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Abstract 

Including scientific and non-scientific knowledge systems in the Intergovernmental Platform 

on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services (IPBES) will influence the framing of biodiversity 

issues and management policies. Through analysis of documents from the IPBES meetings 

and interviews with non–state actors, this study identifies knowledge systems relevant for 

biodiversity issues, explores perceptions of why diverse knowledge systems should be 

incorporated into the IPBES and discusses governance challenges. This study draws upon 

research in science and technology studies to discuss democratic inclusion of knowledge into 

the IPBES on the international level. The social development pillar of sustainability underlies 

the substantive and normative rationales for including diverse knowledge systems into the 

IPBES. States involved in the IPBES negotiations face the challenge of designing 

mechanisms that reflect the predominating rationales for including a plurality of knowledge 

systems in this biodiversity decision–making tool.  

Key words: biodiversity, democracy, environment, knowledge, sustainability 

Acronyms and abbreviations 

CBD  Convention on Biological Diversity 

CMS  Convention on Migratory Species 

IAASTD International Assessment of Agricultural Knowledge, Science and Technology 

for Development 

ICSU   International Council for Science  

IMoSEB International Mechanism of Scientific Experience of Biodiversity  

IPBES  Intergovernmental Platform on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services 

IPCC  Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 

IUCN  International Union for Conservation of Nature  

MA   Millennium Ecosystem Assessment 

NGO  Non–Governmental Organization 

SBSTTA  Subsidiary Body on Scientific, Technical and Technological Advice 

STS  Science and technology studies  

TEBTEBBA Indigenous Peoples International Centre for Policy, Research and Education 

UN  United Nations  

UNCSD  United Nations Conference on Sustainable Development  

UNEP   United Nations Environment Program 

UNESCO United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization 

WBCSD  World Business Council for Sustainable Development 

WCED  World Commission on Environment and Development  

WRI   World Resources Institute  

WWF  World Wildlife Fund  
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1. Introduction 

According to the World Commission on Environment and Development (WCED), sustainable 

development includes conserving and managing biodiversity to benefit humanity (WCED 

1987, p.160). The WCED, the Millennium Ecosystem Assessment (MA) and the United 

Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) agree that protecting biodiversity and ecosystem 

services is important for sustainable development. It is commonly perceived that the 

sustainability of biological and genetic diversity is important for two distinct reasons. Firstly, 

biodiversity is considered to have intrinsic value in and for itself and secondly, biodiversity 

provides ecosystem services that impact human well–being (MA 2005, p.1).  

‘The Millennium Ecosystem Assessment showed that over the past 50 years humanity has caused 

unprecedented losses in biodiversity and declines in ecosystem services. Of the 24 assessed 

ecosystem services, 60 per cent recorded a decline, with further degradation expected unless 

immediate action is taken’ (UNEP 2009, A.1.2). 

Biodiversity losses will likely have negative impacts on development processes worldwide 

(MA 2005, UNEP 2009). According to the Gap Analysis (UNEP 2009), there is a need to link 

biodiversity research with practice to create a shared knowledge base to inform policy on 

different scales. The IPBES was established in April 2012 as a global biodiversity science–

policy platform to fill some of the gaps between science and policy (IPBES 2012). The 

IPBES aims to increase the capacity of scientists to contribute to biodiversity research and for 

policy–makers to take informed decisions. The functions of the IPBES include assessments, 

capacity building, generation of knowledge and support to policy formulation (IPBES 2012). 

The IPBES seeks to involve more balanced geographical participation than in previous global 

environmental assessments, and traditional scientific knowledge is not perceived as enough in 

the IPBES process (Biermann 2006).  

Previous global environmental assessments such as the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 

Change (IPCC) rely only on peer–reviewed science as valid knowledge, but the IPBES will 

radically draw on a broader range of expertise and actors in an effort to bridge science, policy 

and multiple scales (IPBES 2012, Turnhout et al. 2012). The IPBES follows the experience of 

the MA and the consultative process for an International Mechanism on Scientific Expertise 

for Biodiversity (IMoSEB) as a starting point for the inclusion of diverse expertise (Borie and 

Hulme 2012). This thesis explores the concept of including broader expertise in the IPBES 

and seeks to understand underlying reasons for adopting a more inclusive expert process into 

the IPBES.  

