2007;	Pattanayak	et	al.,	2010;	Wunder,	2013).	This	paradigm	
shift	is	increasingly	reflected	in	global	debates	on	climate	change,	for	example	through	the	idea	
of	conditional	payments	to	forest	users	for	‘Reducing	Emissions	from	Deforestation	and	Forest	
Degradation’	(REDD+)	(Corbera,	2012),	and	has	led	to	growing	research	and	implementation	of	
PES	initiatives	in	the	field.

The	huge	popularity	of	this	simple	idea	and	the	mushrooming	of	new	initiatives	all	
over	the	globe	illustrate	that	a	large	part	of	the	scientific	and	political	community	has	been	grad-
ually	embracing	and	adopting	PES	as	a	promising	way	forward,	especially	for	halting	further	ag-
ricultural	land	expansion	and	promoting	restoration	through	agroforestry	and	eco-agriculture	in	
the	developing	world,	where	most	of	the	world’s	remaining	biodiversity	is	located.	Several	mul-
tilateral	organizations,	such	as	the	World	Bank	and	the	Global	Environment	Facility	(GEF),	and	
global	conservation	NGOs,	such	as	the	International	Union	for	Conservation	of	Nature	(IUCN)	
and	the	World	Wildlife	Fund	(WWF)	are	perceived	as	being	the	main	driving	forces	behind	the	
current	global	discourse	of	substituting	unattractive	and	state-regulated	conservation	projects	
for	PES-inspired	programmes	(Ervine,	2010;	McAfee,	 1999;	2012).	The	presumed	superiority	of	
PES	over	other	conservation	mechanisms	is,	however,	not	unequivocal,	to	say	the	least.	While	
empirical	case	research	is	growing	(see	e.g.	Schomers	and	Matzdorf,	2013	for	a	recent	overview),	
evidence	from	ongoing	PES	projects	often	points	to	doubtful	results	both	in	terms	of	environ-
mental	and	development	outcomes	(e.g.	Adhikari	and	Agrawal,	2013;	Pattanayak	et	al.,	2010).	
Moreover,	in	many	cases	the	promised	efficiency	gains	of	PES	have	been	proven	hard	to	demon-
strate	(Muradian	et	al.,	2010).	The	rather	uncritical	promotion	of	the	concept	makes	one	suspect	
that	its	popularity	is	mainly	based	on	ideological	grounds,	rather	than	on	practical	experiences	
(e.g.	Büscher,	2012).	Redford	and	Adams	(2009),	for	example,	note	how	the	seductive	idea	of	PES	
is	‘being	adopted	with	great	speed,	and	often	without	much	critical	discussion,	across	the	spec-
trum	of	conservation	policy	debate	and	developing	a	life	of	its	own	independent	of	its	promulga-
tors’	(ibid:	785).	Muradian	et	al.	(2010)	and	Büscher	(2014),	in	turn,	argue	that	a	large	part	of	the	
existing	PES	literature	is	written	by	market	instrument	proponents	who	often	take	the	creation	
of markets as desirable in itself. 

As	we	will	argue	in	section	2	of	this	paper,	a	large	part	of	PES	research	has	indeed	
been	guided	by	a	rather	narrow	and	‘managerial’	research	agenda,	mainly	defined	by	environ-
mental	economists,	who	focus	on	the	potential	efficiency	gains	that	can	be	obtained	by	harness-
ing	market	 forces	and	offering	 individual	price	 incentives.	This	perspective	mainly	 refers	 to	a	
specific	interpretation	of	the	Coase	theorem	(Coase,	1960),	which	holds	that	‘socially	suboptimal	
situations	(e.g.,	too	little	provision	of	environmental		services)	can	be	resolved	through	volun-
tary	market-like	transactions,	provided	that	transaction	costs	are	low	and	property	rights	are	
clearly	defined	and	enforced’	(Pattanayak	et	al.,	2010:	256).	This	dominant	perspective	on	PES	
has	resulted	in	a	vast	body	of	fairly	technical-managerial	studies	on	optimization	models	related	
to	‘efficiency-enhancing’	institutional	design	of	so-called	‘Coasean’	PES	schemes	(e.g.	Engel	et	
al.,	2008),	with	only	limited	reflection	on	cultural	and	socio-political	issues	surrounding	these	
policy	instruments.	

The	Coasean	approach	to	PES	and	the	associated	research	agenda	has,	however,	
been	increasingly	criticized	during	the	past	few	years.	As	we	will	discuss	in	section	2,	some	criti-

efficiency	criterion)	as	the	model	legitimising	PES	(Vatn,	2010;	2014),	a	point	which	will	be	further	discussed	in	section	
2.2.2 of this paper.
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cal	 scholars	are	either	 largely	 rejecting	PES	as	 improper	neoliberal	 commoditization	projects	
(e.g.	 Büscher,	 2012;	McAfee,	 1999;	 Robertson,	 2004),	 while	 others	 rather	 call	 for	 conceptual	
modifications	of	the	mainstream	PES	approach,	mainly	by	adopting	a	broader	and	more	hybrid	
institutional	or	‘ecological	economics’	governance	perspective	to	PES	(e.g.	Farley	and	Costanza,	
2010;	Muradian	et	al.,	2010;	Tacconi,	2012).	Indeed,	from	this	latter	perspective	it	is	hoped	that	a	
broader	and	more	socially-attuned	conceptual	framework	could	possibly	inform	scientists	and	
policy-makers	on	how	to	build	appropriate	institutional	arrangements	that	could	close	the	‘ma-
jor	gaps	between	the	predictions	made	by	theorists	of	PES	and	the	outcomes	that	PES	projects	
generate’	(Adhikari	and	Agrawal,	2013:	372).

While	the	‘PES	sceptics’	position	has	drawn	attention	to	crucial	questions	related	
to	power,	inequality	and	commodification	issues	surrounding	PES	projects,	in	this	paper	we	ar-
gue	that	the	widespread/predominant	tendency	to	adopt	a	rather	conceptually	 inflexible,	es-
sentialist stance has somewhat foreclosed a more constructive debate on the potential of some 
underlying	ideas	of	PES.	More	specifically,	we	argue	that	the	broad-brush	abstraction	of	PES	as	
an	inherently	neoliberal	hegemonic	project	largely	overlooks	the	agency	-or	the	existing	margins	
of	manoeuver-	of	‘subordinated’	groups,	which	are	too	readily	considered	to	be	either	passive	
‘victims’	or	‘fierce	resistants’	of	these	neoliberal	ideologies	(Castree,	2007;	Higgins	et	al.,	2008).	
Such	 an	 abstraction	 leaves	 only	 limited	 space	 for	 contestation,	 resistance	 and	 development	
of	alternatives	(Benediktsson,	2014),	and	risks	overlooking	the	many	divergent	ways	 in	which	
neoliberal	projects	are	locally	reshaped,	reworked	or	adapted	through	complex	micro-scale	and	
place-specific	dynamics	(Hart,	2006;	Katz,	2005;	Sparke,	2008).	Indeed,	this	kind	of	approach	
largely	disregards	how	 local	actors	value	or	opportunistically	 reshape	certain	underlying	ele-
ments	of	the	PES	idea,	and	how	these	policies	can	in	some	cases	even	‘open	up	new	spaces	for	
participation	and		negotiation	over	rights’	(McElwee	et	al.,	2014:	436;	see	also	Shapiro-Garza,	
2013a,	Higgins	et	al.,	2012).	

The	‘ecological	economics’	approach	to	PES,	on	the	other	hand,	applies	a	somewhat	
more	pragmatic,	though	still	critical	position.	It	calls	for	an	expanded	PES	research	agenda,	one	
that	 broadens	 the	 narrow	 focus	 on	 efficiency	 to	 encompassing	 other	 criteria	 such	 as	 equity,	
justice	and	ecological	sustainability,	and	one	that	is	more	sensitive	to	the	inevitable	challenge	
to	 socially	 embed	and	analyze	PES	within	 the	different	 institutional	 contexts	 in	which	 these	
schemes	are	implemented	(Farley	and	Costanza,	2010;	Muradian	et	al.,	2010).	However,	and	as	
we	will	argue	in	section	3,	the	latter	approach	–while	raising	very	relevant	and	stimulating	re-
search	questions-	is	faced	with	important	conceptual	and	epistemological	challenges.	While	the	
ecological	economics	approach	to	PES	covers	a	multitude	of	(multidisciplinary	and	still	evolving)	
perspectives,	we	argue	that	it	remains	rather	weakly	theorized	in	social	and	political	terms.	Its	
(implicit)	belief	in	institutional	design	principles	and	the	frequent	recurrence	to	‘social	capital’	as	
an	apolitical	approach	to	explaining	agency,	result	in	only	superficial	understanding	of	the	role	
of	culture,	social	diversity	and	power	relations	in	the	shaping	of	institutions.	These	limitations,	
we	argue,	provide	us	with	only	limited	explanatory	power	for	disentangling	the	complex	socio-
political	and	socio-ecological	challenges	occurring	in	the	‘messy’	reality.	

Building on the strengths and limitations of these alternative perspectives to ana-
lyzing	PES	and	drawing	on	insights	from	different	fields	in	the	social	sciences,	in	section	3	we	
seek	 to	construct	a	more	socially-informed,	actor-oriented	and	politically-sensitive	approach	
to	analyzing	PES.	To	 this	end,	we	start	with	a	brief	 reflection	on	 the	 fundamental	 epistemo-
logical challenges involved in responding to our increasing awareness of the interrelation be-
tween	social	and	ecological	problems.	As	has	been	extensively	argued	by	scholars	from	different	
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disciplines	 this	 cannot	be	done	by	attributing	an	ontological	 ‘real’	 status	 to	 the	problems	of	
nature	as	 if	 they	could	be	separated	from	particular	socio-cultural	human	framings,	and	as	 if	
the	dictates	of	this	exogenous	‘reality	of	nature’	would	allow	us	to	objectively	define	objectives	
that	would	guide	our	design	of	institutional	arrangements	to	achieve	‘institutional	fit’	(Young,	
2002a).	Consequently,	 this	 implies	 the	need	of	an	analytical	 shift	 in	social-ecological	 studies	
from	a	rather	apolitical	and	ahistorical	managerial	focus	on	‘peeling	the	onion,	or	analyzing	the	
environment	by	peeling	off	successive	layers	of	causation’	to	‘who	is	holding	the	knife’	(Blaikie,	
1999).	In	other	words,	the	power	processes	surrounding	the	social	construction	and	domination	
of	particular	narratives	that	frame	environmental	problems	and	solutions	(such	as	PES)	in	par-
ticular	ways	deserve	much	closer	attention	(Adger	et	al.,	2001;	Blaikie,	1999;	Leach	et	al.,	2010).

In	our	call	for	a	more	explicit	focus	on	power	we	should,	however,	be	aware	that	
contestations	and	discursive	struggles	occur	at	all	scales,	 ‘from	disputes	within	and	between	
households	and	communities	to	those	between	local,	national	and	global	priorities’	(Leach	et	
al.,	2010:	43).	A	more	balanced	focus	on	the	dynamic	interplay	between	agency	and	structure,	
which	recognizes	the	‘diversity	in	social	phenomena,	the	potentially	creative	effects	of	individu-
al	agency	and	highlights	the	enduring	influence	of	social	structures	in	shaping	individual	behav-
iour	and	in	the	patterning	of	outcomes’	(Cleaver,	2012:	13),	incites	us	to	be	sufficiently	sensitive	
to	 social	diversity	and	cultural	 styles,	and	 to	 the	visible	and	 invisible	workings	of	power.	We	
show	how	insights	from	‘critical	institutionalist’	scholarship	on	natural	resource	management	
(e.g.	Cleaver,	2012;	Hall	et	al.,	2014)	are	particularly	relevant	to	understanding	the	multiple	ways	
in	which	PES	interventions	are	locally	adapted,	re-crafted,	and	embedded	in	everyday	social	and	
cultural	practices.	We	believe	these	ideas	can	help	us	recast	the	PES	research	agenda	towards	
developing	more	reflexive,	historical	and	adaptive	approaches	for	exploring	and	explaining	the	
dynamic	 social	 and	 political	 processes	 surrounding	 individual	 and	 collective	 action	 (Cleaver,	
2012;	Hall	et	al.,	2014;	Leach	et	al.,	 1999;	2010).	An	explicit	 focus	on	power,	closely	 related	to	
knowledge,	meaning	and	inequality,	-we	hope-	will	allow	to	de-fetishize	and	re-politicize	PES,	
and	allow	for	a	more	meaningful	understanding	and	negotiation	of	how	designed	policy	inter-
ventions	are	locally	adapted,	and	therefore	often	turn	out	in	unexpected	and	variegated	ways.	
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2. capTurIng dIfferenT perspecTIves In The pes debaTe – a lITeraTure  
 revIew

The	academic	literature	on	Payments	for	Ecosystem	Services	has	boomed	during	
the	past	decade	(Schomers	and	Matzdorf,	2013;	Wunder,	2015).	In	order	to	capture	the	emer-
gence	of	and	main	currents	of	thinking	around	PES,	in	this	section	we	offer	a	simplified	typology	
of	the	main	theoretical	perspectives	to	PES	and	discuss	the	key	points	of	discussion	between	
them.	We	start	with	a	short	review	of	the	main	theoretical	underpinnings	of	PES	as	conceptual-
ized	by	the	environmental	economics	or	 ‘Coasean’	approach	(Coase,	1960).	We	then	focus	on	
some	of	the	critiques	this	mainstream	perspective	has	received	from	critical	scholars	pertaining	
to	the	‘PES	sceptics’	perspective.	Finally,	we	discuss	the	‘ecological	economics’	approach	to	PES,	
which	adopts	a	pragmatic,	though	still	critical	position.			

2.1. Mainstream or environmental economics/Coasean approach to PES
The	‘mainstream’	approach	to	PES,	can	be	traced	back	to	Wunder’s	(2005)	influen-

tial	CIFOR	paper	in	which	he	provides	a	first	definition	of	PES	as	‘a	voluntary	transaction	where	
a	well-defined	ES	(or	a	land	use	likely	to	secure	that	service)	is	being	“bought”	by	a	(minimum	
one)	ES	buyer	from	a	(minimum	one)	ES	provider	if	and	only	if	the	ES	provider	secures	ES	provi-
sion	(conditionality)’	(ibid:	3).	This	definition	and	the	corresponding	framework	of	analysis	are	
largely	based	on	an	environmental	economics	approach	(see	e.g.	Engel	et	al.,	2008;	Pagiola	et	
al.,	2002;	Pattanayak	et	al.,	2010;	Wunder,	2005),	which	is	rooted	in	theoretical	economic	per-
spectives	that	are	mainly	concerned	with	the	potential	efficiency	gains	that	can	be	obtained	by	
harnessing market forces and offering individual price incentives4.	The	main	underlying	 logic	
usually	goes	as	 follows:	Since	ecosystem	services	 such	as	 carbon	 sequestration,	biodiversity	
conservation	or	watershed	protection	are	mostly	public	or	club	goods,	i.e.	externalities	or	un-
intended	by-products	of	economic	activity	for	which	there	is	usually	no	market,	so	that	benefi-
ciaries	only	rarely	pay,	society	is	systematically	underprovided	with	these	services	(Engel	et	al.,	
2008;	Pagiola	et	al.,	2002;	Pattanayak	et	al.,	2010).	However,	the	costs	of	‘environmentally-bad’	
practices	 imposed	on	potential	ES	beneficiaries	can	be	higher	 than	the	 land	users’	conserva-
tion	opportunity	cost.	Should	this	be	the	case,	payments	by	the	service	users	can	be	the	right	
incentive	for	making	conservation	the	more	attractive	option	for	potential	providers	(Engel	et	
al.,	2008).	

In	this	philosophy,	PES	can	-under	certain	circumstances-	create	parallel	markets	
where	service	providers	could	sell	the	positive	externalities	of	managing	their	land	‘adequately’.	
As	such,	the	PES	approach	moves	beyond	the	Pigouvian	philosophy	of	taxing	negative	or	subsi-
dising	positive	externalities	within	existing	commodity	markets	(Van	Hecken	and	Bastiaensen,	
2010a).	In	theory	it	creates	new	transaction	mechanisms	that	pay	separately	for	the	provision	of	
positive	ES.	It	attempts	to	put	in	practice	the	Coase	theorem,	which	asserts	that	on	the	condi-
tion	of	sufficiently	low	transaction	costs	and	clearly	defined	and	enforced	property	rights,	the	
problems	of	external	effects	can	be	overcome	through	private	negotiation	between	affected	par-
ties	(Coase,	1960,	as	cited	by	Engel	et	al.,	2008).	As	Wunder	(2015)	notes,	conditionality	‘is	the	
single	most	important	PES	feature’	(ibid:	242)	and	makes	PES	‘the	frontrunner	of	a	new	para-
digm	of	contractual	conservation’	(ibid:	241).	In	other	words,	from	this	perspective	environmen-
tal	governance	mainly	is	a	matter	of	correcting	for	environmental	externalities	by	‘getting	the	

[4]	 	The	aim	of	this	section,	however,	is	not	to	try	to	neatly	classify	PES	as	belonging	to	one	clearly-defined	school	
of	thought.	PES	have	grown	out	of	various	other	conceptual	approaches,	such	as	new	institutional	economics	(North,	
1990),	free-market	economics	(Anderson	and	Leal,	2001)	and	contract	theory	(Bolton	and	Dewatripont,	2005).	Yet,	
most	of	the	mainstream	literature	on	PES	uses	a	Coasean	framework	to	explain	and	legitimise	PES.
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prices	right’	(McAfee	and	Shapiro,	2010;	Muradian	et	al.,	2010;	Wunder,	2015).

