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Editorial overview: Leveraging the multiple values of 
nature for transformative change to just and sustainable 
futures — Insights from the IPBES Values Assessment 
Unai Pascual, Patricia Balvanera and Michael Christie                                                

Addressing the nature crisis requires systemic transformations in society, especially 
regarding what and how political and economic decisions are made, and 
understanding how we take everyday decisions that affect our relations towards 
nature. Underpinning transformational change towards more just and sustainable 
futures thus requires assessing the role that nature’s values play in decision-making 
across scales and how valuation methods and approaches can best guide 
decisions. Given the diversity of the values of nature, it is key to map out what those 
values look like, and how they are formed and evolve over time in relation to 
institutions (i.e. society’s conventions, norms and rules). This special issue draws on 
the IPBES Values Assessment published in 2022 and engages with key questions 
about the role of values and valuation of nature for transformative change towards 
more just and sustainable futures. The special issue presents papers that review 
topics about how to conceptualise value diversity and undertake valuation to guide 
decisions geared towards transformative change. It also focuses on how power, 
justice and socio-environmental conflicts intersect with nature’s values, and the role 
of diverse values in conservation and development policy instruments. 

Nature’s values, transformative change and sustainability 
Current policy responses to the nature crisis tend to be reactive, generally 
addressing negative impacts on nature once they have occurred, and in-
cremental, taking one small step at a time. Such responses primarily focus 
on addressing the negative consequences of nature’s diminished ability to 
deliver (mostly) material benefits to people [18]. Policy measures are also 
often based on economic and technological solutions that attempt to nudge 
human activities away from current deleterious practices [9,20,22]. Yet, it is 
increasingly recognised that in order to create the necessary conditions for 
society to navigate into more just and sustainable future pathways, (deep) 
transformative changes are required that address the root drivers of the 
nature crisis. This would involve system-wide reorganisations across tech-
nological, economic and social factors [27]. Such a transformative change 
inevitably entails focusing on key underpinning aspects of human-nature 
relations, such as societal goals and values [5,20]. 

In 2018, the Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform on Biodiversity 
and Ecosystem Services (IPBES) launched a methodological assessment on 
the diverse values and valuation of nature (known as the Values 
Assessment) to explore the many ways nature is valued (and undervalued) 
by people and the implications of these values for decision-making about 
nature [3,26]. The Values Assessment was approved by the IPBES Plenary 
in July 2022. This approval of the assessment reflects that global science 
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and policy concur (at least discursively) in terms of acknowledging that 
addressing the global biodiversity crisis implies confronting substantial 
barriers tied to powerful vested interests favouring the status quo that 
emphasises market values of nature. It also proclaims the need for re-
cognising and integrating a wider diversity of values about nature into 
decision-making and in particular leveraging those values that are aligned 
with sustainability outcomes [26]. This message from the Values Assess-
ment has influenced international agreements such as the Convention on 
Biological Diversity’s Kunming-Montreal Global Biodiversity Framework 
that has called for incorporating nature’s multiple values into local to global 
actions [8]. 

The Values Assessment has also shown that transformative change towards 
more just and sustainable futures requires the activation of a set of four 
values-centred leverage points (VLPs) [18]: 1) adequately recognising the 
values of nature by undertaking plural valuation; 2) meaningfully including 
the diverse values of nature into decisions, by embedding valuation into 
inclusive (i.e. fair and democratic) decision-making processes; 3) under-
taking institutional changes based on reformulating policy and regulations 
to consider nature’s diverse values; 4) shifting personal beliefs, values and 
paradigms that underpin how people relate to nature and to each other in 
more just and sustainable ways [18] (Figure 1). 

These VLPs are not independent steps but rather complementary. The 
specific mix of strategies to activate the leverage points would depend on 
the social–ecological context (e.g. what are the key features of nature, so-
ciety and their current state), the institutional setup (i.e. what norms and 
rules underlie the decision-making arena), the actors involved (e.g. who 
will be affected or benefited by decisions about nature and consideration of 
alternative interpretations of concepts such as sustainability and jus-
tice [18]. 