1.1 Aim and research questions  

The aim of this thesis is to map the rationales for including diverse knowledge systems in the 

IPBES. This thesis explores the problem of creating an inclusive IPBES and seeks to 

understand why the IPBES has adopted a broader expert model than previous environmental 

assessments. To that end, this thesis firstly examines the types of knowledge that are 

considered to be relevant in the IPBES and the reasons for including non–scientific 

knowledge in the assessment process. Secondly, the thesis examines the challenges that 

remain for the governance of diverse knowledge systems in the IPBES. The discussion 

analyzes how the rationales for including diverse knowledge in the IPBES match up with the 

three pillars of sustainable development: economic development, social development and 

environmental protection (United Nations General Assembly 2005, paragraph 48).  
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1.1.1 Research questions 

1. Which types of knowledge are considered to be relevant in the IPBES? 

2. What are the substantive and normative rationales for incorporating diverse 

knowledge systems into the IPBES? 

3. Which challenges remain for the governance of diverse knowledge systems in the 

IPBES?  

 

1.1.2 Context of this study 

This study adds to recent studies on the IPBES, on global environmental assessments and on 

the incorporation of knowledge systems into decision–making processes. The intended 

audience of this study is other researchers who study global environmental assessments and 

seek to build upon the mapping of rationales for including diverse knowledge in this study. 

This study also seeks to inform state and non–state actors who are involved in the IPBES 

about the perceived rationales for incorporating diverse knowledge systems into the IPBES. 

This mapping of rationales legitimates the continued discussion of including diverse 

knowledge into the IPBES. 

I became interested in international environmental policy when I took part in the UN climate 

change conference in Copenhagen in 2009 as a youth delegate for the World Association of 

Girl Guides and Girl Scouts, an international non-governmental organization. As a member of 

the youth constituency, I have since participated in the UN climate change conference in 

Cancun (2010) and the UN Conference on Sustainable Development (UNCSD) in 2012, 

witnessing the process of states negotiating policies regarding climate change and the 

environment, with decisions rooted in scientific knowledge. I traced the biodiversity–related 

negotiations at UNCSD (2012), and as a sociology student, I am curious about the rationales 

for the IPBES’ proposed plan to incorporate a multitude of knowledge systems. Furthermore, 

this thesis will make a contribution to the small field of research on the IPBES.  

1.2 Thesis disposition  

After the introductory chapter, the second chapter presents the methods and materials for this 

case study. The third chapter describes the analytical framework for the thematic analysis in 

this study. The fourth chapter outlines the background of the study. The fifth chapter 

introduces the IPBES. The results section is divided into chapters six through nine, which 

include combined results from the document analysis and interviews with experts to address 

the three research questions. Finally, the tenth chapter presents the discussion and conclusions 

from this study and states suggestions for future studies.  
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2. Methods and materials 

A case study investigates a specific phenomenon and case studies gain a deep understanding 

of an issue through triangulation of methods (Yin 2009). Case studies are able to cope with a 

technically distinct situation such as the IPBES; rely on multiple sources of evidence, in this 

case document analysis and semi–standardized interviews; and are strengthened by prior 

development of theoretical propositions (Yin 2009), in this case the use of Stirling’s (2008) 

descriptions of substantive and normative rationales and also Bäckstrand’s (2011) discussion 

of global models of democracy. This case study systematically investigates the arguments of 

why diverse knowledge beyond scientific knowledge is considered relevant in the biodiversity 

science–policy platform (Yin 2009). The practical domains of this study focus on the 

international scale of biodiversity politics. The relevant actors in this study are experts who 

are involved with the IPBES on the international level. Through interviews with experts, I 

tried to gain a thick description, or a deep understanding, of the arguments to incorporate 

diverse knowledge systems in the IPBES (Geertz 1973 in Berg 2009, p. 319).  

2.1 Document analysis 

I conducted document analysis of UN reports to provide background information for the study 

and to assess why states have agreed to include diverse knowledge systems in the IPBES 

(Marshall and Rossman 2011). Using the raw material of text in the documents, I performed 

content analysis and thematic analysis of UN policy documents including the MA and nine 

relevant UNEP reports and outcome documents from the IPBES conferences. I conducted a 

thematic analysis of the content in these reports to systematically trace the rationales for 

incorporating diverse knowledge systems in the IPBES (Berg 2009). After conducting a 

content analysis, I linked the content analysis to relevant literature in the discussion. Since 

this is a single–case study, it is especially important to evaluate patterns in the content 

analysis together with relevant literature (Kvale 1996).  