The	 explicit	 focus	 on	 positive	 externalities	 results	 in	 a	 shift	 from	 the	 commonly	
applied	 ‘Polluter	Pays	Principle’	 (PPP)	to	a	 ‘Beneficiary	Pays	Principle’	 (BPP)	or	 ‘Provider	Gets	
Principle’	 (PGP)	 (Mauerhofer	 et	 al.,	 2013;	 Pagiola	 et	 al.,	 2002;	 Van	Hecken	 and	 Bastiaensen,	
2010a).	Land	users	are	now	seen	not	as	polluters,	but	as	potential	service	providers	who	are	pre-
sented	with	an	opportunity	to	add	an	ES	to	their	production	portfolio.	Furthermore,	reliance	on	
direct	payments	should	secure	the	basic	economic	premise	of	efficiency	optimization	of	scarce	
conservation	funds	(Ferraro,	2001;	Ferraro	and	Simpson,	2002),	by	taking	advantage	of	the	land	
users’	knowledge	of	the	cost	of	ES	provision	and	seeking	out	the	low-cost	providers	or	concen-
trating	on	the	higher-benefit	cases	(Engel	et	al.,	2008;	Pagiola	et	al.,	2005;	Wunder,	2013).

From	this	mainstream	perspective,	poverty	alleviation	is	not	considered	as	the	main	
objective	of	PES	schemes	(Wunder,	2007;	2013;	2015).	This	follows	from	the	Coasean	approach,	
which	maintains	that	Pareto	efficiency	requires	determining	which	party	could	change	behavior	
most	cheaply	(Vatn	and	Bromley,	1997).	As	such,	‘what	really	matters	is	the	aggregate	gains	and	
losses	by	different	economic	agents	and	not	how	they	are	distributed	in	society’	(Pascual	et	al.,	
2010:	1237).	Nevertheless,	the	revenue	flow	made	possible	by	selling	ES	is	believed	to	contribute	
to	local	development	and	thus	poverty	alleviation,	prompting	some	researchers	to	devote	more	
attention	to	the	potential	‘pro-poor	side-effects’	of	PES	(Bulte	et	al.,	2008;	Milder	et	al.,	2010;	
Pagiola	et	al.,	2005,	Wunder,	2008a;	2013).	The	purported	pro-poor	potentials	make	PES	an	at-
tractive	way	of	achieving	a	double	dividend,	meeting	both	social	and	environmental	objectives,	
making	it	increasingly	popular	among	international	aid	agencies	and	private	donors	(Bulte	et	al.,	
2008;	Muradian	et	al.,	2013),	but	also	with	national	governments	who	often	need	to	justify	gov-
ernment	expenditure	on	environmental	programmes	in	economic	and	social	terms	(Chisholm,	
2010;	Shapiro-Garza,	2013a).	Empirical	assessment	of	poverty	alleviation,	however,	still	remains	
very	 limited,	but	most	of	 the	available	studies	suggest	that	PES	programmes	are	usually	not	
capable	 of	 simultaneously	 addressing	 both	 poverty	 and	 environmental	 issues	 (Adhikari	 and	
Agrawal,	2013;	Pattanayak	et	al.,	2010;	Wunder,	2008a;	Zilberman	et	al.,	2008).	

It	is	important	to	stress	that	mainstream	PES	scholars	clearly	have	indicated	the	
potential	 limitations	of	their	proposed	 instrument.	They	stress	that	the	scope	for	application	
of	PES	 is	 ‘to	a	narrow	set	of	problems:	 those	 in	which	ecosystems	are	mismanaged	because	
many	of	their	benefits	are	externalities	from	the	perspective	of	ecosystem	managers’	(Pagiola	
and	Platais,	2007,	as	cited	by	Engel	et	al.,	2008:	665).	This	means	that	in	the	case	of	privately-
beneficial	internalizations	of	externalities,	in	which	land	managers	themselves	reap	the	bene-
fits,	PES	are	not	an	adequate	policy	tool	(Wunder	and	Wertz-Kanounnikoff,	2009;	Wunder,	2015).	
Moreover,	‘among	the	threatened	externalities,	there	will	only	be	payments	for	those	that	are	
most	valuable,	with	the	condition	that	ES	buyers’	willingness	to	pay	has	to	exceed	ES	sellers’	
willingness	to	accept’	(ibid:	578).	Wunder	(2008b;	2013)	mentions	other	necessary	preconditions	
for	the	functioning	of	PES	schemes,	mostly	related	to	‘social	capital’	conditions,	such	as	cultural	
(e.g.	social	appropriateness	of	cash	or	in-kind	payments),	institutional	(e.g.	existence	of	trust	
between	service	users	and	providers),	and	informational	characteristics	(e.g.	transaction	costs	
should	be	manageable).	In	order	to	fulfil	its	promises	of	superiority	over	other	instruments,	PES	
should	also	demonstrate	compliance	with	various	generally-accepted	(efficiency-related)	prin-
ciples,	such	as	additionality	 (i.e.	payments	should	only	be	made	for	activities	that	would	not	
have	occurred	otherwise),	conditionality	(i.e.	payments	should	only	be	made	on	the	condition	of	
‘contract’	fulfilment),	and	non-leakage	(i.e.	payments	for	activities	in	a	specific	area	should	not	
lead	to	the	shifting	of	environmentally-damaging	activities	to	elsewhere	in	space)	(Engel	et	al.,	
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2008;	Wunder,	2005;	2015).	

From	this	perspective,	PES	research	has	been	largely	guided	by	managerial	plan-
ning	approaches	with	a	strong	prescriptive	emphasis	on	efficiency	gains	that	can	be	enhanced	
through	 transaction	 costs-reducing	 institutional	 design,	 often	 by	 employing	 or	 designing	 a	
range	of	technical-managerial	optimization	instruments	(see	also	Kolinjivadi	et	al.,	2014).	This	
focus	mainly	translates	into	research	on	optimization	models	for	contract	and	payments	design	
(e.g.	Ajayi	et	al.,	2012;	Cranford	and	Mourato,	2014;	Ferraro,	2008;	Kroeger,	2013;	Persson	and	
Alpízar,	2013);	ES	mapping	(e.g.	Daily	et	al.,	2009;	Zhang	and	Pagiola,	2011);	specific	property	
right	structures	(e.g.	Bremer	et	al.,	2014;	Engel	and	Palmer,	2008;	Landell-Mills,	2002);	spatial	
targeting	 for	 the	 selection	of	 ES	providers	 (Alix-Garcia	 et	 al.,	 2008;	 Engel	 and	Palmer,	 2008;	
Schomers	et	al.,	2015;	Wünscher	et	al.,	2008);	cross-farm	cooperation	incentives	among	ES	pro-
viders	(Horan	et	al.,	2008;	Parkhurst	and	Shogren,	2007);	and	institutional	design	focused	on	
stimulating	pro-poor	side-effects	among	ES	providers	(Antle	and	Stoorvogel,	2008;	Pagiola	et	
al.,	2005;	Zilberman	et	al.,	2008).	Nevertheless,	the	empirical	basis	for	attributing	environmen-
tal	impacts	to	PES	programmes	remains	rather	limited	(Miteva	et	al.,	2012).	Furthermore,	this	
apolitical and managerial focus overviews a range of crucial issues important to environmental 
governance,	a	critique	to	which	we	turn	now.

2.2.  A reconceptualization of PES: Between skepticism and pragmatism
For	some	time	now,	the	mainstream	concept	of	Coasean	PES	schemes	has	been	the	

subject	of	criticism	from	various	angles.	Some	authors	either	 largely	reject	PES	(e.g.	Büscher,	
2012;	2014;	Büscher	et	al.,	2012;	Kosoy	and	Corbera,	2010;	McAfee,	1999;	2012;	McCauley,	2006;	
Robertson,	 2004),	while	 others	 rather	draw	attention	 to	 some	of	 its	 limitations	 and	 concep-
tual	flaws,	and	therefore	advocate	conceptual	modifications	to	the	mainstream	PES	approach	
(e.g.	Corbera	et	al.,	2009;	Farley	and	Costanza,	2010;	Muradian	and	Gómez-Baggethun,	2013;	
Muradian	et	al.,	2010;	2013;	Tacconi,	2012;	Vatn,	2010).	These	different	views	are	probably	best	
understood	if	they	are	framed	in	three	broad	approaches	to	analyzing	PES.	With	the	risk	of	over-
simplification,	Table	1	sketches	a	simplified	and	descriptive	typology	of	different	conceptual	ap-
proaches	to	PES.	We	depart	from	earlier	exercises	aimed	at	categorizing	perspectives	to	PES	un-
dertaken	by	Farley	and	Costanza	(2010)	and	Tacconi	(2012),	but	complement	these	by	qualifying	
and	expanding	some	of	the	main	underlying	assumptions	in	each	approach.	This	exercise	should	
not be interpreted as an attempt at an all-encompassing format of the different perspectives in 
the	PES	debate,	but	rather	as	a	tool	for	positioning	and	highlighting	the	main	points	of	diver-
gence	and	convergence	within	the	ongoing	academic	debates	on	PES.	



Table 1. Typology of PES approaches1

PES-scepticism perspective Ecological economics (EE) perspective
Environmental economics/

Coasean perspective

Main research focus

- PES	and	ES	concept	as	commodity	fetish-
ism	and	‘green	neoliberalism’	

- PES	as	inappropriate	ecological	fix	of	ex-
tractive	capitalist	expansion	

- PES	not	restricted	to	markets

- PES	as	part	of	hybrid	governance	in	broad-
er	rural	development	strategy

- Critical role of institutions that enhance 
equity	and	ecological	sustainability	in	de-
veloping incentives for collective action 

- PES	as	efficient	solution	to	missing	mar-
kets or market failure

- Emphasis	on	economic	value	of	ES,	as	
non-accounted	for	economic	externalities

- Focus	on	Coasean	negotiation	between	ES	
providers	and	beneficiaries

Main underlying concep-
tual framework

- (Neo-)Marxism	

- Political	ecology

- Ecological	economics	

- (New)	institutional	economics

- Institutional ecological economics

- Environmental	economics

- Transaction cost economics 

Principal assumptions 
human behaviour

- Structuralist	perspective:	human	agency	
restricted	by	structural	conditions	(capi-
talism)

- Institutional design has no meaning if cap-
italist	superstructure	is	not	questioned

- Bounded	rationality	model	of	human	agen-
cy	(people	not	only	driven	by	self-interest	
and	profit-maximization)

- Institutions mediate human actions and 
motivations for collective action 

- Economic	rationality	model	of	human	
agency	(people	as	profit-maximizing	ac-
tors,	primarily	driven	by	self-interest)

- Institutions mediate human actions 
through minimization of transaction costs

Principal assumptions 
social-ecological sys-
tems

- Capitalism has deep-rooted ecological 
contradictions	that	make	them	inherently	
anti-ecological and anti-social

- ‘Getting	the	institutions	right’

- Design	of	institutional	arrangements	that	
lead	to	optimal	ES	provision	and	enhanced	
social	equity	through	hybrid	governance	
models

- ‘Getting	the	prices	right’

- Ecosystems	should	be	managed	through	
the provision of economic incentives 

- Social	dimensions	not	priority	(potential	
side-effect)

Key references

- Büscher,	2012

- Büscher	et	al.,	2012

- Kosoy	&	Corbera,	2010

- McAfee,	1999

- McAfee,	2012

- Corbera	et	al.,	2009

- Farley	&	Costanza,	2010

- Muradian	et	al.,	2010

- Tacconi,	2012

- Vatn,	2010

- Engel	et	al.,	2008

- Ferraro	&	Simpson,	2002

- Pagiola	et	al.,	2005

- Wunder,	2005

- Wunder,	2015

[1]	 	We	are	aware	that	this	schematic	typology	is	overly	simplistic	and	that	in	practice	many	authors	recombine	different	ideas	from	the	three	‘types’	of	PES-approach	in	variegated	ways.	Therefore,	we	do	
not	present	this	table	as	an	exhaustive	categorization,	but	rather	as	a	general	heuristic	tool	that	captures	framings	and	key	ideas.	
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2.2.1. Green neoliberalism and its discontents: Critiques from PES sceptics
At	the	right-hand	side	of	Table	1,	we	find	the	environmental	economics	or	Coasean	

perspective,	which	could	be	considered	the	mainstream	approach	to	PES.	As	already	indicated	in	
the	previous	section,	it	is	largely	from	this	perspective	that	the	PES	idea	and	logic	emerged.	The	
approach	prioritizes	economic	efficiency	within	a	positive	externality	framework,	and	mainly	fo-
cuses	on	Coasean-inspired	principles	and	conditions	for	the	institutional	design	of	PES	(clear-
ly-defined	property	rights,	low	transaction	costs,	and	private	negotiations,	leading	to	Pareto-
efficiency).	 It	 largely	does	so	by	 forcing	 (or	at	 least	 theoretically	 conceptualizing)	ecosystem	
services	into	the	utilitarian	economic	model	(Farley	and	Costanza,	2010),	and	therefore	assumes	
that individual price signals are the most appropriate incentive to induce pro-environmental be-
havioral	change.	It	also	devotes	increasing	attention	to	the	potential	of	PES	for	poverty	allevia-
tion,	though	often	only	on	condition	that	inclusion	of	the	poor	does	not	imply	efficiency	losses	
(Bulte	et	al.,	2008;	Engel	et	al.,	2008;	Pagiola	et	al.,	2005;	Wunder,	2013).	

At	the	opposite	side	are	the	PES	sceptics,	who	largely	reject	PES,	and	even	the	no-
tion	of	ecosystem	services,	as	improper	commodification	processes	that	attempt	to	cash	ecosys-
tem	services	on	new	markets.	This	PES-skeptical	approach	is	mainly	rooted	in	a	still-expanding	
body	of	critical	literature	concerned	with	‘neoliberal	conservation’	or	‘green	neoliberalism’	(e.g.	
Bakker,	2005;	Büscher,	2010;	Castree,	2003;	McAfee,	1999),	and	describes	PES	and	the	concept	of	
ES	as	phenomena	that	are	firmly	within	the	neoliberal	project	of	capitalist	societies.	Although	
there	 is	no	clear	and	coherent	consensus	of	 the	exact	meaning	of	 ‘neoliberalism’	 in	this	con-
text,	and	whether	it	is	indeed	the	appropriate	terminology	to	describe	the	ongoing	processes	of	
conservation	(Bakker,	2010;	Benediktsson,	2014;	Castree,	2006),	the	concept	is	broadly	under-
stood	as	an	ideology	that	‘largely	discounts	the	state	as	a	viable	environmental	administrator’	
(McCarthy,	2005:	1007)	and	that	aims	to	reconfigure	political,	social	and	ecological	governance	
to	‘self-regulating’	capitalist	market	dynamics	(Büscher,	2008;	Büscher	et	al.,	2012;	McCarthy,	
2005).	This	perspective	associates	the	growing	popularity	of	PES	with	the	rise	of	neoliberal	dis-
course	in	supranational	environmental	policy-making	institutions,	and	some	of	the	most	influ-
ential	conservation	NGOs	(Ervine,	2010;	McAfee,	1999;	2012).	Through	the	elaboration	of	influ-
ential	managerial	discourses	(Adger	et	al.,	2001;	Van	Hecken	et	al.,	2015)	and	a	one-size-fits-all	
universal	blueprint,	which	a	priori	defines	the	causes	of	biodiversity	loss	in	market-related	nar-
ratives,	these	institutions	are	believed	to	peddle	market-based	approaches	as	universal	solu-
tions	to	environmental	problems	(Büscher,	2014;	Büscher	et	al.,	2012;	Ervine,	2010;	Leach	et	al.,	
2010;	Matulis,	2013;	McAfee,	2012).	

Some	 authors	 (e.g.	 Brockington	 et	 al.,	 2008;	McCarthy,	 2005;	 Tickell	 and	 Peck,	
2003),	however,	qualify	this	rather	broad	‘neoliberalization’	process	by	referring	to	the	shift	from	
‘rollback’	neoliberalism	of	the	1980s,	which	was	characterized	by	‘undisguised	hostility	towards	
the	state	and	efforts	to	roll	it	back	in	various	ways	during	neoliberalism’s	first	control	over	state	
apparatuses	during	the	1980s’	 (McCarthy,	2005:	998),	 to	a	hybrid	 ‘rollout’	neoliberalism	from	
the	mid-1990s	onwards.	The	latter	recognizes	the	need	for	the	state	in	order	to	rebalance	‘un-
fettered	markets’	with	‘society’,	but	in	more	neoliberal	forms	by	turning	‘Polanyi’s	criticism	of	
neoclassical	economics	on	its	head	as	it	 is	based	on	the	need	to	embed	society	and	the	envi-
ronment	into	the	economy,	into	business	priorities’	(De	Angelis,	2007:	98).	This	has	resulted	in	
a	new	governance	discourse	about	‘public-private	partnerships	organized	according	to	market	
models,	a	discursive	focus	on	empowering	local	governments	rather	than	on	slashing	the	central	
government,	and	reforms	framed	as	technocratic	searches	for	best	practices	rather	than	as	the	
enactment	of	rigid	ideological	principles’	(McCarthy,	2005:	998).	From	this	perspective,	the	PES	
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concept	also	perfectly	ties	in	with	the	ruling	development	paradigms,	which	emphasize	market	
principles	besides	processes	of	decentralization,	capacity-building	and	community	empower-
ment	as	the	new	guiding	principles	in	development	policy.	McCarthy	(2005)	and	Ervine	(2010),	
for	example,	illustrate	how	different	actors	perceive	PES	as	a	new	opportunity	to	promote	de-
centralized	environmental	governance	and	create	‘market	citizenship’,	by	asserting	a	close	co-
operative	relationship	between	markets	and	civil	societies	or	communities,	which	are	both	‘the	
aggregate	results	of	free	individuals	voluntarily	entering	into	contracts	and	associational	life,	
free	of	coercion	from	the	sovereign’	(McCarthy,	2005:	999).	This	approach	clearly	goes	beyond	
the	traditional	 ‘state	versus	market’	dichotomy	and	draws	attention	to	the	fact	that	any	real	
world	neoliberal	project	always	needs	to	be	embedded	in	local	societies	and	political	systems	
(Benediktsson,	2014).