Just activating VLPs alone would not automatically propel transformative 
change as this would also require other levers associated with the allocation 
of responsibilities (e.g. the principle of common but differentiated re-
sponsibility), and rights (e.g. property rights). However, the fundamental 
role of values for transformative change has not been sufficiently addressed 
in science and policy [18]. A focus on VLPs thus involves engaging with 
value plurality as well as tempering values such as individualism, con-
sumerism and materialism, while promoting sustainability-aligned values 
such as stewardship and care, as well as embracing alternative (instead of 
non-dominant) visions of a good life [6,9,18]. 

The special issue wheel 
This special issue includes a set of 14 papers based on in-depth reviews of 
different strands of the literature on the values of nature and provides 
evidence and novel ideas that support the importance of the four VLPs as 
part of broader transformative strategies needed to address the nature crisis, 
and each discusses how such VLPs may be activated or — how far short 
society is in terms of activating them. The papers rely on academic and 
grey literature as well as on case studies from around the world. The vo-
lume is structured into five complementary blocks, with each block ex-
ploring the fundamental role of nature’s values in transformative change 
(Figure 2). 
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Conceptualising values of nature 
The concept of value has multiple interrelated meanings 
and therefore it is defined differently depending on the 
disciplinary lens that it is applied [19]. Raymond et al.  
[23] present the typology of nature’s values used in the 
Values Assessment and illustrate how it can be used as a 
tool to better understand how multiple value con-
ceptualisations shape decisions about nature. They 
clarify how the typology helps to better understand 
different value expressions that coexist for a given nat-
ural entity. For example, there may be divergent (or 
overlapping) specific values (i.e. instrumental, intrinsic 
and relational values) of a given forest for different 
people. In addition, it explores the relationship between 
different value categories. For instance, broad values (i.e. 
life goals and guiding principles) are determined by 
worldviews (i.e. the lenses through which people per-
ceive and interpret the world), which then are expressed 
contextually as specific values, and can be measured using 

value indicators. Also, the way these different values in-
fluence behaviour is explored. Gould et al. [10] address 
this issue by assessing different theories of human be-
haviour and explore how these theories link to values 
and value-related constructs, including values as princi-
ples (e.g. life goals) and values as worth (e.g. pre-
ferences, priorities). They then critically examine the 
notion of value–action gap, that is, when people’s actions 
do not fully align with their values, and explore ap-
proaches to address this gap. 

Power and (in)justice 
Since values form, evolve and are expressed in conjunc-
tion with exercising ‘power’ (i.e. the capacity of actors to 
mobilise agency, resources and discourses to achieve a 
given goal), it is fundamental to pay attention to the in-
teractions among values, and different forms of power as 
well as the multi-dimensional notion of justice. Such in-
teractions are key in socio-environmental conflicts and 

Figure 1  
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thus understanding them can help identify the challenges 
and opportunities to manage conflicts underpinned by 
value clashes [18]. The companion papers by Arias-Are-́
valo et al. [2] and Lenzi et al. [16] focus on a values 
perspective on social power and justice, respectively. 
Arias-Arev́alo et al. [2] present a typology of power rela-
tions linked to values of nature that help differentiate 
among two different types of power in society: discursive 
and structural power. They argue that addressing these 
dimensions of power can contribute to a VLP approach to 
transformative change. More specifically, discursive power 
relates to the discourses and knowledge that shape 
worldviews and values. Discursive power includes the 
power to frame or communicate issues and in turn privi-
lege some values over others (i.e. framing power). Struc-
tural power highlights how historic-specific sociocultural, 
political and economic systems result in the prioritisation 
of certain values. Linked to structural power is rule-making 
power (i.e. the power to create rules, and to direct them 
towards certain interests and values) and operational power 
that refers to who holds formal or informal rights to nature 
and what and whose values are embedded within these 
rights structures. Lenzi et al. [16] clarify three key di-
mensions of justice in the context of nature’s values: i) 
distributive justice related to the fair sharing of the benefits 
and burdens of access to nature, ii) procedural justice about 
the fairness of decision-making processes and iii) recogni-
tion justice linked to the acknowledgement of the different 
values of different actors. Their paper helps understand 