2.1.1 Policy documents 

 Millennium Ecosystem Assessment (MA 2005)  

 UNEP Gap Analysis (UNEP 2009)  

 UNEP Busan Outcome (UNEP 2010)  

 Report of the second session of the plenary meeting to determine modalities and 

institutional arrangements for the IPBES (UNEP 2012a) 

 Knowledge for the twenty–first century: indigenous knowledge, traditional 

knowledge, science and connecting diverse knowledge systems (UNEP 2012b)  

 Options paper for the involvement of civil society organizations in the IPBES (UNEP 

2012c) 

 Draft communication strategy for the start–up of the IPBES and for its initial work 

programme (UNEP 2012d) 

 Report of the workshop on the theme “Considering further the IPBES knowledge–

generation function (UNEP 2012e).  

 Identifying how the IPBES can build effectively on the work of existing organizations 

and initiatives (UNEP 2012f) 

 Informal international expert workshop on the theme “Policy support through relevant 

tools and methodologies in the IPBES” Summary by the Chair (UNEP 2012g) 
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2.2 Interviews 

I conducted semi–standardized, qualitative interviews for this study. I selected interview 

participants through purposive sampling (Berg 2009), where I chose to interview non–state 

actors who have been involved in the IPBES design process. Interview participants are 

referred to as informants in this study. The purpose of qualitative interviews is to understand a 

topic and to make meanings from an informant’s perspective (Kvale 1996). The informants in 

this study represent different institutions, conventions, or particular constituencies that have a 

stake in biodiversity and the IPBES process. Qualitative interviews are a flexible method in 

qualitative research, which involve creativity in interview design and procedure to gain 

information from informants (Kvale 1996). I selected diverse actors representing sectors that 

include UN conventions, science, policy, indigenous peoples and business. I interviewed 

experts who have personal experiences and knowledge within the IPBES so that I could 

discuss the arguments for why diverse knowledge systems will be incorporated into the 

IPBES and get insight into the debate of which knowledge to incorporate (Marshall and 

Rossman 2011). Since the IPBES is a new science–policy platform that is only starting to 

gain recognition on the international level, it makes sense to target experts in this exploratory 

study. 

I used a semi–standardized in–depth interview guide with open–ended questions that elicit 

descriptive and detailed responses (Appendix 1). A semi–standardized interview design 

enabled me to probe for deeper answers and to ask supplementary questions, since the experts 

brought different kinds of information about the background of the IPBES and about the 

inclusion of knowledge (Berg 2009). I began the interviews by giving context of my study 

and asking for consent to record interviews and to cite informants’ responses in my report. I 

asked supplementary questions to follow up on new topics addressed by the informant and to 

show interest in the informant’s reflections and responses (Berg 2009, Kvale 1996). Using a 

semi–standardized interview guide, I focused on the informants’ knowledge and perspectives 

on why to incorporate diverse knowledge systems into the IPBES (Kvale 1996). Qualitative, 

semi–standardized interviews gave me space to explore new ideas and topics brought up by 

informants during the conversations.  

2.2.1 Interview implementation 

I contacted my informants by email and then scheduled Skype and telephone interviews with 

interested non–state actors. I conducted 10 Skype and telephone interviews with experts 

involved in the designing of the IPBES. Since I had specific interview questions, telephone 

interviews are an appropriate method and enabled me to reach a widespread geographical 

audience at low economic costs (Berg 2009). A drawback of telephone interviews is that they 

lack full channels of communication, but provided to be convenient ways to gather 

information for this study (Berg 2009). Through interviews, I learned about each actor’s 

perspective on why and how to include diverse knowledge systems and discussed the aims 

and challenges that the IPBES faces. The 20 to 40 minute interviews were conducted between 

30 October 2012 and 4 December 2012.  

In the interviews, I asked questions about the arguments for including diverse knowledge 

systems in the IPBES assessment process and I asked for the informants’ opinions on the 

challenges and opportunities of the inclusion of different knowledge systems. Informants 

gave different responses to open questions and even brought up new ideas in their answers, 

which is beneficial in exploratory research. I learned about the arguments and normative 

justifications for including alternative knowledge forms in the IPBES process. I am aware that 
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my identity as a student researcher influenced the information that the subjects are willing to 

share during interviews, but I do not think that this affected the interview results of the study. 