The	main	critiques	that	emanate	 from	this	skeptical	approach	to	PES	can	be	en-
capsulated	in	three	major	points.	First,	PES	instruments	are	perceived	to	be	inappropriate	and	
even	perverse	as	they	purport	to	present	a	market-based	solution	to	environmental	problems	
which	-ironically-	the	very	same	mechanism	of	market	capitalism	has	played	a	role	in	creating	
(Bakker,	2010;	Brockington	et	al.,	2008;	Büscher	et	al.,	2012;	McAfee,	 1999).	It	purposely	uses	
popular	win-win	discourses	on	the	compatibility	of	economic	growth	and	environmental	protec-
tion	and	thereby	creates	the	belief	that	the	underlying	ecological	contradiction	of	capitalism	can	
be	resolved	through	the	same	mode	of	operation	that	produced	it	in	the	first	place	(Büscher	et	
al.,	2012).	In	this	way,	PES	are	thus	not	so	much	about	saving	nature,	but	rather	about	finding	
new	arenas	for	markets	to	operate	in	(ibid).	It	holds	that	we	can	reach	a	sustainable	economy	
through	 marginal	 ‘quick	 ecological	 fixes’	 without	 major	 structural	 change	 (Lohmann,	 2009;	
Norgaard,	2010).	The	use	of	economic	language	and	market-based	blueprints	stimulate	the	im-
age	that	political	and	moral	decision-making	can	be	guided	by	simple	economic	trade-offs	 in	
the	form	of	standard	cost-benefit	analyses	(Büscher	et	al.,	2012;	Van	Hecken	and	Bastiaensen,	
2010a).	Clements	(2010)	and	Redford	and	Adams	(2009)	underline	the	risk	that	a	single	economic	
justification	for	acting	upon	environmental	concerns	may	outweigh	non-economic	justifications	
and	thus	can	make	nature	vulnerable	to	conversion	to	other	more	profitable	land-uses,	changes	
in	carbon	prices	or	international	politics.	In	this	way,	commodification	and	monetary	compen-
sations entail the risk of eroding the socio-cultural basis for alternative human-nature relation-
ships	(Heyman	and	Ariely,	2004;	Martin	et	al.,	2008;	Muradian	et	al.,	2013).

Secondly,	 the	 anthropocentric	 ecosystem	 services	 approach	 and	 the	 associated	
commodification	of	nature	 (McCauley,	 2006)	disguise	 the	 inherent	 complex	nature	of	 social-
ecological	systems,	which	contains	a	number	of	social-political	and	ecological	risks	(Norgaard,	
2010).	 The	 utilitarian	 framing	 of	 ecosystems	 as	 producers	 of	 marketable	 benefits	 to	 human	
society	 implicitly	 ignores	 the	 existence	 value	 of	 nature,	 as	 it	 requires	 that	 a	 single	 and	 uni-
form	exchange	value	is	adopted	for	making	nature’s	value	explicit	to	human	beings	(Castree,	
2003;	Kosoy	and	Corbera,	2010).	The	 impression	 is	then	created	that	ecosystem	protection	 is	
only	 important	 in	 as	 far	 as	 it	 directly	 sustains	 human	 economic	 development	 (Swart,	 2003).	
Furthermore,	the	‘itemization’	(Vatn,	2005a),	‘iconification’	(Brockington	et	al.,	2008)	or	‘cutting	
up’	of	connections	and	relationships	within	and	between	ecosystems,	in	order	to	produce,	sell	
and	consume	their	constituent	elements	in	the	form	of	ES,	creates	the	illusion	that,	instead	of	
being	complex	flows	of	information,	ecosystems	and	their	ES	are	easily	convertible	into	separate	
entities	(Brockington	et	al.,	2008;	Büscher	et	al.,	2012,	Robertson,	2006).	Indeed,	the	fragmented	
focus	on	single-service	provision	has	already	led	to	the	creation	of	novel	ecosystems	conceived	
for	delivering	specific	critical	services	(such	as	carbon	sequestration),	at	times	even	to	the	det-
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riment	of	additional	services	(such	as	biodiversity	and	watershed	protection)	(Caparrós	et	al.,	
2010;	Chisholm,	2010;	German	et	al.,	2009;	Kareiva	et	al.,	2007;	Lohman,	2006).	Büscher	(2010)	
goes	even	further	and	refers	to	the	concept	of	‘derivative	nature’,	whereby	nature	and	‘the	poor’	
are	the	underlying	assets	upon	which	marketable	images	and	perceptions	are	built	in	order	to	
attract	interested	buyers5.	The	implication	is	that	‘localised	realities	of	nature	and	poverty	are	
allowed	to	be	alienated	and	forgotten	as	complex	and	contradictory	spaces	that	deserve	actual	
long-term	engagement,	human	interaction	and	critical	understanding’	(ibid:	272).	

This	leads	us	to	the	third	major	critique,	which	relates	to	the	unequal	social	conse-
quences	of	PES	mechanisms.	Kosoy	and	Corbera	(2010)	explain	this	by	referring	to	Marx’	con-
cept	of	‘commodity	fetishism’,	which	they	understand	as	‘the	masking	of	the	social	relationships	
underlying	the	process	of	production’	(Kosoy	and	Corbera,	2010:	1229).	Rather	than	delivering	on	
its	pro-poor	or	‘no	social	harm’	promises	(e.g.	Pagiola	et	al.,	2005;	Wunder,	2013),	the	fetishist	
character	of	PES	conceals	underlying	power	asymmetries	masking	important	issues	concerning	
global	environmental	justice	likely	to	contribute	to	the	reproduction	of	existing	inequalities	in	
the	access	to	natural	resources	(Kosoy	and	Corbera,	2010;	Martin	et	al.,	2014;	Sikor	and	Newell,	
2013;	Van	Hecken	and	Bastiaensen,	2010a).	At	the	local	level,	this	can	result	in	increased	compe-
tition	for	control	over	valuable	flows	of	services	and	the	ecosystems	that	provide	them	(Redford	
and	Adams,	 2009).	As	has	been	argued	by	 various	 authors,	market	 creation	will	 favor	 those	
with	economic	and	social	power	(McAfee,	1999;	O’Neill,	2001;	Vatn,	2010)	and	harm	the	poor,	as	
the	latter	are	in	a	disadvantaged	position	because	access	to	these	services	is	largely	mediated	
through	property	rights	and	other	institutional	means	(Kosoy	and	Corbera,	2010).	This	strength-
ens	 the	 fear	among	some	authors	 that	PES	could	eventually	 lead	 to	a	 ‘tragedy	of	enclosure’	
(Ervine,	2010;	Peterson	et	al.,	2010;	Rodriguez-de-Francisco	et	al.,	2013)	 through	processes	of	
‘green	grabbing’	(Fairhead	et	al.,	2012),	and	further	dispossession	of	poor	communities	(Hall	and	
Lovera,	2009).	The	fetishist	character	of	PES	also	disguises	global	structural	poverty	issues,	as	
the	‘lower	cost	of	conservation’	economic	argument	offers	the	opportunity	to	buy	conservation	
at	a	bargain	price	in	developing	countries,	where	local	populations	are	compensated	according	
to	their	current	poverty	level	(Karsenty,	2007).	Payments	for	‘renouncing	development’	among	
‘the	poor	who	sell	cheap’	(Martínez-Alier,	2004)	raise	important	fundamental	ethical	questions	
that	compromise	potential	win-win	synergies	of	PES	at	both	social	and	ecological	grounds.		

2.2.2. Beyond market rhetoric: PES as a neoliberal Trojan horse or as a vulnerable  
 straw man? 

Discourses	among	PES	sceptics	often	boil	down	to	one	central	 recurring	theme	-	
that	of	the	perverse	consequences	of	applying	a	neoliberal	market	philosophy	to	environmental	
and	development	problems.	The	tension	between	both	the	Coasean	and	sceptics’	perspectives	
may	thus	give	the	impression	that	debates	on	PES	are	mainly	restricted	to	arguments	in	favor	
or	against	markets	and	commodification,	with	little	room	for	synergies.	Many	sceptics	tend	to	
demonize	the	mainstream	approach	by	depicting	PES	as	a	capitalist	stooge	in	the	hands	of	the	
neoliberal	demon	who	uses	the	PES	instrument	as	a	Trojan	horse	to	take	capitalist	ideas	to	new	
niches.	This	radical	characterization	is	further	nourished	by	the	discursive	claims	of	some	PES	
advocates that unattractive regulated nature conservation should be converted into alluring 
business	transactions	(e.g.	Wunder	and	Wertz-Kanounnikoff,	2009).	

[5]	 	Lohmann	(2010)	exemplifies	this	by	referring	to	carbon	off-set	markets,	which	soon	became	‘playgrounds	for	
speculative	investment’,	mainly	by	disembedding	climate	change	problems	from	their	historically	and	political	con-
text,	and	‘re-embedding’	them	in	neoclassical	economics	and	property	law	(for	a	similar	argument,	see	Robertson,	
2006).	
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By	using	 the	neoliberal	 and	market	 framing	of	 PES	as	 a	paradigmatic	 reference,	
sceptics	have	put	forward	many	crucial	points	that	doubtlessly	deserve	further	discussion,	and	
have cautioned us against the potential detrimental societal and ecological outcomes of mar-
ket-based	conservation	approaches.	At	the	same	time,	however,	the	common	essentialist	(of-
ten	implicit)	abstraction	of	neoliberalism	and	hegemonic	power	(Benediktsson,	2014)	within	the	
capitalist	system	leaves	little	space	to	constructively	and	adequately	engage	with	most	of	the	
everyday	struggles	around	PES6.	As	we	will	argue	below,	this	position	paradoxically	entails	an	
(implicit)	recurrence	to	‘populist’	discourses	(Adger	et	al.,	2001),	in	which	local	farmer	communi-
ties	are	often	portrayed	as	either	passive	victims	of	or	fierce	insurgents	against	green	neoliberal	
projects.	Neither	one	of	these	portraits	sufficiently	deals	with	the	complex	and	variegated	ways	
in	which	these	policy	interventions	are	locally	(re)shaped	and	take	form	in	real	world	practical	
struggles	(Castree,	2007;	2008;	Higgins	et	al.,	2008;	2012;	Potter	and	Wolf,	2014).	Indeed,	vari-
ous	recent	studies	(e.g.	Higgins	et	al.,	2012;	McElwee,	2012;	McElwee	et	al.,	2014;	Muradian	et	
al.,	2010;	Shapiro-Garza,	2013a)	show	how	local	actors	‘negotiate	livelihoods	and	markets	when	
adjusting	to	conservation	pressures’	induced	by	PES	projects	(Roth	and	Dressler,	2012:	363;	see	
also	section	3).	PES	sceptics,	arguing	that	‘these	instruments	are	the	expression	of	“neoliberal”	
conservation’,	may	then	be	‘shooting	a	straw	man	by	missing	the	point	that	in	fact	most	of	them	
are	very	far	from	following	market	rationales,	and	have	an	hybrid	nature	that	can	hardly	be	la-
beled	as	“neoliberal”’	(Muradian	and	Gómez-Baggethun,	2013:	1119-20).

Moreover,	one	could	even	argue	that	in	a	certain	way	the	rather	ideologically-mo-
tivated	critiques	of	PES	as	a	neoliberal	hegemonic	sweep,	downplay	or	at	 least	over-general-
ize	–quite	paradoxically-	the	voice	and	‘agency’	of	the	rural	actors	involved	in	these	processes	
(McElwee,	2012;	Van	Hecken	et	al.,	2015).	Higgins	et	al.	(2012)	aptly	capture	this	by	stating	that	
‘attempts	to	neo-liberalise	nature	are	contingent	on	the	existing	values	and	practices	of	those	
who	are	the	ultimate	targets	of	governing’	(ibid:	384),	which	implies	that	similar	PES	approaches	
will	result	in	different	degrees	of	‘neoliberalization’	in	distinctive	contexts.	A	constructive	de-
bate	on	the	potential	and	appropriateness	of	(certain	elements	of)	PES	is,	therefore,	only	pos-
sible if one manages to steer clear of some of the caricatured representations of mainstream 
PES	theory.	This	may	not	be	easy,	as	the	underlying	conceptual	underpinnings	of	PES	are	often	
framed	in	many	different	ways,	depending	on	the	context	and	the	audience	(e.g.	Wunder	and	
Vargas,	2005).	

Although	the	underlying	Coasean	discourse	may	seem	to	suggest	the	opposite,	in	
practice,	most	PES	programmes	are	not	confined	to	 free	markets	where	nature	or	ecosystem	
services	are	consecutively	‘commoditized’,	priced	and	traded	according	to	the	rules	of	demand	
and	 supply	 (Pirard,	 2012;	 Sandbrook	 et	 al.,	 2013;	 Vatn,	 2010;	 2014;	Wunder,	 2013).	Wunder’s	
(2005)	mainstream	 PES	 definition,	 for	 example,	 is	 clearly	 based	 on	market	 principles,	 refer-
ring,	as	it	does,	to	‘suppliers’,	‘buyers’,	‘services’,	‘transactions’	and	‘conditionality’.	Yet,	in	other	
publications	the	same	Wunder	asserts	that	‘a	frequent	misunderstanding	is	that	PES	requires	
“markets”	to	 function’,	while	 in	 fact	 ‘markets	and	competition	are	neither	necessary	nor	suf-
ficient	preconditions	for	PES’	(Wunder,	2008b:	3-4;	see	also	Wunder,	2015).	PES,	therefore,	do	
not	necessarily	depend	on	the	creation	of	markets,	yet	it	is	often	framed	in	market	terms	as	it	
makes	the	concept	more	attractive	to	market	enthusiasts	and	thus	is	‘a	fashionable	term	that	
helps	“sell”	programs’	(Engel	et	al.,	2008:	664;	see	also	Fletcher	and	Breitling,	2012).	On	other	

[6]	 	Wunder	(2013)	formulates	his	critique	on	this	discursive	framing	of	PES	by	sceptics	as	follows:	“…once	a	con-
venient	straw	man	of	PES	has	been	built,	one	can	scorn	it	and	shoot	it	down	–in	some	cases,	apparently	again	and	
again.	But	to	the	extent	that	the	straw	man	consistently	diverges	from	the	original,	the	criticism	risks	looking	like	a	
rebellion	without	a	cause”	(ibid:	235).
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occasions,	when	the	market	discourse	is	likely	to	invoke	ideological	resistance	rather	than	sup-
port,	PES	might	be	made	‘politically	palatable’	by	using	non-market	semantics,	such	as	‘com-
pensations’	or	‘rewards’	instead	of	‘payments’	for	ES	(Swallow	et	al.,	2009;	Wunder	and	Vargas,	
2005).	In	other	words,	the	use	of	the	PES	terminology	within	or	outside	a	market	narrative	is	
often	a	strategic	or	pragmatic	choice	and	not	necessarily	rooted	in	a	strong	belief	in	free	market	
environmentalism	(see	also	Sandbrook	et	al.,	2013	or	Shapiro-Garza,	2013a).	Yet,	even	though	
the	dominant	PES	literature	does	not	consider	markets	and	private	property	rights	as	strictly	
necessary	conditions	(Wunder,	2005),	it	often	depicts	them	-at	least	theoretically-	as	the	ideal	
scenario	in	which	PES	would	flourish	(Gómez-Baggethun	et	al.,	2010;	Wunder	et	al.,	2008),	and	
it	generally	uses	the	market	as	the	model	legitimizing	PES	(Vatn,	2010)7. 

The	conceptual	and	practical	confusion	created	by	this	ambiguous	stance	to	PES	
has	been	 increasingly	 criticized	 in	 the	 literature	 (Hiedanpää	and	Bromley,	 2014;	 Pirard,	 2012;	
Pirard	and	Lapeyre,	2014;	Sandbrook	et	al.,	2013;	Vatn,	2014).	A	growing	number	of	scholars	ac-
knowledge	some	of	the	potential	strengths	of	(certain	elements	of)	PES,	but	they	simultane-
ously	stress	the	need	to	address	many	points	raised	by	PES	sceptics	(e.g.	Farley	and	Costanza,	
2010;	Muradian	et	al.,	2010;	2013;	Tacconi,	2012;	Vatn,	2010).	Furthermore,	they	point	out	that	the	
Coasean	conceptualization	largely	falls	short	of	explaining	many	dynamics	and	hybrid	outcomes	
in	the	field.	How	can	it,	for	example,	explain	the	participation	of	ES	suppliers,	even	though	most	
payments	in	existing	schemes	do	not	cover	land	users’	opportunity	cost	and	might	thus	be	con-
sidered	economically	 inefficient	 from	an	 individual	point	of	view	(Kosoy	et	al.,	2007;	Kroeger,	
2013)?	Or	why	are	PES	mechanisms	defined	as	voluntary	transactions,	while	in	fact	many	PES	
schemes	clearly	lack	this	condition	(Milne	and	Adams,	2012;	Sommerville	et	al.,	2009)?8 Or how 
can	 it	explain	the	very	different	outcomes	of	PES	 implementation	 in	the	field,	 in	which	social	
concerns	such	as	justice	and	equity,	often	dominate	the	designed	efficiency	objectives	(Martin	
et	 al.,	 2014;	McAfee	and	Shapiro,	 2010;	McElwee,	 2012;	McElwee	et	 al.,	 2014;	 Shapiro-Garza,	
2013a)?	The	integration	of	these	and	other	critiques	into	PES	research	requires	a	broader	frame-
work	than	the	currently	narrow	Coasean	conceptualization	(Muradian	et	al.,	2010;	Farley	and	
Costanza,	2010;	Tacconi,	2012).	These	concerns	are	partly	dealt	with	in	an	alternative	perspec-
tive	to	PES,	which	has	been	mainly	inspired	by	insights	from	new	institutional	economics	(NIE)	
and	ecological	economics	(EE),	as	schematized	in	the	middle	column	of	Table	1,	and	to	which	we	
turn now.