how promoting these different dimensions of justice as 
broad values can help achieve sustainability transforma-
tions. Then Ozkaynak et al. [17] focus on alternative 
analytical approaches to facilitate dialogue for assessing 
diverging worldviews and broad values that underpin 
socio-environmental conflicts. They assess the role of i) 
consensus analysis to assess how the ideas and values about 
nature are convergent or divergent; ii) ethical analysis to 
identify and socialise the moral judgements at stake in 
decisions; iii) framing analysis to dissect what is more or 
less important for people and to propose alternative 
accounts in ways that disputants can subscribe to; and 
iv) worldviews assessments to explore the different mean-
ings and the meaning-making systems that inform how 
people interpret, enact and co-create reality. They point 
out that transforming any socio-environmental conflict, 
also involves addressing the power inequalities by de-
signing institutions and fostering capacities to embed and 
use these approaches in policymaking. Jacobs et al. [13] 
add to this the risk that valuation exercises have been 
used — deliberately or not — as a tool for decision- 
making. 

Valuation processes and methods 
The assumption of rationality used in policy implies that 
decisions need adequate knowledge (e.g. based on up-
dated empirical evidence and theories) about the di-
versity of values through relevant and robust valuation 
methods and practice tailored to any given social–eco-
logical context [18]. However, the practice of valuation is 
very different according to what needs or wants are at 
stake. Schaafsma et al. [24] review evidence about how 
valuation studies have grappled with the issue of en-
vironmental justice and find that while there is no 
shortage of methods to account for the diversity of va-
lues, the majority of valuation studies fall short of ade-
quately accounting for environmental justice across its 
three main dimensions: distributive, procedural and re-
cognition justice, as introduced by Lenzi et al. [16]. 
They point out that improving valuation to enhance 
justice outcomes, requires paying attention to how va-
luation processes consider (explicitly and implicitly) 
whose values are represented. Termansen et al. [25] 
highlight the main opportunities for embedding valua-
tion into decisions, which requires improving current 
valuation practice by following guidelines to address 
trade-offs between three valuation quality criteria: re-
levance, robustness and resources, the so-called 3Rs. 
Robustness is about representing people’s values of nature 
reliably and fairly; relevance refers to the capacity to vi-
sualise the diversity of values of nature that matters to 
people; resources (e.g. time, expertise and funding) are 
about acknowledging these are limited when under-
taking valuation. They further propose a five-step 
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approach as a practical way to support plural valuation 
(i.e. the process that assesses the diversity of values that 
are attributed to nature and how these values relate to 
each other, and to improve the uptake of valuation in 
decision-making) [21,28]. However, plural valuation is 
not a panacea. Jacobs et al. [13] discuss the current and 
future challenges of applying plural valuation. They 
stress that valuation is inherently a political process that 
involves making decisions about why certain values 
matter and whose values should count towards decisions. 
This discussion thus challenges methodological valua-
tion research efforts that mostly focus on the ‘how 
question’, and as such forego political considerations 
embedded in the ‘why’ and the choices for valuation. 