2.2.3. Beyond efficiency: the ecological economics approach to PES
Generally	speaking,	the	ecological	economics	(EE)	approach	to	PES	aims	to	broad-

en	the	simplistic	managerial	and	narrow	economic	framework	used	by	Coasean	PES	scholars.	
It	looks	for	common	ground	in	the	PES	debate	by	recognizing	that	PES	are	not	necessarily	con-
fined	to	the	functioning	of	markets	and	the	strict	commodification	of	nature,	but	that	in	practice	
PES	reflect	socially-constructed	situations	in	which	governments	as	well	as	social	organizations	
and	institutions	more	generally	play	an	intermediary	role	(Corbera	et	al.,	2007b).	This	relates	to	
more	general	critiques	on	environmental	economists’	neglect	of	the	socially	constructed	nature	
of	the	economy	and	more	generally	(economic)	institutions	as	social	constructs	(Gendron,	2014).	
[7]	 	Yet,	even	if	PES	were	an	attempt	to	establish	new	markets,	its	implementation	in	practice	results	in	an	inevita-
ble	struggle	over	its	concrete	institutionalization	and	rationale,	leading	to	the	kind	of	power-laden	hybridized	forms	
that	define	all	real	world	markets	and	exchange	systems	(see	also	Benediktsson,	2014).
[8]	 	Typical	examples	include	payments	for	watershed	services	in	local	communities,	where	water	users	are	gener-
ally	not	even	aware	of	the	higher	water	fees	for	PES	that	they	are	charged	by	the	intermediary	water	utility	(Kosoy	et	
al.,	2007).	Neither	do	service	providers	necessarily	have	the	choice	whether	or	not	to	provide	the	service,	for	example	
when	threatened	that	their	land	will	be	incorporated	into	protected	areas	if	they	do	not	participate	in	a	PES	scheme	
(Kosoy	et	al.,	2007;	see	also	Milne	and	Adams,	2012;	Rodriguez-de-Francisco	et	al.,	2013;	Sommerville	et	al.,	2009).
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As	such,	the	EE	perspective	focuses	more	explicitly	on	the	ways	PES	could	play	a	complementary	
role	in	a	broader	policy	mix	or	hybrid	governance	structure	(Muradian	and	Gómez-Baggethun,	
2013),	and	highlights	that	PES	are	not	necessarily	about	shifting	public	policies	to	market	alloca-
tions,	but	‘more	about	a	reconfiguration	of	state-market-community	relationships’	(Vatn,	2010:	
1251).	Furthermore,	it	criticizes	the	environmental	economics	approach	for	being	overly	restric-
tive	and	alienated	 from	social	 reality,	 for	 its	normative	prioritization	of	efficiency	over	equity	
considerations	and	its	implicit	adherence	to	weak	instead	of	strong	sustainability9	(Farley	and	
Costanza,	2010;	Muradian	et	al.,	2010;	Pascual	et	al.,	2010;	2014).	

While	the	EE	approach	to	PES	encompasses	a	multitude	of	disciplines	and	perspec-
tives10,	many	of	its	arguments	and	concepts	can	be	traced	back	to	(new	and	old)	‘institutional	
economics’	and	‘institutional	ecological	economics’	(IEE).	The	latter	can	be	considered	the	syn-
thesis	between	ecological	and	institutional	economics	(Paavola	and	Adger,	2005).	The	concept	
of	‘institutions’	should	then	be	understood	as	the	‘rules	of	the	game’	in	a	society,	consisting	of	
both the formal and informal human-devised constraints that govern individual behavior and 
structure	social	interactions	(see	e.g.	North,	1990).	Instead	of	taking	institutions	as	an	exoge-
nous	variable,	ecological	institutional	economists	explicitly	acknowledge	that	institutions	play	a	
central	role	in	articulating	values	and	in	forming	preferences,	and	thus	regulate	the	way	in	which	
humans	interact	with	their	environment	(Dietz	et	al.,	2003;	Spash,	2011;	Vatn,	2005a).	As	such,	
they	focus	on	the	role	of	institutions	in	explaining	human	behavior	and	collective	action	in	the	
context	of	environmental	governance	(Paavola	and	Adger,	2005).	They	build	on	concepts	such	as	
value	and	motivational	pluralism,	which	refer	to	the	multiple	and	often	incommensurable	val-
ues	that	inform	agents’	preferences	in	a	choice	situation	(ibid).	Considerations	of	pluralism	and	
fairness	also	 imply	that	more	attention	should	be	given	to	 ‘participatory’	or	 ‘communicative’	
processes	and	procedures	 in	environmental	decision	making,	 instead	of	 limiting	policy	analy-
sis	 to	 individual	cost-benefit	analyses	 (Paavola,	2007,	Paavola	and	Adger,	2005;	Vatn,	2005a,	
2009).	Moreover,	in	acknowledging	that	economic	transactions	are	social	relations	of	a	specific	
kind,	the	IEE	approach	highlights	how	trust,	engagement,	culture,	beliefs	and	other	forms	of	so-
called	collective	‘social	capital’	influence	the	effectiveness	of	governance	solutions	(Paavola	and	
Adger,	2005;	Gendron,	2014).	In	sum,	economic	transactions	are	always	‘embedded	in	cultural	
and	social	contexts	from	which	they	derive	their	significance,	as	well	as	in	the	legal	institutions	
which	enable	them’	(Gendron,	2014:	245).

Corbera	 and	 Brown	 (2008)	 and	 Corbera	 et	 al.	 (2009)	 -partly	 inspired	 by	 Young	
(2002a,	2002b)-	explain	how	a	more	explicit	institutional	approach	to	PES	can	contribute	to	un-
derstand	a	broad	range	of	important	issues	that	the	Coasean	literature	has	largely	overlooked	
or	failed	to	explain.	By	referring	to	the	analytical	domains	of	institutional	design,	performance	
and	interplay,	and	to	the	crosscutting	dimensions	of	capacity	and	scale,	they	argue	that	an	insti-
tutional	approach	can	contribute	‘to	reveal	the	tensions	between	PES	design	rules	and	resource	
managers’	practices,	any	likely	controversies	over	who	owns	and	should	benefit	from	payments,	
and	it	can	emphasize	the	way	in	which	PES	schemes	attribute	a	value	to	ES	and	plan	to	monitor	
their	outcomes’	(Corbera	et	al.,	2009:	744).	An	institutional	approach	may	also	be	able	to	shed	
more	light	on	plural	notions	of	justice	and	equity,	an	issue	that	has	largely	been	neglected	in	the	
Coasean-inspired	literature	(see	e.g.	Corbera,	2015;	Farrell,	2014;	McDermott	et	al.,	2013).	

[9] 	Proponents	of	weak	sustainability	believe	that	human-made	and	natural	capital	are	substitutable	in	
the	long	term	whilst	followers	of	strong	sustainability	believe	they	are	not	(Neumayer,	2003).
[10]	 	This	is	not	only	so	for	the	EE	approach	to	PES,	but	more	generally	for	‘ecological	economics’	as	an	interdis-
ciplinary	approach	(see	for	example	Plumecocq,	2014).	See,	however,	recent	calls	for	a	need	for	more	clarity	on	the	
ontological	and	epistemological	foundations	of	the	ecological	economics	approach	(E.g.	Spash,	2012;	Gendron,	2014).	
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The	recognition	that	 institutional	settings	of	PES	 implementation	 in	practice	are	
characterized	by	high	levels	of	uncertainty,	imperfect	and	asymmetric	information,	and	therefore	
high	transaction	costs	(Muradian	et	al.,	2010),	inspired	EE	scholars	to	abandon	Wunder’s	(2005)	
restrictive	and	normative	definition,	and	to	propose	a	new	definition	for	PES,	which	adheres	to	
the	idea	that	PES	can	be	applied	in	a	wide	variety	of	complex	institutional	contexts	(Sommerville	
et	al.,	2009).	Muradian	et	al.	(2010)	have	proposed	to	more	broadly	define	‘PES	as	a	transfer	of	
resources	between	social	actors,	which	aims	to	create	incentives	to	align	individual	and/or	col-
lective	land	use	decisions	with	the	social	interest	in	the	management	of	natural	resources’	(ibid:	
1205).	This	more	hybrid	classification	of	PES	 recognizes	 the	 institutional	 complexity	 in	which	
PES	schemes	operate,	and	the	various	degrees	of	ES	commodification	and	reliance	on	markets.	
It	opens	a	new	research	agenda	which	aims	to	more	explicitly	address	and	understand	some	of	
the	key	issues	raised	in	the	former	sections.	

It	is	important	to	note	how	this	EE	focus	differs	from	the	Coasean	approach	to	PES.	
Coase’s	theory	with	its	explicit	focus	on	transaction	costs,	in	fact,	is	often	considered	as	one	of	
the	founding	blocks	of	new	institutional	economics	(North,	1990;	Williamson,	1985)	and	much	of	
the	Coasean-inspired	PES	research	has	explicitly	dedicated	attention	to	the	design	of	efficien-
cy-enhancing	institutional	arrangements	(e.g.	Wunder	et	al.,	2008).	From	this	perspective,	the	
limitations	of	most	existing	PES	schemes	are	often	explained	by	referring	to	‘institutional	design	
failures’	(e.g.	lack	of	property	rights,	lack	of	adequate	spatial	target	mechanisms,	lack	of	effi-
cient	payments	design).	However,	rather	than	trying	to	adapt	the	real	world	to	a	Coasean	world	
of	zero	transaction	costs	and	clearly-defined	property	rights,	the	EE	approach	explicitly	recog-
nizes	how	PES	systems	are	not	created	in	an	institutional	vacuum	(Vatn,	2010)	and	how	their	
outcomes	are	not	predictable	as	they	result	‘from	a	combination	of	institutional	factors,	some	of	
which	are	extrinsic	to	institutional	design’	(Corbera	et	al.,	2009).	Moreover,	it	advocates	adapt-
ing	institutions	to	the	biophysical	characteristics	and	the	socio-environment	it	is	dealing	with,	
and	not	the	other	way	around	(Farley	and	Costanza,	2010;	Vatn,	2009).	Indeed,	the	services	that	
PES	are	dealing	with	are	often	considered	to	be	public	goods,	and	this	usually	implies	that	their	
provision	entails	the	solution	to	a	problem	of	collective	action	(or	social	rationality),	rather	than	
to	a	dilemma	of	individual	rational	choice.	It	is,	therefore,	‘problematic	to	use	methods	based	on	
individual	rationality	for	decision	concerning	common	goods’	(Vatn,	2009:	2210).	Since	according	
to	this	view,	the	role	of	institutions	is	to	signal	which	rationality	is	expected	(ibid),	it	may	thus	
‘make	more	sense	for	collective	 institutions	to	take	the	lead,	supplemented	by	more	market-
based	approaches	where	possible’	(Farley	and	Costanza,	2010:	2065).	

As	such,	 the	EE	perspective	argues	 that	PES	should	be	explicitly	considered	and	
crafted	as	part	of	an	‘equity-conscious’,	 integrated	and	multi-purpose	rural	governance	strat-
egy,	which	cannot	simply	be	reduced	to	an	‘isolated’	efficiency	problem	(Muradian	et	al.,	2010;	
Pascual	et	al.,	2014).	It	is	argued	then,	that	the	emphasis	of	PES	should	move	from	the	‘inter-
nalization	of	externalities’	 to	 the	design	of	 ‘incentives	 for	 collective	action’	 (Muradian	et	al.,	
2010;	Muradian,	2013;	Muradian	and	Rival,	2012).	Poverty	and	equity,	apart	from	being	an	ethi-
cal	concern	in	itself,	are	also	increasingly	recognized	as	playing	an	instrumental	role	in	shaping	
environmental	outcomes	(Pascual	et	al.,	2014).	Indeed,	as	is	evident	in	the	literature	on	Social	
Ecological	Systems	(SES)	(Berkes	and	Folke,	1998;	Ostrom,	2010),	this	follows	from	the	intrinsic	
connections	between	both	ecological	and	social	subsystems	(Hirsch	et	al.,	2010;	Pascual	et	al.,	
2014).	In	other	words,	‘divorcing	equity	considerations	from	PES	risks	the	oversimplification	of	
conservation	challenges’	(Pascual	et	al.,	2014:	1029).
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This	broader	perspective	on	PES	has	already	sparked	new	research	initiatives	that	
aim	to	clarify	some	of	the	identified	analytical	and	empirical	gaps.	For	example,	various	stud-
ies	highlight	 the	 role	of	 the	socio-institutional	 context	 in	determining	 the	prevailing	 fairness	
and/or	efficiency	criteria	in	PES	schemes,	and	call	for	further	in-depth	research	on	justice	and	
power	relationships	between	the	different	actors	involved	in	PES	schemes	(Corbera	et	al.	2007a;	
Martin	et	al.,	2014;	McDermott	et	al.,	2013;	Pascual	et	al.,	2010;	2014;	Sommerville	et	al.,	2010;	
Van	Hecken	et	al.,	 2012).	Other	 studies	 show	how	 farmers’	willingness	 to	participate	 in	pay-
ment	schemes	 is	not	only	dependent	on	economic	 incentives,	but	 is	highly	 influenced	by	dif-
ferent	aspects	of	trust	and	‘social	capital’	(Blackman	and	Woodward,	2010;	Bremer	et	al.,	2014;	
Hendrickson	and	Corbera,	2015;	Kosoy	et	al.,	2007;	2008;	Miranda	et	al.,	2007;	Zanella	et	al.,	
2014).	The	role	of	intermediary	agents	is	thereby	increasingly	recognized	(see	also	Bosselmann	
and	Lund,	2013;	Hayes	et	al.,	2015;	and	Pham	et	al.,	2010;	Schomers	et	al.,	2015).	Some	authors	
even	caution	that	monetary	compensations	may	‘crowd	out’	non-profit-based	motivations	for	
environmental	governance	(Bowles,	2008;	Muradian	et	al.,	2013;	Rode	et	al.,	2014;	Van	Hecken	
and	Bastiaensen,	2010b;	Vatn,	2010).	This	follows	from	the	many	contextual	factors	that	influ-
ence	the	outcomes	of	PES	schemes,	including	local	notions	of	fairness	and	justice,	and	the	psy-
chological,	cultural,	and	social	embeddedness	of	the	desired	behavior	(Muradian	et	al.,	2013).	
In	short,	most	of	these	studies	call	for	further	multidisciplinary	research	on	the	social	embed-
dedness	of	PES	and	the	socio-political	and	environmental	transformations	this	instrument	may	
trigger.	Further	research	on	PES	should	then	help	to	formulate	policy	interventions	and	design	
hybrid	institutional	arrangements	that	lead	to	the	strengthening	of	cooperative	will	and	the	in-
ducement	of	a	commitment	to	long-term	conservation	(see	e.g.	Kolinjivadi	et	al.,	2014).	
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3. QualIfyIng common assumpTIons underlyIng currenT  
 pes approaches

The	 former	 sections	 discussed	 the	main	 perspectives	 in	 the	 current	 PES	 debate	
and	highlighted	how	the	EE	approach	advocates	for	integrating	equity	and	sustainability,	while	
avoiding	overly	essentialist	analyses	of	‘neoliberal	natures’	(McElwee	et	al.,	2014).	The	EE	ap-
proach	 acknowledges	 that	 PES	 schemes	 interplay	 with	 everyday	 cultural,	 institutional,	 and	
political	 realities	 and	 that	 social-ecological	 outcomes	 are	 therefore	 shaped	 by	 place-specific	
ideas	and	social	norms,	and	are	deeply	 influenced	by	power	 relations	 (Muradian	et	al.,	 2013;	
Pascual	et	al.,	2014).	These	considerations	have	encouraged	some	scholars	to	enrich	institution-
al	frameworks	by	integrating	complementary	conceptual	tools,	such	as	a	capital	asset	frame-
work	(Hejnowicz	et	al.,	2014),	a	capability	approach	(Kolinjivadi	et	al.,	2014)	or	multidimensional	
equity	considerations	(McDermott	et	al.,	2013)	into	new	conceptual	models	for	PES	design	and	
analysis.	These	are	clear	attempts	to	construct	alternative	ways	to	analyse	and	conceptualize	
PES	in	other	ways	than	‘neoliberal’	or	not,	‘market-based’	or	not,	or	‘genuine’	or	not	(McElwee	
et	al.,	2014;	Vatn,	2014).	

But in spite of these efforts there seems to remain a certain frustration stemming 
from	the	unpredictable,	messy	and	complex	outcomes	that	PES	projects	generate	 in	practice	
(Adhikari	and	Agrawal,	2013;	Hendrickson	and	Corbera,	2015;	Muradian	and	Gómez-Baggethun,	
2013).	The	key	challenge	 for	ecological	economists	 therefore	appears	 to	 lie	 in	finding	 the	ap-
propriate	(hybrid,	context-dependent	and	adaptive)	institutional	arrangements	that	can	ensure	
-or incentivize-	optimal	resource	use,	beneficial	collective	action	and	hence	more	equitable	and	
ecologically-sustainable	 governance	 (see	 e.g.	 Muradian	 et	 al.,	 2010;	 Muradian	 and	 Gómez-
Baggethun,	2013;	Kolinjivadi	et	al.,	2014).	In	this	sense,	the	EE	approach	‘develops	a	normative	
analysis	 suggesting	how	these	 institutions	should	be	 rebuilt’	 (Gendron,	2014:	244).	Or	 in	 the	
words	of	Slaviková	et	al.	 (2010:	 1368):	 ‘The	 change	of	 institutions	or	 the	design	of	new	 insti-
tutions	must	be	done	after	 careful	mapping	of	a	particular	 situation	 (especially	 knowing	 the	
ecological,	economic	and	social	characteristics	of	the	problem)	and	with	the	use	of	open	social	
dialog	(Vatn,	2005a;	2005b)’.	This	normative	stance	is	 largely	 in	line	with	mainstream	‘collec-
tive	action’	schools	of	thought	(e.g.	Ostrom,	1990;	1992),	in	which	institutions	are	believed	to	be	
amenable	to	design,	and	can	then	be	crafted	or	shaped	in	desirable	directions	(Hall	et	al.,	2014:	
72-73;	Young,	2002a,b).	As	convincingly	argued	by	Cleaver	(2002)	and	other	critical	scholars,	this	
normative	posture	is	quite	problematic,	in	that	it	is	‘based	on	concepts	which	are	inadequately	
socially	informed	and	which	ill-reflect	the	complexity,	diversity	and	ad hoc nature of institutional 
formation’	(ibid:	11).	