Values in policy instruments 
Reflecting on why and whose values matter is important 
for improving the ways valuation is designed and used, 
especially when researchers and decision-makers care 
about the fact that values are likely to be diverse and 
may compete between each other. This is typically the 
case when policy instruments need to be designed for 
biodiversity conservation at the local level. Being cog-
nizant of the diversity of local values and the role of 
power relations among actors can enhance the quality of 
policy instruments in terms of their capacity to achieve 
better ecological and social outcomes [18]. Chaplin- 
Kramer et al. [7] review the existing evidence about the 
social and ecological impacts of protected areas (PAs) by 
noting how recognising and respecting the values of 
people locally lead to more positive outcomes for nature 
and for people. They highlight how combining i) respect 
for the values and knowledge about natural resource 
stewardship by local communities, ii) co-learning and iii) 
co-management is key to deliver such positive outcomes. 
Similarly, Bremer et al. [4] analyse different Payment for 
Ecosystem Services (PES) case studies implemented in 
diverse social–ecological contexts to evaluate i) how di-
verse values tend to be (or not) articulated through PES 
programmes; ii) what implications these inclusion or 
exclusion processes have for programme evolution and 
outcomes; iii) whether these outcomes support broader 
processes of transformative change. They find suppor-
tive evidence that considering local values is necessary 
to improve the social and environmental outcomes of 
PES programmes. The results of the reviews presented 
by Chaplin-Kramer et al. [7] and Bremer et al. [4] concur 
that integrating local values combined with securing 
decision-making capacities by local communities can 
strengthen the social and environmental outcomes of 
conservation policy instruments. In the context of ’de-
velopmental’ interventions such as large dams or mines, 
Lele et al. [15] find that both relational and even 
instrumental values of (and knowledge held by) his-
torically marginalised and ecosystem-dependent 

stakeholders are ignored. This happens to a great extent 
due to the absence of equity as broad value and proce-
dural justice, or democracy in the institutions of deci-
sion-making. 

These papers stress the key message that transformative 
change is about recognising and embedding diverse va-
lues in decisions, especially considering those of mar-
ginalised stakeholders, while at the same time reforming 
the institutional and governance models that underpin 
decisions that impact on people and nature, as well as 
their relationships. 

Future options and capacity needs 
It is unlikely that any transformative change will occur 
without reimagining the future. Scenario-building plays 
a key role in shaping the imagined futures and is influ-
ential in guiding policy. However, the role of values in 
different imaginary futures remains largely understudied  
[18]. Harmáčková et al. [11] assess the combinations of 
values that underlie different types of scenarios that are 
normatively described as desirable or undesirable from a 
justice and sustainability perspective. They find that 
there is a general skew of scenarios towards focusing on 
specific values (of nature) and that broad values are 
rarely accounted for. This is a blind spot for sustain-
ability policies given the importance guiding principles 
that shape human-nature interactions. Interestingly, 
they find that global and regional sustainability scenarios 
tend to depict a greater diversity of specific values when 
compared with business as usual or further dystopian 
future visions, which tend to be dominated by in-
dividualistic and materialistic values towards nature and 
nature’s contributions to people. Horcea-Milcu et al. [12] 
further reflect on the different ways to deliberately in-
tervene to mobilise the transformative potential of nat-
ure’s values in order to integrate such values-based 
interventions into pathways towards sustainability. They 
identify the inevitable tensions emerging from the dif-
ferent ways in which transformations towards sustain-
ability are conceived, between promoting or shifting 
away from values that are desirable for some and less 
desirable for others and the level at which to intervene, 
be it individual, collective or societal. Lastly, Kelemen 
et al. [14] show optimism in that embracing a diverse 
values perspective to foster transformative governance is 
possible, as a necessary condition for rehauling decision- 
making processes towards sustainability and justice. 

Values-centred leverage points for 
transformative change: main findings 
Table 1 shows the 14 contributed papers to the special 
issue and their connections to the VLPs for transforma-
tive change. The 14 papers are grouped into five broad 
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topics (by colour) covered in the IPBES Values Assess-
ment. The shading indicates the emphasis on a given 
VLP (darker colour implying greater emphasis). 

The first VLP concerns the adequate recognition of the 
diverse values of nature using the wide diversity of 
valuation methods and approaches that are currently 
available. In this regard, the typology of values pre-
sented by Raymond et al. [23] guides the identification 
of what and whose values may be under- and over-re-
presented in decision-making, and can help conduct 
plural valuations of nature. In order to guide and de-
sign valuation processes, it is important to pay atten-
tion to designing more plural valuation processes that 
account for trade-offs across the 3Rs, that is, robust-
ness, relevance and resources [25]. But since plural 
valuation is not a panacea either, it is as important to 
reflect about how to conduct (plural) valuation as 