As	such,	we	believe	the	EE	approach	has	definitely	succeeded	in	advancing	a	highly-
relevant	and	more	constructive	research	agenda	for	guiding	future	PES	research,	but	we	argue	
that	its	ontological	and	epistemological	assumptions,	as	well	as	several	of	its	key	concepts	and	
its	continuing	belief	 in	the	necessity	and	possibility	of	 institutional	design	require	more	care-
ful	scrutiny.	If	not,	 further	frustration	 in	academics’	and	practitioners’	attempts	to	grasp	and	
intervene	in	the	complex	social-ecological	dynamics	occurring	in	the	field	can	be	expected.	In	
the	face	of	these	challenges,	we	argue	that	understanding	PES	practices	and	outcomes	requires	
an	acknowledgement	of	 the	 fundamental	 limitations	of	any	knowledge,	 science	 included.	As	
social-ecological	systems	are	complex	and	characterized	by	high	levels	of	uncertainty	and	un-
predictability	this	also	implies	the	need	for	a	more	explicit	and	empirically-grounded	focus	on	
the	role	of	power/politics	in	the	context	of	environmental	governance	and	related	institutional	
changes	(Blaikie,	1999;	Cleaver,	2012;	Leach	et	al.,	2010).	In	the	same	vein	as	recent	sociological	
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critiques	on	social-ecological	systems	(SES)	scholarship,	we	think	it	is	crucial	for	future	PES	re-
search	to	critically	and	seriously	engage	with	the	insights	from	the	social	sciences	about	agency,	
power	and	knowledge	(Cote	and	Nightingale,	2012;	see	also	Fabinyi	et	al.,	2014).	Insights	from	
other	fields	and	disciplines	–in	particular	critical	institutionalism,	social	anthropology	and	po-
litical	ecology-,	can	help	us	subject	some	of	the	common	assumptions	underlying	mainstream	
and	alternative	conceptualizations	of	PES	and	identify	the	main	issues	that	we	believe	deserve	
more	attention	in	future	research.	More	specifically,	in	the	next	subsections	we	build	on	critical	
sociological insights to discuss the tendencies:

1. to	assume	that	institutions	can	be	designed	in	order	to	make	them	‘fit’	specific	
human-environment	problems;	

2. to	oversimplify	social	and	cultural	diversity	through	the	apolitical	concept	of	
‘social	capital’;	and	

3. to	 conceptualize	 human	 agency,	 collective	 action,	 and	 institutional	 change	
through	either	overly-rational/functional	or	overly-structuralist	models.

We hope a critical discussion of these issues can help pave the way towards better socially-in-
formed frameworks for analysing PES as part of broader social-ecological systems (SES), in which 
power and politics are treated as ‘(…) crucial drivers of social-ecological outcomes rather than 
‘inconvenient’ politics that can be simply sorted out through institutional design’ (Cote and 
Nightingale, 2012: 484). The discussion also helps us understand why designed PES arrange-
ments mostly turn out in unexpected ways.

3.1. Social-Ecological Systems and the illusive quest for institutional ‘fit’
As	 discussed	 above,	 the	 EE	 perspective	 questions	 a	 blueprint	 approach	 to	 PES	

based	upon	a	reductionist	externality-market	imperfection	model,	and	convincingly	argues	for	
a	broader	socio-institutional	approach	 that	 includes	attention	 to	social	 relations,	values	and	
perceptions	in	environmental	governance.	As	indicated	by	Vatn	and	Vedeld	(2012),	this	creates	
a	need	for	ontological	and	epistemological	clarification	 in	order	to	create	 ‘firmer	 foundations	
of	the	interdependencies	of	institutions	and	human	actions’	(ibid:	7)	and	their	interaction	with	
nature.	These	concerns	 relate	 to	ongoing	debates	on	 ‘institutional	fit’	as	proposed	by	Young	
(2002a).	At	first	sight	and	in	line	with	the	basic	tenet	of	Young’s	proposal,	the	challenge	of	en-
vironmental	governance	would	seem	to	be	relatively	straightforward.	It	would	consist	of	 the	
need	to	design	institutional	arrangements	(PES	included,	if	deemed	appropriate	and	as	part	of	
a	broader	institutional	set-up)	 in	view	of	the	objective	state	of	the	ecological	system	in	order	
to	allow	for	sustainable	flows	of	ES	that	will	contribute	to	present	and	future	human	well-be-
ing.	The	ontological	and	epistemological	foundations	of	this	widely	adopted	view	are,	however,	
quite	problematic	and	ultimately	impossible	to	maintain.	Ontologically	it	must	assume	that	the	
ecological	system,	‘nature	an sich’	exists	independently	from	our	human	perceptions	and	appro-
priations.	Epistemologically	it	follows	that	we	can	obtain	‘objective	knowledge’	of	that	natural	
reality,	if	not	perfect,	at	least	increasingly	scientifically	reliable.	This	growing	knowledge	then	
should allow us to inform how we need to design and adapt our human institutions in order to 
ensure	resilience	and	‘equilibrium’	of	the	natural	systems	(e.g.	Ostrom	and	Cox,	2010).	

At	a	very	fundamental	level,	our	evolving	reality	is	however	a	co-evolutionary	so-
cial-ecological	system	(SES)	 in	which	human	and	natural	aspects	are	deeply	 intertwined	and	
in	continuous	interaction	(e.g.	Berkes	and	Folke,	1998;	Folke	et	al.,	2005),	and	not	a	separated	
ecological	system	with	a	superimposed	social	system	to	be	adapted	to	the	former	(Leach	et	al.,	
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1999).	Evidently,	and	indeed	to	a	problematic	extent	in	this	anthropocentric	age,	humans	and	
human	activities	as	shaped	by	their	interrelated	perceptions,	motivations	and	social	institutions	
are	a	crucial	constituent	part	of	‘nature’,	and	not	external	to	or	dominant	over	it	(Fabinyi	et	al.,	
2014).	 In	 other	words,	 ontologically	 there	 is	 no	 ‘pure’,	 socio-politically	 and	 culturally	 uncon-
taminated	‘nature	out there’	to	which	we	could	objectively	adapt	our	institutional	arrangements	
and	human	behaviour.	Neither	is	it	possible	to	obtain	value-neutral	scientific	knowledge	about	
this	‘human-nature	reality’	(e.g.	Litfin,	1994);	it	will	inevitably	be	coloured	by	particular	socio-
political	and	cultural	framings	through	which	we	try	to	understand	and	make	sense	of	what	we	
perceive	as	the	‘natural	reality’	(see	also	Leach	et	al.,	2010)11. 

It	follows	from	the	above,	that	the	classical	argument	for	an	institutional	‘fit’	ap-
proach	becomes	recursive	and	impracticable,	since	institutions,	social	structure	and	perceptions	
are	not	exogenous,	but	endogenous	to	the	evolution	of	the	social-ecological	system.	Indeed,	
Bromley	(2012)	aptly	captures	this	socio-constructivist	idea	by	stating	that:	

‘In	terms	of	management	and	the	idea	of	FIT,	the	implication	here	seems	to	be	that	what	Young	calls	

“nature”	(the	ecosystem)	does	not	and	cannot	exist	independently	of	us.	We	have	created	it	both	

ontologically	via	our	a	priori	colonization	of	it,	and	ideationally	through	our	mental	impositions	upon	

it	(see	Norgaard,	1984).’	(ibid:	4).

The	natural	sciences	can	thus	not	be	attributed	with	the	role	of	the	objective,	apolit-
ical	supreme	judge	capable	of	identifying	and	dictating	what	must	be	done	in	order	to	‘preserve’,	
‘rationally	exploit’	or	‘manage’	nature.	Nor	can	we	accept	possible	pretences	in	this	direction.	
This	view	does	not	necessarily	imply	that	there	is	no	reality	to	ecological	processes,	or	for	that	
matter	no	role	for	scientific	knowledge:	the	human	mind	can	indeed	construct	many	(and	only)	
models	of	nature,	and	inspired	by	these	act	upon	nature,	but	this	does	not	preclude	that	‘nature	
will	talk	back’	to	our	conceptions	of	it.	Whenever	confronted	with	the	limitations	of	a	specific	
model,	human	beings	can	‘update	their	beliefs	about	nature’	(Bromley,	2012)	and	come	up	with	a	
new	adjusted	model	of	‘nature’	and	ways	to	address	the	perceived	human-nature	interrelations.	
This	new	model,	inevitably	emerging	out	of	the	prevailing	human-nature	constellation,	does	not	
necessarily	represent	a	truer	story	of	natural	reality	however.	As	described	by	Katz	(1998),	new	
models	can,	for	example,	contribute	to	transform	‘nature’	from	an	infinite	source	into	a	limited,	
new	and	investable	capital	asset	in	consonance	with	dominant	capitalist	practices,	ideas,	struc-
tures	and	rules,	even	allowing	for	new	avenues	of	accumulation	by	dispossession.	Important,	
however,	is	that	this	continuing	updating-adaptation	process	is	never	purely	‘scientific’,	but	al-
ways	inevitably	socio-cultural	and	political,	involving	multiple	perceptions,	values	and	interests	
(see	also	Robertson,	2006).	

Following	Hukkinen	(2014:	101),	it	thus	‘appears	advisable	from	both	scientific	and	
policy	perspectives	to	contemplate	more	integrative	theoretical	frameworks	with	which	to	con-
ceptualize	SESs’.	He	therefore	proposes	to	consider	SES	as	autopoetic	systems,	 i.e.	a	system	
which	evolves,	reproduces	and	regenerates	itself	solely	and	exclusively	from	within	the	dynam-
ics	of	that	system	itself.	In	the	language	of	complexity	theory,	one	could	say	that	the	governance	
and	the	governance	outcomes	of	any	SES	are	an	emergent	result	of	the	dynamic	 interactions	
between	human	(with	cognitive,	motivational,	social	and	institutional	dimensions)	and	natural	
(dependent	upon	ecosystem	dynamics)	processes.	It	is	therefore:

[11]	 	Or,	in	the	words	of	Bromley	(2012:2):	‘The	mind	is	not	a	mirror	of	nature	(Rorty,	1979).	Rather,	the	mind	creates	
its	own	“nature”	in	the	light	of	current	embeddedness	in	particular	social	and	economic	and	cultural	settings	and	
circumstances’.
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‘(…)	not	just	the	physical	characteristics	of	an	ecosystem	that	are	determinative	of	the	appropri-

ate	management	arrangements	that	will	be	brought	to	bear	on	that	system.	Rather,	it	is	the	social	

construction	of	that	ecosystem—its	shared	mental	objectification—that	will	be	decisive	in	terms	of	

institutional	arrangements	for	addressing	issues	of	global	governance’	(Bromley,	2012:	6).	

It	follows	that	the	identification	and	recognition	of	environmental	problems	(and	
newly	perceived	challenges	of	environmental	governance)	will	inevitably	be	endogenous	to	the	
prevailing	system	and	emerge	out	of	 the	complex	 interactions	of	 ideas,	knowledges,	motiva-
tions	and	interests	reproduced	and	reworked	by	the	agency	of	different	groups	enabled	and	con-
strained	by	 the	evolving	 institutional	arrangements	 (social	networks,	and	 rules	of	 the	game)	
within	the	SES	(Hukkinen,	2014;	see	also	Blaikie,	1999).	In	other	words,	it	is	impertinent	to	take	
the	natural	processes	for	separate	analysis	 in	order	to	 inform	social	processes,	political	deci-
sion-making	or	cultural	perceptions;	they	are	inevitably	and	intrinsically	intertwined.

At	 the	 same	 time,	 it	 is	not	possible	 for	any	actor	 to	understand	and	 control	 the	
entire	logic	of	the	system	as	a	whole.	The	changes	the	SES	undergoes	are	the	aggregate	result	
of	 interrelated	micro-dynamics	 that	 result	 in	at	 least	a	partially	 spontaneous	self-organizing	
process	without	a	centralized	direction.	This	renders	the	effects	of	any	conscious	planning	or	
design	 effort	 unpredictable.	However,	 this	 does	 not	mean	 that	 the	 socio-ecological	 systems	
function	without	 intentionality,	 conscious	governance	or	 influence	of	power.	 It	 rather	means	
that	no	actor	will	at	any	point	be	able	to	control	and	guide	the	entire	dynamic	of	the	system	as	a	
whole	(Bastiaensen	et	al.,	2015a,b).	Although	we	clearly	acknowledge	the	inevitable	and	central	
role of power in the emerging processes (of dominant ideas and networks with made-to-order 
rules),	we	follow	the	argument	of	German	sociologist	Norbert	Elias,	analysed	by	Mowles	et	al.	
(2008:	812),	who	holds	that	‘most	significant	change	is	unplanned	and	unforeseen,	and	is	the	
result	of	a	web	of	interdependent	actions	informed	by	past	actions’.	Obviously	the	fact	that	no	
actor	can	control	the	entire	process	does	not	mean	that	the	actors	are	playing	on	a	level	field.	
Nonetheless,	the	final	result	of	the	process	will	always	be	the	consequence	of	the	interaction	
among	them,	with	the	dominant	ones	trying	to	impose	and	maintain	while	those	dominated	try	
to	resist	and	change	(Scott,	1990).	

3.2. Knowledge, framing and power: discursive battles at  
 the human-environment nexus

The	previous	reflections	also	lead	us	to	acknowledge	that	‘truths’	about	the	envi-
ronment	are	inevitably	‘shaped	by	the	relationship	between	the	subject	and	object	of	research,	
such	that	different	actors,	such	as	scientists,	or	others,	may	construct	the	same	environment	in	
very	different	ways’	(Blaikie,	1999:	134).	The	managerial	and	apolitical	focus	on	institutional	‘fit’,	
then,	in	essence	disguises	how	social-ecological	systems	are	in	fact	open	to	multiple	–and	often	
contested- framings12,	i.e.	different	ways	of	understanding	or	representing	specific	problems	and	
corresponding	sets	of	solutions	(Leach	et	al.,	2010;	see	also	Mitchell,	2002).	Social-ecological	
systems,	thus,	are	‘not	in	themselves	ontological	entities	but	rather	are	particular	framings	of	
reality	that	include	some	things	and	leave	others	out’	(West	et	al.,	2014:	5,	referring	to	Leach	et	
al.,	2010).	Indeed,	as	argued	by	Jasanoff:

[12] 	Leach	et	al.	(2010:	4)	explain	‘framing’	as	the	‘particular	contextual	assumptions,	methods,	forms	of	
interpretation	and	values	that	different	groups	might	bring	to	a	problem,	shaping	how	it	is	bounded	and	
understood’	(ibid:	4).	
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‘Scientific	knowledge,	in	particular,	is	not	a	transcendent	mirror	of	reality.	It	both	embeds	and	is	em-

bedded	in	social	practices,	identities,	norms,	conventions,	discourses,	instruments,	and	institutions	

–	in	short,	in	all	the	building	blocks	of	what	we	term	the	social.’	(2004:	3,	emphasis	in	the	original).

In	other	words,	epistemologies	deeply	influence	governance	processes13 (Leach et 
al.,	2010;	Flyvbjerg,	2001;	Cleaver,	2012;	Mosse,	1997).	In	the	face	of	the	‘unknowability’	of	the	
SES,	the	widely	divergent	interests	of	different	stakeholders	as	well	as	the	huge	practical	chal-
lenges	to	cooperate	and	coordinate	actions,	there	is	strong	fragmentation	as	well	as	discursive	
and practical struggles over knowledge and action14.	Environmental	governance	is	then	essen-
tially	‘a	value-laden	exercise	that	is	contested	by	groups	with	differential	power,	who	employ	a	
range	of	strategies	that	include	debating	and	negotiating	the	very	ways	in	which	environmental	
issues	are	commonly	understood	and	represented’	(Fabinyi	et	al.,	2014:	6).	The	plurality	of	per-
ceptions	on	the	environment,	 the	ways	 in	which	certain	discourses	come	to	dominate	world-
views	and	eventually	 translate	 into	material	processes,	are	 then	 crucial	points	of	analysis	 in	
social-ecological	change.	Or	in	the	words	of	Cote	and	Nightingale	(2012:	475):	‘the	role	of	knowl-
edge	at	the	intersections	between	social	and	environmental	dynamics	helps	(…)	to	capture	how	
power	and	competing	value	systems	are	not	external	to,	but	rather	integral	to	the	development	
and	function	of	SES’.	

The	focus	on	power	relations	at	the	human-environment	nexus	 is	one	of	the	key	
subjects	of	the	broad	and	interdisciplinary	field	of	political	ecology.	Political	ecologists	provide	
useful	frameworks	to	critically	analyse	how	environmental	knowledge	is	produced,	represented	
and	contested	(Adger	et	al.,	2001;	Blaikie,	1999;	Bryant,	1998;	Peet	and	Watts,	1996).	Especially	
the	work	that	has	been	influenced	by	Foucault’s	(1972;	1980)	conceptualizations	of	power,	knowl-
edge	and	discourse	 (e.g.	Blaikie,	 1999;	Escobar,	 1996),	provides	 crucial	 insights	 into	 the	ways	
in	which	knowledge	and	power	interrelate	and	mediate	political-ecological	outcomes	(Bryant,	
1998:	82).	This	work	demonstrates	that	social-ecological	conflicts	are	both	struggles	over	mean-
ing	and	battles	over	material	practices	(ibid).	In	other	words:

‘Practical	struggles	are	always	simultaneously	struggles	for	“truth”	and	meaning	–struggles	that	

happen	in	imagination	and	representation	at	the	same	time	as	they	are	conducted	in	the	material	

world	(Peet	and	Watts	2002:	37)’	(Fabinyi	et	al.,	2014:	6).

The	focus	on	power,	knowledge	and	struggles	for	meaning	have	spurred	political	
ecologists	to	turn	to	discourse	(e.g.	Hajer,	1995;	Peet	and	Watts,	1996),	or	the	analysis	of	particu-
lar	narratives	that	are	promoted	by,	and	become	interlocked	with,	governance	processes	(Leach	
et	al.,	2010:	76;	Adger	et	al.,	2001).	This	emphasis	on	(multiple	and	often	opposing)	narratives	
as	particular	ways	of	 framing	problems	and	solutions,	 is	held	to	promote	a	shift	 from	simple	
descriptive	to	more	critical	and	reflexive	modes	of	explanation	and	‘help	illuminate	how	knowl-
edge	claims	derived	from	particular	instances	and	sites	are	spread	and	consolidated	by	enrolling	
other	actors	and	institutions	into	knowledge/power	networks’	(Leach	et	al.,	2010:	74).	

[13]	 	Or	in	the	words	of	Cleaver	(2012:	155):	‘Policy	(…)	is	not	just	rationally	crafted,	guided	by	evidence,	but	also	is	
shaped	by	underlying	worldviews	which	often	reflect	structural	allocations	of	power	and	resources	in	society’.
[14]	 	As	argued	before,	current	environmental	problems	are	truly	‘wicked	problems’,	characterized	by	large	degrees	
of	interrelated	uncertainty,	knowledge	gaps	and	divergent	stakeholder	interests	(Leach	et	al.,	2010).	Effective	action	
then	requires	the	combination	of	‘puzzling’	(i.e.	jointly	making	sense	and	agreeing	[sufficiently]	about	goals,	underly-
ing	causal	processes	and	adequate	actions	and	institutional	frameworks)	and	subsequent	‘organizing’	(i.e.	creating	
legitimate	and	sufficiently	powerful	institutional	arrangements	[social	structures	and	rules	of	the	game]	(Vink	et	al.,	
2013),	capable	to	generate	new	evolutionary	pathways	of	the	autopoetic	SES.
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The	debate	about	PES	 testifies	precisely	 to	 this	 required	 focus	on	 the	politics	of	
knowledge	and	 the	need	 to	 scrutinize	 supposedly	 ‘value-neutral’	 narratives.	As	 explained	 in	
section	2,	PES	narratives	as	advocated	by	environmental	economists,	are	often	constructed	and	
framed	from	within	managerial	positivist-oriented	epistemologies,	which	reduce	the	analysis	
of	 inherent	 complex	 social-environmental	 problems	 to	 simple	 techno-economic	 and	 mostly	
apolitical	 diagnoses.	 Complex	 problems	 are	 straight-jacketed	 into	 ‘externalities’,	 ‘ecosystem	
services’,	and	‘ES	buyers’,	‘users’,	‘sellers’	or	‘providers’,	and	the	need	to	economically	valuate	
certain	ES	in	order	to	make	social	transactions	possible	(Van	Hecken	et	al.,	2015).	Or	in	the	words	
of	Lele	(2013):

‘(…)	in	practice,	the	entire	focus	of	the	ecosystem	services	literature	has	been	on	identifying,	quanti-

fying	and	representing	in	economic	terms	the	links	between	ecosystems	and	human	well-being.	The	

question	“why	ecosystems	degrade”	is	rarely	asked	and	answered	explicitly.	Implicitly,	the	answer	is	

a	simple	techno-economic	one:	that	ecosystems	degrade	because	society	(primarily	policy-makers)	

knows	neither	the	“true	extent”	of	these	benefits	(because	some	of	them	are	indirect	and	thus	

ignored)	nor	their	“true	value”	(because	some	of	them	are	not	priced	correctly).	The	way	to	incorpo-

rate	these	values	is	to	carry	out	an	extended	cost-benefit	analysis,	which	will	lead	to	more	rational	

decisions’	(ibid:	125).

In	this	way,	narratives	often	boil	down	to	what	Ioris	(2014:	6)	has	called	the	‘imposi-
tion	of	a	hegemonic	rationality	of	economic	growth	and	private	accumulation	over	both	society	
and	the	rest	of	nature’,	in	which	the	challenge	is	reduced	to	creating	the	appropriate	institution-
al	setting	and	finding	the	‘right’	exchange	prices	for	a	PES	mechanism	to	work	(see	also	Matulis,	
2014	and	McAfee	and	Shapiro,	2010)15.	As	discussed	elsewhere	(e.g.	Büscher,	2014;	Ervine,	2010),	
this	specific	framing	of	the	problem	in	terms	of	ecosystem	services	guides	interventions	towards	
particular	blueprint	solutions,	with	a	practical	application	that	is	blind	to	the	social-ecological	
context,	ensuing	from	and	simultaneously	leading	to	PES	fetishism.	As	such,	this	particular	fram-
ing	‘de-historicizes’	and	‘de-ecologizes’	debates	on	complex	human-environment	relationships	
(Ernstson	 and	 Sörlin,	 2013),	 and	 neglects	 that	 ‘ecosystem	 services’	 are	 inherently	 normative	
and	discursive	constructs	or	imaginaries	(West	et	al.,	2014;	Lele,	2013;	McCarthy	and	Prudham,	
2004).	In	the	same	vein,	McAfee	and	Shapiro	(2010)	conclude	that	a	‘neoliberal’	PES	narrative

‘(…)	privileges	an	abstract	version	of	conservation,	in	which	nature	is	measured	by	desocialized	

science	and	given	value	through	the	logic	of	supply	and	demand.	It	then	seeks	policies	that	will	

maximize	environmental-market	efficiency	and	thus	yield	the	greatest	conservation	gain	at	the	least	

cost	for	abstract	“society.”	Actual	society,	with	its	place-specific	complexities	and	unruly	actors,	is	

set	aside.’	(ibid:	17).					

It	is	then	crucial	to	consider	the	global	context	in	which	PES	narratives	have	been	
developing,	and	 link	this	 to	the	ways	 in	which	human-ecological	 interactions	and	social-eco-
nomic	relations	are	being	restructured	and	in	whose	interest	(Fairhead	et	al.,	2012:	242).	Various	
studies	have	already	indicated	how	discourses	and	corresponding	policies	promoted	by	particu-
[15]	 	In	an	attempt	to	redefine	an	‘ideal	PES	type’,	Wunder	(2015)	advocates	that	‘PES	definitions	should	focus	on	
describing	a	functional	tool,	rather	than	normatively	 integrating	desirable	PES	outcomes’	(ibid:	234).	He	therefore	
proposes	to	focus	on	non-normative	features,	and	he	re-defines	PES	as	‘voluntary	transactions	between	service	users	
and service providers that are conditional on agreed rules of natural resource management for generating offsite ser-
vices’	(ibid:	241).	However,	and	despite	Wunder’s	claims,	this	definition	(and	in	fact	the	whole	idea	of	PES)	is	obviously	
far	from	being	non-normative.	Its	explicit	reference	to	‘service	users’	and	‘providers’,	for	example,	is	inevitably		–and	
as	argued	in	this	section-	not	‘value-neutral’	and	a	value-laden	narrative	(one	among	many	other	possible)	in	itself;	
it	imposes	a	specific	(economics-inspired)	worldview	rooted	in	a	modernist	and	Western	epistemological	framework,	
which	is	not	necessarily	compatible	with	alternative	worldviews.
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lar	 global	governance	 institutions	are	 increasingly	 inspired	by	neoliberal	 ideas	 in	which	 con-
servation	efforts	are	governed	by	market	principles	(e.g.	Blaikie,	2006;	Brockington	and	Duffy,	
2010;	Büscher	et	al.,	 2012;	Fairhead	et	al.,	 2012;	McAfee,	 1999).	The	discursive	power	concen-
trated	around	these	institutions	enables	PES	to	be	promoted	as	a	promising	conservation	and	
development	tool	(McAfee,	2012).	In	this	process	the	proliferation	of	PES	heavily	depends	on	the	
active	construction	of	PES	‘success	stories’	by	like-minded	experts	belonging	to	specific	‘epis-
temic	communities’.	Büscher	(2012,	2014)	and	Ervine	(2010),	 for	example,	show	how	these	ex-
perts	(consisting	of	consultants,	government	officials,	NGOs,	etc.)	work	hard	to	assure	that	their	
proposed	projects	are	sufficiently	in	line	with	those	preferred	by	global	funding	institutions.	It	
becomes	a	self-congratulating	circle	of	knowledge	and	experience	generation.	Uncritical	sup-
port	becomes	institutionalized	within	the	workings	and	logic	of	funding	and	the	‘bon ton’	of	the	
large conventions and international organizations regarding sustainable development (Büscher 
et	al.,	2012;	Van	Hecken	et	al.,	2015).	

These	reflections	underline	the	crucial	importance	of	scrutinizing	global	neoliberal	
or	market-based	discourses	as	purported	by	PES	advocates	and	their	epistemic	communities.	
But	a	crucial	question	 remains:	how	do	these	global	discourses	and	 ideologies	 translate	 into	
local	practices?	Do	they	really	result	in	sweeping	neoliberalization	processes,	benefitting	pow-
erful	economic	actors	to	the	detriment	of	the	poor?	If	so,	in	which	ways?	We	believe	an	analysis	
of	 these	 important	questions	first	 requires	an	acknowledgement	that	policies	are	always	ne-
gotiated	and	co-produced	through	complex	interactions	between	global	actors,	national	gov-
ernments	and	a	multitude	of	other	actors	at	different	scales	(Blaikie	and	Muldavin,	2014).	This	
obviously	means	that	‘the	shape	of	policies	on	the	ground	can	differ	significantly	from	the	shape	
they	should	take	based	on	theoretical	considerations’	(Muradian	and	Gómez-Baggethun,	2013:	
1117),	and	that	mechanisms	of	neoliberal	rule	do	not	necessarily	produce	uniformly	neoliberal	ef-
fects	(Higgins	et	al.,	2008:	1783).	The	increasing	interest	in	PES	policies	around	the	world	could	
then	be	more	than	a	matter	of	‘hegemonic	imposition’	of	a	neoliberal	project	by	some	powerful	
capitalist actors. 

Indeed,	PES	schemes	can	in	some	cases	also	create	new	opportunities	for	negotiat-
ing	existing	practices	ensuing	from	specific	power	relations	(e.g.	Higgins	et	al.,	2012;	McElwee	
et	al.,	2014:;	McAfee	and	Shapiro,	2010;	Shapiro-Garza,	2013a).	In	some	contexts	they	have	been	
recognized	as	means	to	realize	social	justice,	or	even	as	ways	to	challenge neoliberal conserva-
tion	policies	(Corbera,	2015;	McElwee	et	al.,	2014;	McAfee	and	Shapiro,	2010;	see	also	Robertson,	
2007	and	Mansfield,	2007).	Various	studies	report	how	farmer	movements	in	Mexico	and	Central	
America,	 for	 example,	 perceive	 PES	 schemes	 as	 an	 opportunity	 to	 revalue	 the	marginalized	
countryside	(McAfee	and	Shapiro,	2010;	Shapiro-Garza,	2013a),	and	thus	as	a	useful	‘surface	of	
engagement’	(Shapiro-Garza,	2013b).	Projects	based	on	an	underlying	PES	logic	could,	as	such,	
induce	changes	in	local	perceptions,	values	and	norms	concerning	‘accepted’	and	‘desirable’	ag-
ricultural	practices,	and	break	away	from	strict	conservationist	approaches,	which	are	mostly	
insensitive	to	the	societal	dependence	of	rural	farmers	on	resource-extractive	activities	(Wells	
and	Brandon,	1992).	The	local	adoption	of	PES	discourses	could	then	even	be	framed	within	a	
process	of	new	strategies	of	peasant	resistance	to	(neo)colonial	legacies	of	resource	alienation	
in	the	name	of	the	environment,	in	which	peasants	are	often	discursively	constructed	as	envi-
ronmental	destroyers	(e.g.	Adger	et	al.,	2001;	Fairhead	et	al.,	2012;	McElwee	et	al.,	2014).	In	sum,	
it	 is	thus	crucial	to	avoid	grand	generalizations	about	PES	(Corbera,	2015),	and	to	deepen	our	
understanding	of	the	variegated	ways	in	which	PES	can	simultaneously	evoke	‘resistance’	and	
‘support’	at	different	scales,	and	the	(micro)political	and	socio-cultural	dynamics	that	mediate	
these processes. 
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3.3. Romanticizing resistance: agency and the social embeddedness of  
 ‘neoliberalism’

PES	sceptics	have	convincingly	warned	us	for	the	potential	perverse	social-ecolog-
ical	detrimental	effects	of	socially-agnostic	interventions	that	take	for	granted	the	‘historically	
contingent,	unequal	distribution	of	economic	power	and	property	rights	 in	the	market	world’	
(McAfee	and	Shapiro,	2010:	17).	As	alternative	framings	of	human-nature	problems	are	not	nec-
essarily	 ‘truer’	 than	dominant	 representations,	 it	 follows	we	should,	however,	be	sufficiently	
reflexive	and	critical	about	the	emergence/creation	of	particular	counter-narratives.	As	we	have	
argued	in	section	2.2.2,	in	the	academic	PES	debate	the	‘radical’	counter-narrative	as	purport-
ed	by	many	PES	sceptics,	arguably	fits	the	description	of	what	Adger	et	al.	(2001)	earlier	have	
called	‘populist’	discourses,	in	which	local	actors	are	portrayed	as	victims	of	external	interven-
tions	(see	also	Castree,	2007).	Indeed,	presenting	PES	as	a	dichotomous	contradiction	between	
a	dominant	 ‘capitalist’	or	 ‘neoliberal’	 system	and	dominated	and	suppressed	 ‘non-capitalist’	
(peasant,	worker	or	indigenous)	alternative	societies,	is	in	itself	a	particular	framing,	subject	to	
contestation.	Indeed,	ontologically,	we	need	to	acknowledge	that	almost	all	societies	have	been	
incorporated	to	a	certain	degree	into	the	global	economy.	Yet,	globalization	processes	are	then	
often	misunderstood	as	the	result	of	a	mere	penetration	of	the	global	capitalist	system	into	pas-
sive pre-modern societies. Alternative conceptualizations acknowledge that these processes 
should	 rather	be	understood	as	multiple	 (often	 violent)	 global-to-local-to-global	 encounters	
that transform both the local and the global (in the sense that the globalized local becomes a 
constituent	part	of	the	global	economy	and	society)	(Hart,	2006).	

This	approach	 is	 in	 line	with	Polanyi’s	 ideas	that	any	economic	system	is	always	
inevitably	socially	embedded	 into	a	broader	society	 (Dale,	2010:	 199),	which	will	 thus	tend	to	
exert	pressure	and	resistance	in	cases	where	its	constituting	principles	(ideas,	values,	interests,	
organizational	networks,	rules,	etc.)	are	violated	by	the	functioning	of	the	economy.	However,	
it	is	important	not	to	consider	the	capitalist	market	economy	and	its	current	‘neoliberal	forms’	
as	a	disembedded	system,	but	rather	as	the	outcome	of	–obviously	very	unequal-	encounters	
of	the	dominant	economy	with	evolving	societies.	As	De	Angelis	(2007)	has	argued,	one	could	
actually	characterize	current	‘roll-out	neoliberalism’	as	an	attempt	to	apply	a	kind	of	‘inverted	
Polanyi’	principle,	i.e.	an	attempt	to	adjust	broader	society	to	the	strategic	project	of	neoliber-
alism	(ibid:	98).	Struggles	are	therefore	largely	over	the	way	in	which	this	is	precisely	and	con-
cretely	achieved,	according	 to	whose	 ideas,	 values	and	 interests	 (Dale,	 2010:	 200-2;	 see	also	
Brenner	and	Theodore,	2002),	and	not	about	a	massive	dichotomous	resistance	of	‘society’	(of	
non-capitalist	societies)	against	the	‘market’	(of	the	capitalist	neoliberal	economy).

It	is	crucial	therefore	to	turn	our	attention	to	what	actually	occurs	in	the	relevant	
encounters	on	the	ground.	For	this	reason,	Gillian	Hart	argues	for	the	need	to	elaborate	detailed	
accounts	of	the	situated	‘glocalization’	processes	through	‘critical	ethnographies’:	

‘Such	ethnographies	are	not	accounts	of	“local”	variations	or	instances	of	a	“global”	process.	Nor	

are	they	case	studies	of	the	impact	of	globalization,	imperialism,	or	any	other	set	of	inexorable,	pre-

given	forces.	Nor	do	they	simply	represent	methods	for	the	detailed	production	of	area	knowledge.	

Instead,	critical	ethnographies	offer	vantage	points	for	generating	new	understandings	by	illuminat-

ing	power-laden	processes	of	constitution,	connection,	and	disconnection,	along	with	slippages,	

openings,	and	contradictions,	and	possibilities	for	alliance	within	and	across	different	spatial	scales’	

(Hart,	2006:	981-982).
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In	this	way,	Hart	locates	local	resistance	to	dominant	capitalist	interests	squarely	
within the struggle for the constitution and redirection of the globalization process from within 
that	process	itself,	not	as	something	that	comes	from	the	outside	or	aims	to	reject	the	‘evil	of	
the	system’.	In	the	same	vein,	Sparke	(2008)	draws	our	attention	to	the	danger	of	romanticiz-
ing	resistance,	since	according	to	him	the	rhetoric	of	resistance	often	becomes	a	hindrance	to	a	
thorough	empirical	understanding	of	the	nature	and	reach	of	the	agency	of	resistance.	

‘While	the	basic	idea	of	resistance	rests	on	notions	of	people	“pushing	back”,	the	allure	of	the	r-word	

itself	can	(…)	ironically	become	a	regulative	“pull”	that	disciplines	critics:	a	pull,	in	other	words,	

away	from	examining	the	messy	middle	grounds	where	control	and	opposition,	structure	and	agen-

cy,	hegemony	and	counter-hegemonic	action,	are	all	variously	mediated.	This	problem	of	pull	can	be	

usefully	ascribed	to	the	romance	of	resistance.	It	is	a	romance	that	is	initiated	by	assumptions	about	

autonomous	action	and	animated	by	diverse	forms	of	idealism;	a	romance	that	ultimately	imagines	

agency	in	the	existential	and	ageographical	terms	of	some	seminal	and	heroically	universalized	hu-

man	spirit,	and	thus	a	romance	that	also	tends	to	pre-empt	empirical	research	with	metaphorical	

moves	that	make		prescriptions	of	socio-economic	forces,	racial	and	sexual	subjectification,	or	even	

just	everyday	life	seem	somehow	beside	the	point	(…)’	(Sparke,	2008:	423,	emphasis	in	the	original).