whose values are at most need for being recognised and 
why so, which inevitably brings to the fore the power 
and political dimension of valuation [2,29], especially 
so in situations of current or potential socio-environ-
mental conflicts [16,17]. Engaging in active exploration 
of the values that underpin how we understand the 
world and interact with it, is the basis for constructive 
dialogue, and helps overcome conflicts between ad-
vocates of different sustainability pathways and dif-
ferent ways to conceive what are desirable and 
undesirable values [12,17]. Whilst we have the con-
ceptual and methodological elements to activate the 
first leverage point, it ought to be noted that this is a 
shallow leverage point [1], in the sense that it may be 
relatively easy to activate it but its impacts alone are 
unlikely to alter deeper structural elements under-
pinning key economic and political decisions affecting 
human-nature relations. 

Table 1 

The 14 articles included in the special issue ordered by broad topics and their connection to the VLPs.   

VLP1:
Recognize 
diverse values 

VLP2:
Include values 
into decisions 

VLP3:
Carry out 
institutional 
change 

VLP4:  
Shift social 
norms & 
paradigms 

Conceptualising 
values of nature

1 

2 

Power and 
(in)justice 

3  

4 

5 

Valuation 
processes 
methods  

6 

7 

8 

Values in policy 
instruments 

9 

10 

11 

Future options & 
capacity needs 

12 

13 

14 
Note: Raymond et al. [23] (article #1), Gould et al. [10] (#2), Arias-Arev́alo et al. [2] (#3), Lenzi et al. [16] (#4), Ozkaynak [17] (#5), 
Schaafsma et al. [24] (#6), Termansen et al. [25] (#7), Jacobs et al. [13] (#8), Bremer et al. [4] (#9), Chaplin-Kramer et al. [7] 
(#10), Lele et al. [15] (#11), Kelemen et al. [14] (#12), Horcea-Milcu et al. [12] (#13), Harmáčková et al. [11] (#14).  
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The second VLP involves including the diverse values 
of nature into actual decisions, by means of embedding 
valuation into inclusive decision-making processes. 
This entails designing valuation processes that are well- 
attuned to the specific social and ecological context at 
stake and respond to the specific needs of the different 
stages of the decision-making process, in ways that 
adequately represent the diversity of values involved. 
As shown by Gould et al. [10] the key to embedding 
values in decision-making processes lies in a better 
understanding of how values are linked to human be-
haviour change. This VLP can be activated through the 
design and implementation of conservation policy in-
struments. For example, in the case of PAs, Chaplin- 
Kramer et al. [7] argue that effective conservation in co- 
managed PAs, such as via Indigenous community-con-
served areas and territories that protect stewardship 
values of local people and restore traditional resource 
governance systems, is more likely to be supported by 
local communities over the long term, especially when 
they perceive that their own livelihood interests are 
secured by having decision-making power over their 
territories. In a similar vein, Bremer et al. [4] point out 
that the transformative potential of PES programmes 
would be limited if they over-emphasise efficiency 
framings and lack a clear perspective on aspects around 
justice (as a broad value) since otherwise it can crowd 
out solidarity and care-based motivations towards 
nature protection. It is also key to incorporate the value 
plurality held across people and cultures to mobilise 
values for transformation, and allowing the diversity of 
values to coexist through collaborative processes that 
alternate between plurality and convergence towards 
consensus [12]. Further, strengthening bottom-up pro-
cesses, for example, through deliberative fora, can be 
highly instrumental to reflect on general societal prin-
ciples (such as well-being and fairness). This would 
need to account for ethical considerations relative to 
consequences of actions [17]. 