From	this	perspective,	power	analysis	–and	thus	also	the	analysis	of	‘resistance’-	
should	then	more	explicitly	focus	on	the	ways	in	which	differentially	positioned	groups	contest,	
rework,	adapt,	co-opt	ideas,	values	and	associated	institutional	arrangements	imposed	through	
dominant	structures	and	discourses.	Indeed,	as	noted	by	Higgins	et	al.	(2012:	384),	‘attempts	
to	neoliberalise	nature	are	contingent	on	the	existing	values	and	practices	of	those	who	are	the	
ultimate	targets	of	governing’.	Yet,	how	environmental	policy	instruments	that	utilise	neolib-
eral	techniques	are	taken	up	–or	not-	by	local	actors	in	practice	is	mostly	overlooked	in	current	
research	(ibid:	377).	This	requires	a	profound	empirical	analysis	of	how	local	actors	attempt	to	
rework,	to	adjust	in	order	to	increase	their	resilience	and/or	to	confront	and	challenge	the	im-
posed	ideas	and	arrangements	(Katz,	2005;	see	also	Benediktsson,	2014	and	Robertson,	2007).	
Understanding	such	processes	of	 reworking,	resilience	and	resistance	 is	equivalent	to	under-
standing the emergence of institutional evolution as the outcome of power-laden territorial col-
lective	action	by	interacting	groups	of	actors	in	multiple	organizations	and	social	networks.	Here	
precisely,	also	lies	the	way	forward	to	understanding	the	‘negotiated’	emergence	of	pathways	
of	change	with	the	potential	of	adjusting	environmental	governance	through	mutual	reworking-
adjustment-resistance	(see	section	4.2.	for	examples	and	further	reflection	on	this).
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4. engagIng wITh socIal dIversITy and localIzed encounTers: Towards  
 a socIally-Informed and power-sensITIve analysIs of pes

The	former	sections	already	underlined	the	importance	of	understanding	the	poli-
tics	of	knowledge	in	assessing	social-ecological	changes	and	the	unfolding	of	PES	schemes	in	
particular.	They	also	emphasized	that	an	abstract,	structuralist	interpretation	of	power	tends	
to	downplay	the	scope	of	agency	of	ordinary	people	on	which	PES	is	‘imposed’	from	the	outside.	
These	discussions	clearly	relate	to	broader	structure/agency	debates	(e.g.	Giddens,	1984;	Long,	
1992),	and	are	in	line	with	evolutions	in	the	field	of	political	ecology.	Indeed,	the	latter	generally	
has	evolved	from	a	Neo-Marxist	inspired	structural	analysis	explaining	environmental	conflicts	
mainly	in	terms	of	class	relations	and	global	capitalist	systems,	towards	studies	‘which	sought	
to	demonstrate	a	more	complex	understanding	of	how	power	relations	mediate	human-envi-
ronmental	interaction	(…)’	(Bryant,	1998:	81-82;	see	also	Blaikie	and	Brookfield,	1987).	This	ana-
lytical	shift,	however,	does	not	mean	that	interactions	at	the	local	level	can	only	be	explained	
through	the	analyses	of	 local-level	phenomena.	It	 is	 important	to	acknowledge	that	all	 local	
interactions	are	co-produced	within	the	context	of	wider	social	and	political	dynamics	(Agrawal	
and	Gibson,	1999),	a	thought	which	is	also	captured	through	the	term	of	 ‘progressive	contex-
tualization’	(Vayda,	1983).	Moving	beyond	dualist	understandings	of	agency	and	structure,	we	
believe	insights	from	‘critical	institutionalist’	scholarship	on	natural	resource	management	(e.g.	
Cleaver,	2012;	Hall	et	al.,	2014)	can	partly	recast	and	further	advance	the	PES	research	agenda.	
They	can	help	us	 recognize	and	conceptualize	the	 (albeit	possibly	 limited)	agency	or	 ‘margin	
of	manoeuver’	of	local	actors	in	the	context	of	PES	programmes,	and	thus	the	multiple	ways	in	
which	 interventions	are	 locally	adapted,	re-crafted,	and	embedded	in	everyday	practices.	But	
before	we	turn	to	these	useful	insights,	it	is	worth	to	briefly	discuss	the	way	in	which	the	bulk	of	
current	PES	literature	engages	with	the	‘social’,	and	the	‘local’	in	the	context	of	these	encoun-
ters.

4.1. Capturing power and institutional change through ‘social capital’?
As	mentioned	earlier,	the	focus	on	local	encounters	and	the	recognition	of	social	

and	institutional	factors	in	the	shaping	and	analysis	of	PES	has	been	a	key	concern	for	ecological	
economists.	This	is	also	reflected	in	recent	PES	literature,	which	dedicates	increasing	attention	
to	 the	critical	 role	of	 ‘social	 capital’	 and	 the	 ‘empowerment	of	 local	 institutions’	 for	 the	suc-
cessful	 implementation	and	outcomes	of	PES	 interventions	 (e.g.	Adhikari	and	Agrawal,	2013;	
Clements	et	al.,	2010).	Indeed,	the	recognition	that	economic	incentives	are	not	the	only	moti-
vational	factors	steering	‘pro-environmental	behaviour’	(e.g.	Muradian	et	al.,	2010;	Van	Hecken	
and	Bastiaensen,	2010b),	and	that	levels	of	trust	and	community	organization	influence	partici-
pation	in	and	outcomes	of	PES,	has	led	to	an	increasing	interest	in	‘social	capital’	as	a	key	vari-
able	in	PES	studies	(e.g.	Bosselmann	and	Lund,	2013;	Bremer	et	al.,	2014;	Gong	et	al.,	2010;	Pham	
et	al.,	2010;	Schomers	et	al.,	2015;	Zanella	et	al.,	2014).	

However,	 in	most	of	 these	 studies	 social	 capital	 is	only	 vaguely	defined;	usually	
in	terms	of	the	strength	or	density	of	‘social	networks’	and	‘community	organizations’,	and	the	
role	of	‘trust’	and	‘institutionalized	access	to	information’	for	improving	participation	and	equal	
access	to	PES	schemes	(e.g.	Bremer	et	al.,	2014).	Largely	in	line	with	the	concepts	used	by	new	
institutional	 economics,	 and	 the	 ensuing	 collective	 action	 school	 (e.g.	 Ostrom,	 1990),	 social	
relationships	are	then	conceptualized	as	assets	in	which	individuals	rationally	invest	in	antici-
pating	reciprocity	and	economic	benefits	(Cleaver,	2002;	2005;	2012);	social	capital	is	perceived	
as	something	that	can	be	‘built’	or	‘substituted’	for	other	missing	assets	in	local	communities.	
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Cleaver	(2002)	summarizes	this	view	as	follows:

‘Weak	institutions	can	be	transformed	into	strong	ones	by	resource	users	and	policy-makers	through	

an	active	process	of	institutional	design	and	crafting	(Ostrom,	1990:	60).	Ostrom	sees	crafting	as	a	

continuous	evolutionary	process	of	developing	the	optimal	institution	for	the	job	in	hand.	Culture	

and	social	structure	then	becomes	another	raw	material,	part	of	the	institutional	resource	bank	from	

which	arrangements	(especially	distributional	norms	and	relations	of	trust)	can	be	drawn	which	

reduce	the	“social	overhead	costs”	of	co-operation.	Increasingly	such	resources	are	referred	to	as	

“social	capital”	but	as	Ostrom	herself	admits	there	is	generally	a	lack	of	understanding	about	how	to	

“create,	maintain	and	use	social	capital”	(Ostrom,	1992:	23).	(Cleaver,	2002:	14).

The	 notion	 of	 social	 capital	 is	 closely	 related	 to	 other	 common-made	 assump-
tions	about	the	‘local’	in	environmental	governance	literature.	The	concept	of	‘community’	and	
‘community-based	governance’	conveyed	by	much	of	the	work	on	PES	(and	human-nature	stud-
ies	more	broadly)	builds	on	a	 legacy	 that	portrays	 local	populations	as	 relatively	homogene-
ous,	static,	and	holistic	entities	with	shared	norms16	(Agrawal	and	Gibson,	1999;	Brosius	et	al.,	
2005;	Leach	et	al.,	1999;	Milne	and	Adams,	2012;	Mosse,	1997;	Mosse,	2006).	It	follows	that	en-
vironmental	governance	then	seems	to	be	mainly	a	matter	of	local	investments	in	social	capital	
through	 ‘participation’	 and	 ‘empowerment’	 (Mosse,	 2006;	Cleaver,	 2002)	 enabling	 the	align-
ment	of	‘incentives	for	collective	action’	at	the	community	level	(Muradian,	2013).

While	we	applaud	economists’	attempts	to	 ‘unshackle	the	economy	to	some	ex-
tent’	(Olivier	de	Sardan,	2013),	and	‘making	leaps	towards	a	more	sociological	understanding	
of	institutions’	(Hall	et	al.,	2014:	80),	we	concur	with	many	anthropologists	that	the	concept	of	
social	capital	and	the	(implicit)	assumptions	related	to	the	‘myth	of	community’	(Brockington,	
2004)	and	the	‘empowerment	of	local		institutions’	leads	to	a	black-boxing	of	social	and	cultural	
factors,	precluding	a	deeper	understanding	of	the	multiplicity,	the	mobility,	and	the	ambiguity	
of	cultural	and	social	dynamics	 (Hibou	and	Banégas,	2000:	40).	In	 fact,	 these	conceptualiza-
tions	to	a	large	extent	mask	the	political	relations	or	internal	differences	and	processes	ensuing	
from	the	multiple	interests	and	actors	within	communities	(Agrawal	and	Gibson,	1999:	630;	see	
also	Cleaver,	2002;	2005;	Milne	and	Adams,	2012;	Mosse,	1997),	and	neglect	‘the	very	different	
meanings	that	different	institutions	may	carry	for	different	actors’	(Leach	et	al.,	1999:	238).	It	is	
important to acknowledge that most communities are indeed heterogeneous groups made up 
of	‘complex	mosaics	of	cultural	groups	and	social	classes’	with	various	and	sometimes	opposed	
interests	and	strategies	regarding	resources	(Hall	et	al.,	2014;	Leach	et	al.,	1999;	Li,	1996:	508).	
Social capital is thus:

‘(…)	not	automatically	created	from	association,	trust	does not	magically	emerge	from	repeated	in-

teraction,	and	representation	of	the	poorest	is	difficult	to	secure	even	through	decentralized	institu-

tional	structures.’	(Cleaver,	2005:	904,	emphasis	in	the	original)

Indeed,	as	has	been	emphasised	 increasingly	by	political	and	social	anthropolo-
gists:

‘The	actual	mechanisms	for	coordinating	actions	to	deliver	collective	or	public	goods	are,	in	reality,	

very	different	from	the	very	general	and	relatively	simplistic	models	proposed	by	new-institutional	

[16]	 	As	noted	by	Leach	et	al.	(1999:	228):	‘Sometimes	social	difference	within	communities	is	acknowledged,	and	ex-
plicit	efforts	are	made,	using	participatory	rural	appraisal	methods,	for	example,	to	specify	the	implications	for	project	
interventions.	But	all	too	often	it	is	implied	that	the	public	airing	of	conflict	is	sufficient,	and	that	social	consensus	and	
solidarity	will	necessarily	result.’
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economists.	Empirical	and	contextualised	analysis	of	delivery	arrangements	and	coordination	

mechanisms	should	precede	abstract	theorizing	rather	than	the	other	way	round.	Little	progress,	

however,	has	been	made	in	this	direction	by	economists’.	(Olivier	de	Sardan,	2013:	288).

In	order	 to	 capture	 the	 social	diversity	within	 communities,	and	account	 for	 the	
complexities	of	how	actual	communities	work,	we	 rather	need	 to	ground	 institutional	analy-
sis	 in	a	theory	of	power	and	explore	 institutional	change	in	a	political	and	historical	perspec-
tive	(Blaikie,	2006;	Cleaver,	2002;	Cleaver,	2012;	Hall	et	al.,	2014;	Leach	et	al.,	1999;	Mosse,	1997;	
Olivier	de	Sardan,	2013).

4.2. Understanding PES through an ‘institutional bricolage’ lens
As	argued	before,	 an	 inquiry	 into	 the	different	ways	 that	 PES	 arrangements	 are	

shaped	in	practice	and	the	multiple	social-environmental	outcomes	they	generate,	requires	an	
approach	that	is	sufficiently	sensitive	to	local	particularities	and	the	social	interactions	among	
individuals	(Cleaver,	2012;	Horowitz,	2008).	Instead	of	conceptualising	social	relations	as	con-
text	or	instrumental	assets,	we	should	therefore	acknowledge	the	dynamic	interplay	between	
agency	and	structure,	in	which	‘emergent	political	processes	reflect	both	the	agency	of	current	
actors	and	the	influence	of	historically	embedded	structures,	practices	and	legacies’	(Leach	et	
al.,	 2010:	 73).	This	 requires	a	 critical	 reflection	on	 the	 central	 role	and	 functioning	of	 institu-
tions,	which	can	be	conceptualized	as	the	‘arrangements	between	people	which	are	reproduced	
and	regularized	across	time	and	space	and	which	are	subject	to	constant	processes	of	evolution	
and	change’	(Cleaver,	2012:	8).	In	this	regard,	we	think	insights	from	‘critical	institutionalism’	in	
human-environment	scholarship	are	particularly	useful.	

Critical	 institutionalism	 –while	 not	 wholly	 antagonistic	 to	 mainstream	 thinking	
on	institutionalism-	questions	some	of	the	key	assumptions	underlying	mainstream	‘common	
property’	or	 ‘collective	action’	 institutional	scholarship	 (e.g.	Ostrom,	1990).	The	 latter	mainly	
focuses	on	the	generation	of	a	predictive	theory	of	collective	action	for	sustainable	governance	
of	SES,	is	largely	rooted	in	(bounded)	rational	choice	assumptions	about	human	behaviour,	and	
assumes	that	institutions	are	functional	constructs	in	that	they	can	be	purposefully	crafted	in	
order	to	achieve	sustainable	resource	management	(Hall	et	al.,	2014).	Critical	institutionalists	
instead	acknowledge	the	‘messiness’	and	dynamic	characteristics	in	the	shaping	of	institutions	
(Cleaver,	2012;	Leach	et	al.,	1999)	and	emphasise	how	processes	of	institutional	evolution	‘(…)	
are	more	ad	hoc,	approximate	and	shaped	by	social	life	and	culture	than	is	implied	by	concepts	
of	design	and	crafting’	 (Cleaver,	 2002:	 15).	Striking	a	balance	between	agency	and	structural	
constraint	(e.g.	Long,	2001;	Giddens,	1984),	they	reconceptualise	individuals	as	‘conscious	and	
unconscious	social	agents,	deeply	embedded	in	their	cultural	milieu	but	nonetheless	capable	of	
analysing	and	acting	upon	the	circumstances	that	confront	them’	(Cleaver,	2002:	16).	This	also	
implies	the	adoption	of	a	‘thicker’	or	more	‘contextualized’	model	of	agency	and	motivations,	in	
which 

‘(…)	strategic	livelihood	choices	(about	the	use	of	resources)	are	critically	influenced	by	social	con-

cerns	(such	as	the	need	to	live	in	peace	with	neighbours),	by	psychological	preferences	(for	example	

for	cooperation	over	confrontation)	and	by	culturally	and	historically	shaped	ideas	about	the	“right	

way	of	doing	things”’	(Cleaver,	2012:	15).	

From	this	perspective,	institutional	emergence	and	evolution	is	thus	not	so	much	
‘the	process	of	conscious	selection	of	mechanisms	fit	for	the	collective	action	task	(…)	but	rather	
a	messier	process	of	piecing	together	shaped	by	individuals	acting	within	the	bounds	of	circum-
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stantial	constraint’	(Cleaver,	2002:	17).	This	idea	is	aptly	captured	by	Cleaver’s	concept	of	‘insti-
tutional	bricolage’,	which	she	understands	as:

‘(…)	a	process	in	which	people	consciously	and	non-consciously	draw	on	existing	formulae	(styles	of	

thinking,	models	of	cause	and	effect,	social	norms	and	sanctioned	social	roles	and	relationships)	to	

patch or piece together institutions in response to changing situations. These institutions are nei-

ther	completely	new	nor	completely	traditional	but	rather	a	dynamic	hybrid	combining	elements	of	

“modern”,	“traditional”	and	the	“formal”	and	“informal”.	The	institutions	produced	through	brico-

lage	are	inevitably	uneven	in	functioning	and	impact,	and	are	often	fuzzy	assemblages	of	meaningful	

practices,	which	overlap	and	serve	multiple	purposes.’	(Cleaver,	2012:	45).

This	also	explains	ecological	anthropologists’	findings	that	institutions	responsible	
for	managing	human-environment	relations	have	historically	not	necessarily	evolved	 in	func-
tional	or	purposeful	ways17		(Leach	et	al.	1999,	Cleaver	2002,	Fabinyi	et	al.	2014).	Nor	will	institu-
tional	arrangements	intended	for	environmental	management	only	serve	these	purposes	–even	
if	they	were	consciously	and	purposefully	crafted	to	these	ends	(e.g.	Vedeld	2000,	Cleaver	2002,	
Neves-Graça	2004);	 they	also	have	other	 functions	and	capacities	within	 their	 social	 context	
(Hall	et	al.,	2014:81,	Cleaver	2000,	2002),	while	other	generic	or	purposeful	institutions	will	also	
affect	environmental	governance	issues	without	explicitly	having	this	mandate.	As	institutions	
are	not	‘things’	but	the	results	of	what	people	do	-they	are	animated	and	(re)shaped	through	
the	practices,	norms	and	relationships	of	everyday	life-	(Cleaver	2012),	 it	 follows	that	 ‘the	di-
rections	in	which	institutional	outcomes	in	local	spaces	will	unfold	cannot	be	plotted	precisely,	
they	can	only	be	roughly	assessed’	(Agrawal	and	Gibson	1999:640).	Institutions,	therefore,	are	
not	amenable	to	design,	and	their	outcomes	are	highly	unpredictable.	As	such,	the	‘bricolage’	
lens	can	help	us	explain	how	PES	interventions	that	have	been	designed	to	enhance	efficient	
environmental	resource	management,	can	turn	out	very	differently	on	the	ground,	and	are	–in	
fact-	in	the	continuous	process	of	‘becoming’;	the	arrangements	underlying	the	intervention	are	
(consciously	and	non-consciously)	deconstructed	and	patched	back	together	in	ways	that	make	
them	cognitively	and	politically	‘fit’	with	people’s	worldviews	and	diverse	objectives	(Hart	2006,	
Cleaver	2012).	