The third VLP is about fostering deeper institutional 
changes based on reformulating policy and regulations 
to consider nature’s diverse values. This requires 
creating space to allow for the diversity of values to be 
expressed in decision-making by accounting for power 
imbalances [24,2] and fostering coherence in the im-
plementation of policies and related decisions across 
various sectors, scales and jurisdictions by addressing 
value trade-offs. One example of catalysing this VLP is 
by reforming the way environmental impact assess-
ments (EIA) are conducted as these do not adequately 
represent the instrumental, relational and intrinsic va-
lues held and expressed by marginalised stakeholders. 
This is demonstrated by Lele et al. [15] for the case of 
EIAs on large-infrastructure projects (e.g. hydropower 

dams and mines), which are part of the backbone of the 
dominant growth-focused extractivist development 
paradigm. To activate this VLP, they call for reforming 
the way EIAs are implemented, for instance, by im-
proving the integration of so-far invisibilised values of 
marginalised stakeholders. This would require legally 
recognising the rights of affected communities and in-
cluding marginalised stakeholders in decision-making, 
as well as respecting free–prior–informed consent from 
Indigenous communities, among other legal measures. 
Similarly, Chaplin-Kramer et al. [7] point out that in-
stitutional enablers such as those fostering the active 
involvement of local communities and diverse stake-
holders in co-management schemes, demonstrably im-
prove the effectiveness of more than 3000 PAs 
worldwide. Both Arias-Arévalo et al. [2] and Horcea- 
Milcu et al. [12] stress the need to dismantle asym-
metric power relations in decision-making contexts in 
ways in which individual agency can be fostered to 
support collective action as an active ingredient of 
transformative change efforts. Given that transforma-
tive change will not be void of conflict situations as 
clashes between interests and values will likely com-
pound, Ozkaynak et al. [17] highlight how transforming 
governance through long-term social change can be 
facilitated by a blend of tools to make visible the 
plurality of worldviews, and address the barriers to 
conflict transformation. Kelemen et al. [14] point out 
that transformative potential of policy instruments in-
creases when more diverse values are addressed in their 
design and implementation. They also find out that 
weaving values into policymaking is possible at several 
junctures of the policy process, but that for this to 
occur, various types of capacities must be enhanced at 
all levels, both for public and private actors. 

The fourth and deepest VLP deals with shifting in-
dividual and collective beliefs, values and paradigms that 
underpin how people relate to nature and to each other 
in more just and sustainable ways. This is linked to 
norms that shape what is considered to be just and 
sustainable and what kinds of futures and development 
pathways can be envisioned as possible and desirable. 
Working with values to eventually change the core goals 
and intent of society is ultimately necessary for the kind 
of profound, system-wide change that is required. One 
of the most profound changes required to transform 
current socio-economic and institutional structures in-
volves (re)balancing power relations to ensure that once 
historically disenfranchised groups gain rule-making 
power (translated into operational power). For example, 
questioning the hegemonic perspectives in environ-
mental policy regarding conceptualising human-nature 
relations through notions of, for example, natural capital 
and ’green’ economy [2]. There is clearly a need for 
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fundamental shifts in values away from the current 
dominant ones that are not aligned with pathways to-
wards sustainability. Top-down approaches to do so 
entail formal and informal education, and strategically 
communicating to promote values aligned with sustain-
ability. These would be supported by bottom-up in-
itiatives that engage with public deliberation and 
contestation at the societal level, through empowered 
communities and individuals capable of exercising their 
agency [12]. 

Final words 
The special issue raises a basic and intuitive point, yet one 
that it is not yet ingrained in the policy arena: beyond 
calling for pluralising values and valuation in science and 
policy, what is most needed are concerted efforts across 
scales, sectors and stakeholders to foster sustainability- 
aligned values and dampen those that work against it. This 
entails simultaneously acting upon all four VLPs. This, in 
turn, will entail interventions aimed at the individual level, 
by shifting and reflecting on the way people’s values affect 
their everyday decisions, as well as at the collective level 
by enabling and acting on positive shared societal values 
that can also allow for reimagining visions of alternative 
futures away from dystopian scenarios. We hope that this 
special issue will provide useful material for all those that 
are interested in propelling transformative changes to ad-
dress the coupled nature and climate crisis from a values 
perspective. We hope the reader will be able to use this 
special issue as a springboard to help reformulate research 
avenues and identify ways to better connect knowledge to 
action so that the very structures (including the intertwined 
social institutions and values) that underpin the future of 
all people and nature are positively transformed. 
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