From	this	perspective,	we	can	(re)interpret	recent	studies	that	report	how	PES	in-
terventions	have	been	strategically	adapted	-through	encounters	with	grounded	social	realities	
at	different	scales	and	involving	various	actors-	as	to	achieve	multiple	social	goals.	Vatn	(2010),	
for	example,	highlights	how	‘people	holding	land	in	common	have	involved	themselves	in	PES	
projects	as	a	way	also	to	strengthen	their	rights	to	the	land’	(ibid:	1247;	see	also	Bremer	et	al.,	
2014	and	Lawlor	et	al.,	2013).	Similarly,	Osborne	(2011)	explains	how	participation	of	small	farm-
ers	 in	carbon	PES	projects	 in	Mexico	has	been	mainly	driven	by	 farmers’	need	to	secure	 land	
tenure	‘in	the	wake	of	neoliberal	agrarian	policies	that	threaten	to	displace	them’	(ibid:	860).	
Shapiro-Garza	 (2013a)	and	McAfee	and	Shapiro	 (2010)	demonstrate	how	the	original	concep-
tualization	of	‘market-efficient	environmental	policy’	in	the	Mexican	national	PES	program	has	
been	contested	and	reworked	at	different	scales	(from	federal	politics	to	the	everyday	grounded	
practices	of	rural	participants)	as	‘to	more	closely	fit	national	interests,	rural	realities	and	alter-
native	conceptions	of	the	“value”	of	socionature’	(Shapiro-Garza,	2013a:	6).	They	explain	how	
the	PES	programme	as	conceived	by	 its	promulgators	 ‘has	been	hybridized	 through	multiple	
sites	of	articulation	and	contestation	to	become	a	federal	subsidy	for	rural	poverty	alleviation’	
[17]	 	 This	 critique	 is	 also	 captured	 through	 the	 term	 ‘ecological	 reductionism’	 (Sahlins,	 1978),	which	 implies	 the	
assumption	 that	 the	 social	 organization	and	 culture	of	 ‘communities’	 are	mainly	determined	by	 the	environment	
(Fabinyi	et	al.,	2014:	4).
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(ibid:	5).	The	project’s	framing	of	nature’s	services	as	commodities	has	been	hardly	adopted	by	
local	actors;	people’s	 ‘epistemological	placement	of	“nature”	and	 its	value	has	been	little	al-
tered’	through	the	PES	program’	(ibid:	 11).	In	the	same	vein,	McElwee	(2012)	and	McElwee	et	
al.	(2014)	show	how	PES	policies	in	Vietnam	have	been	reshaped	by	rural	actors	to	make	them	
better	reflect	 local	notions	of	equity	and	justice,	which	are	the	product	of	deep-rooted	place-
specific	social	and	cultural	norms	(see	also	He	and	Sikor,	2015;	Martin	et	al.,	2014;	McDermott	et	
al.,	2013).	Local	norms	underlining	‘equal	benefit	sharing’	or	‘effort-based	compensations’	then	
often	may	challenge	and	ultimately	replace	commonly-used	output-based	PES	rules	(McElwee,	
2012).	In	short,	these	examples	clearly	show	how	PES	institutions	are	adapted	and	used	for	mul-
tiple	purposes,	how	people	give	alternative	meanings	to	them,	and	they	highlight	the	influence	
of local actors in these transformations.

At	 the	 same	 time,	however,	we	 should	beware	of	 over-romanticizing	 the	poten-
tial	beneficial	outcomes	of	these	local	negotiation	and	adaption	processes,	as	they	do	not	mi-
raculously	lead	to	decreased	inequality	and	inclusion	of	more	vulnerable	actors	at	the	local	or	
community	level	(Cleaver,	2005;	Milne	and	Adams,	2012).	Indeed,	many	institutions	emerge	or	
change	in	ways	that	maintain	particular	power	balances	rather	than	to	manage	or	conserve	re-
sources	(Fabinyi	et	al.,	2014:	2;	Leach	et	al.,	1999;	Cleaver,	2012).	Institutions	as	embodiments	of	
‘the	“right	ways”	of	socializing,	associating,	and	participating	in	public	are	generally	those	that	
confirm	dominant	world	views,	which	reinforce	existing	relations	of	authority	and	which	chan-
nel	routinized	and	habitual	everyday	actions	to	reproduce	such	social	structures’	(Cleaver,	2005:	
895).	Rodríguez-de-Francisco	et	al.	(2013),	Boelens	et	al.	(2014)	and	Rodriguez-de-Francisco	and	
Budds	(2015),	for	example,	show	how	community-based	PES	schemes	in	Ecuador	and	Colombia	
have	reinforced	existing	social	differences	among	actors	within	the	community,	stemming	from	
pre-existing	unequal	distribution	of	land	and	power	between	farmer	community	members	(see	
also	Hendrickson	and	Corbera,	2015	and	Milne	and	Adams,	2012).	 In	 this	way,	 ‘PES	have	 the	
potential	to	produce	a	particular	set	of	social	relations	that	enable	the	continuity	of	accumu-
lation	 processes	 in	 the	 era	 of	 conservation,	 leading	 to	 contradictory	 and	unequal	 outcomes’	
(Rodriguez-de-Francisco	and	Budds,	2015:	301).	Alternatively,	PES	may	just	be	‘a	new	name	for	
an	approach	that	is	not	substantially	different	from	past	ones’	(McElwee,	2012:	419).	As	any	in-
stitutional	arrangement	will	 inevitably	be	part	of	broader	historical	space-time	dynamics,	ex-
amination	of	PES	as	politicized	phenomena	should	then	move	beyond	a	focus	on	the	discursive	
struggles	between	global	‘governors’	and	local	‘targets	of	governing’	(Higgins	et	al.,	2012:	379),	
to	including	the	political	ways	these	schemes	are	constructed	and	negotiated	‘from	within	the	
communities	themselves’	(Rodriguez-de-Francisco	et	al.,	2013:	1230;	see	also	Milne	and	Adams,	
2012).	It	is	also	clear	that	different	stakeholders	might	fully	or	partially	adopt	elements	of	the	
PES	proposals	 induced	from	the	outside,	and	introduce	them	with	various	degrees	of	success	
to	local	institutional	arenas	so	that	some	of	these	elements	become	part	and	parcel	of	a	hybrid	
‘glocalized’	institutional	evolution.	Processes	of	bricolage	may	thus	also	imply	that	new	ways	of	
doing	things	introduced	through	a	PES	project	become	institutionalised,	even	when	disguised	in	
or	blended	with	the	language/appearance	of	tradition	or	accepted	arrangements18.

Understanding	the	evolution	of	 institutions	and	their	outcomes	then	requires	an	
in-depth	 focus	on	how	people	 attach	meaning	and	purpose	 to	 everyday	practices	 and	 social	
relationships	and	a	deeper	understanding	of	the	ways	in	which	these	processes	are	mediated	
through	both	public	authoritative	and	everyday	 ‘invisible’	dynamics	of	power	 (Cleaver,	2002;	
2012;	Hall	et	al.,	2014;	Ribot,	2001;	Ribot	et	al.,	2008).	This	means	we	also	need	to	engage	with	

[18]	 	We	are	grateful	to	one	of	the	anonymous	reviewers	for	this	remark.
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intra-community	 dynamics	 from	 an	 actor-oriented	 (Long,	 2001)	 and	 ‘micro-political	 ecology’	
perspective	(Horowitz,	2008)	allowing	us	‘to	hone	in	on	local	particularities	and	the	importance	
of	 interactions	 among	 individuals	 in	 influencing	 environmental	 [and	 social]	 outcomes’	 (ibid:	
260;	see	also	Leach	et	al.,	 1999).	Deeper	knowledge	on	the	way	 in	which	PES	are	 framed	and	
aligned	with	specific	interests,	beliefs	and	objectives	by	particular	social	groups,	requires	a	focus	
on how divergent interests and constructed narratives around conservation and development 
create	‘hybrid	regimes	of	truth’	(Higgins	et	al.,	2012:	379),	which	in	turn	shape	the	design,	imple-
mentation	and	outcomes	of	such	projects	(Rodriguez-de-Francisco	et	al.,	2013).	Therefore,	criti-
cal research on the discursive struggles around the attached meanings and distinct conceptual-
izations	attributed	to	these	particular	institutional	arrangements,	and	the	ways	in	which	these	
divergent	frameworks	collide	and	materialize	through	everyday	practices	of	local	actors-	merit	
more support and attention.
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5. conclusIons: recasTIng The pes research agenda

As	we	have	argued	throughout	this	paper,	understanding	the	ways	 in	which	PES	
is	locally	shaped,	resisted,	reworked	or	adjusted	essentially	boils	down	to	analysing	issues	of	
who	is	able	to	frame	the	problems	and	set	the	rules,	how	they	do	so	and	to	what	end,	and	why	
it	 is	possible	 for	 them	to	do	so	 (Adger	et	al.,	 2001;	Blaikie,	 1999;	Hall	et	al.,	 2014;	Rodriguez-
de-Francisco	et	al.,	2013).	Any	 (purposefully-crafted)	 intervention	 is	 then	to	be	 recognized	as	
a	politicized	phenomenon	that	 is	 intrinsically	 interwoven	with	 local	and	supra-local	 relations	
of	power	and	related	discourses	(Blaikie,	1999;	Fairhead	et	al.,	2012;	Nygren	and	Rikoon,	2008).	
Rather	than	focusing	on	whether	or	not	PES	arrangements	work	for	environmental	governance,	
we	should	then	shift	our	focus	to	political	and	ethical	questions	of	‘how,	and	to	what	ends,	alter-
native	natures	might	be	produced’	(Smith,	1996:	50,	as	cited	by	Büscher	et	al.,	2012).	We	therefore	
agree	with	McElwee	(2012)	who	concludes	that	‘while	both	proponents	and	detractors	present	
PES	as	a	novel	approach	that	either	encompasses	the	best	or	worst	of	neoliberalism	(…),	both	
camps	fail	to	recognize	that	in	many	ways	PES	may	simply	replicate	already	existing	patterns	of	
institutionalized	management	of	land	and	commodities’	(ibid:	413).	Indeed,	‘the	significance	of	
the	PES	policy	model	lies	in	the	political	and	social	effects	of	its	design	and	implementation,	not	
in	its	functioning	as	a	market	per	se’	(Milne	and	Adams,	2012:	136).	An	approach	which	is	blind	
to	the	existing	historical	contexts,	social	relations,	forms	of	organization	and	multiple	cultural	
values,	is	unlikely	to	challenge	the	root	causes	of	inequalities	in	land	tenure	and	resource	alloca-
tion	(McAfee	and	Shapiro,	2010;	Rodriguez-de-Francisco	et	al.,	2013).	This	means	that

‘(…)	a	challenge	ahead	for	scholarship	of	market-based	conservation	is	developing	solid	arguments	

which,	grounded	on	robust	data,	provide	insights	on	whether	the	ecological	and	social	pitfalls	of	

markets	for	ecosystem	services	are	distinctively	different	than	those	of	other	apparently	similar	but	

well-intentional	and	non-speculative	conservation	instruments.	Such	arguments	are	required	to	be	

able	to	inform	both	public	debates	and	policy-making	about	the	ethical	implications	of	valuing,	pay-

ing	for	and	exchanging	ecosystem	services	at	different	scales.	(Corbera,	2015:	156)

Confronted	 with	 these	 challenges,	 we	 believe	 future	 research	 on	 PES	 (and	 any	
other	environmental	governance	instrument)	could	benefit	from	(i)	conceptualising	any	institu-
tional arrangement as a local political arena, i.e.	a	network	of	actors	interacting	around	(partially)	
common	or	divergent	stakes;	(ii)	enlightening	how	social	relations	link	to	the	functioning	of	in-
stitutions;	and	(iii)	focussing	on	how	these	interventions	are	shaped	by	and	produce	social	and	
cultural	norms	which	result	 in	 institutional	exclusion	and	 inclusion	 (Bastiaensen	et	al.,	2005;	
Cleaver,	2005;	Olivier	de	Sardan,	2013).	This	also	means	considering	PES	 interventions	as	 in-
tercultural	 confrontations	where	multiple	and	contrasting	systems	of	norms	and	values,	and	
cultural	and	social	logics	interact	at	different	levels	(Li,	2007;	Olivier	de	Sardan,	2001).	We	are	
convinced	that	a	more	explicit	focus	on	these	issues	can	help	us	generate	new	insights	in	the	
power	geographies	underlying	certain	institutional	 logics	and	organisational	forms	in	the	hu-
man	territory	concerned,	which	define	the	different	ways	in	which	PES	is	designed,	analysed	and	
practiced/experienced	in	the	field.

A	framework	based	on	a	‘thick	model’	of	agency,	which	‘(…)	leaves	scope	for	the	
agency	of	 actors,	 their	manoeuvring	 room	and	 their	 strategies,	whether	 they	are	 calculating	
and	opportunistic	or	not’	(Olivier	de	Sardan,	2013:	291),	can	help	us	better	acknowledge	and	un-
derstand	the	influence	of	local	actors,	who	often	have	been	successful	in	re-crafting	‘imposed’	
PES	projects	to	better	reflect	equity,	justice	and	fairness	values,	and	thus	in	creating	spaces	for	
contestation	of	‘neoliberal	processes’	(Higgins	et	al.,	2012;	McElwee	et	al.,	2014;	Shapiro-Garza,	
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2013a).	In	this	sense,	we	believe	the	‘institutional	bricolage’	lens	can	serve	as	a	valuable	concep-
tual	guiding	principle	to	future	PES	scholarship;	it	helps	us	redirecting	our	attention	to	the	ways	
in	which	PES	interventions	are	locally	adapted	through	the	exercise	of	both	visible	and	invisible	
power,	and	to	how	this	shaping	is	always	socially	located	and	‘shaped	in	the	interplay	between	
deliberate	design,	everyday	practices	and	relationships	and	societal	processes’	(Cleaver,	2012:	
171).

From	a	methodological	 perspective,	 these	 challenges	 imply	 a	 need	 for	multi-di-
mensional	long-term	empirical	studies	into	the	complex	and	place-based	workings	of	power	(re-
lated	to	meaning	and	representation),	and	into	the	ways	in	which	ideologies,	beliefs	and	norms	
shape	decision-making	(Osei-Kufuor,	2010,	as	cited	by	Cleaver,	2012:	22).	As	argued	throughout	
this	paper,	these	key	issues	can	only	be	meaningfully	addressed	if	we	manage	to	more	actively	
engage	critical	social	scientists	in	socio-environmental	research,	and	manage	to	integrate	‘an-
thropological-style	local	research	with	political-economic	structural	analysis’	(Bryant,	1998:	81;	
see	also	Horowitz,	2008;	Leach	et	al.,	1999;	Li,	1996).	This	means	we	should	seriously	challenge	
the	adoption	of	overly	economics	inspired	‘ecosystem	system’	frameworks	that	‘involve	major	
simplifications	and	omissions	that	then	make	them	highly	 inadequate	representations	of	 the	
environment-society	relationship	for	analytical	purposes’	(Lele,	2013:	134).	We	should	rather	fo-
cus	on	how	PES	interventions	are	locally	framed	and	interpreted,	and	work	towards	interven-
tions	that	are	‘(…)	based	on	an	understanding	of	the	content,	the	underlying	principles	and	so-
cial	effects	of	institutions,	not	merely	on	their	visible	form’	(Cleaver,	2012:	106).	Indeed,	as	Olivier	
de	Sardan	has	recently	argued,

‘(…)	if	one	wishes	to	step	off	the	well-trodden	path	of	economics,	it	is	better	to	arm	oneself	with	

other	tools	besides	the	theoretical	and	methodological	tools	of	economists,	other	concepts,	other	

modes	of	intelligibility,	and	abandon,	at	least	for	a	while,	the	language	of	formal	variables,	abstract	

models,	deductive	typologies,	one-size-fits-all	interpretive	frameworks’	(Olivier	de	Sardan,	2013:	

289).

We	therefore	 fully	endorse	 recent	calls	 for	more	systematic	 interdisciplinary	dia-
logue	with	anthropologists,	political	ecologists,	and	other	critical	social	and	political	scientists	
in	addressing	these	issues	(see	e.g.	Barnes	et	al.,	2013;	Castree	et	al.,	2014;	Fabinyi	et	al.,	2014;	
Lele,	2013;	Olivier	de	Sardan,	2013).	This	also	means	embracing	ethnographic	and	other	quali-
tative empirical approaches that combine in-depth studies on the cultural values and political 
relations at the local level (leading to a better understanding of how institutions are shaped 
through	grounded	practices),	with	the	politics	of	decision-making	at	the	global	level	(allowing	
better	insights	into	the	way	epistemic	communities	frame	understandings,	circulate	knowledge,	
and	legitimize	particular	policy	interventions	through	global	governance	institutions)	(Barnes	et	
al.,	2013;	Brosius	and	Campbell,	2010;	Higgins	et	al.,	2012;	Leach	et	al.,	2010).	We	believe	these	
insights	can	provoke	further	critical	reflection	on	how	PES	interventions	are	intrinsically	shaped	
by	political	relations,	power	dynamics,	social	status	and	cultural	values	(Barnes	et	al.,	2013:	542).	
The	contribution	of	PES	scholars,	practitioners	or	other	experts	 in	environment-development	
interventions	should	then	shift	from	an	(illusive)	focus	on	providing	total	predictability	on	the	
basis	of	pre-defined	framings	of	issues	and	solutions,	to	supporting	a	joint	learning,	‘sense-mak-
ing’	and	negotiation	process	among	different	actors	and	in	feeding	this	process	with	relevant	
information	(e.g.	Vink	et	al.,	2013).
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