I transcribed all interviews verbatim and later conducted a thematic analysis of the interview 

data (Berg 2009, Kvale 1996). Transcriptions of interviews are ‘interpretive constructions that 

are useful tools’ (Kvale 1996, p.165) for interpreting meanings spoken during interviews. I 

relied on written transcriptions of oral interviews for thematic analyses. I analyzed my 

interview data using ad hoc analysis to find patterns and meanings in the data and to make 

theoretical interpretations (Bailey 1987, Berg 2009). Ad hoc analysis is the most common 

form of interview analysis, where a researcher notes patterns and themes in the transcription 

data (Kvale 1996). Through ad hoc analysis, I studied informants’ key arguments and issues 

with the IPBES, to understand how the actors perceive the issue of incorporating diverse 

knowledge into the IPBES (Berg 2009).  

2.2.2 Informants 

a) Joji Carino, Policy advisor, Indigenous Peoples International Centre for Policy, 

Research and Education (TEBTEBBA) 

b) Pierre Commenville, Program officer in charge of IPBES within the Global Policy 

Unit of the International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN) Secretariat 

c) David Cooper, Director, Scientific Technical and Technological Matters, Convention 

on Biological Diversity (CBD) 

d) Colin Galbraith, Scientific Council, Convention on Migratory Species (CMS) 

e) James Griffiths, Managing Director, Sustainable Forest Products Industry and 

Ecosystems, World Business Council for Sustainable Development (WBCSD) 

f) Anne Larigauderie, Executive Director, DIVERSITAS  

g) Heather Mackay, Chairperson, Ramsar Convention on Wetlands 

h) Pernilla Malmer, Senior Advisor, Stockholm Resilience Centre 

i) Carsten Neßhöver, Biogeography researcher, Helmholz Zentrum fur 

Umweltforschung 

j) Axel Paulsch, Geoecologist, Institute for Biodiversity 

2.3 Thematic analysis  

In this study, I coded the arguments for including diverse knowledge in documents and 

interview transcripts as having substantive or normative motivations (Stirling 2008). Then, I 

focused my analysis on the normative motivations and categorized the normative arguments 

into three global democracy models (Bäckstrand 2011) using a categorization analysis method 

(Kvale 1996). I refer to the responses from the informants in this study using an anonymous 

numbering system (1–10), which enables the reader to trace comments from particular 

informants.  

The thematic analysis is based on the informants’ answers, so I rely on the accuracy of their 

responses. Untruthful or incomplete responses by informants are a potential source of error in 

this study. A second source of error is the small number of interviews and documents, so 

interview responses may not be representative of the actors involved in the design of the 

IPBES (Kvale 1996). Therefore, this exploratory study makes conclusions based on the data 

incorporated, but cannot make generalizations.  

It is important to note that some of the arguments for including diverse knowledge into the 

IPBES can fit more than one of the global democracy models (Bäckstrand 2011), and I coded 
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each argument based on my interview data and document analysis. The results of this study 

rely on my interpretations, but other researchers can repeat this study for this case or other 

global environmental assessment cases (Berg 2009, Kvale 1996).  

2.4 Limitations  

A major limitation is that I do not incorporate observations from stakeholder or 

intergovernmental meetings (Yin 2009). In this study, I therefore relied equally on UN reports 

and interviews with non–state actors. Telephone and Skype interviews are also a limitation 

since it is challenging to build rapport with informants and such interviews attract a certain 

type of interview informants (Kvale 1996). Another limitation is that I included a defined 

number of interviews and documents in my analysis. A limitation of qualitative research 

interviews is that it can be hard for informants to articulate their answers; informants 

understand questions in different ways and the interviews can be time consuming (Berg 2009, 

Foddy 1996, Kvale 1996).  

Interviews are neither objective nor subjective; interviews are inter–subjective interactions 

and therefore different researchers would gather different information during interviews and 

also code data in different ways (Kvale 1996). It could be beneficial to include more 

interviews with non–state actors and to include interviews with state actors, to gain more 

details on different perspectives regarding the inclusion of diverse knowledge systems in the 

IPBES. It could also be advantageous to include more UN reports into the document analysis 

and to include other cases into the study, to trace the inclusion of knowledge in different 

global environmental assessments. It could also be interesting to analyze the arguments for 

the planned inclusion of knowledge into the IPBES using different analytical frameworks.  
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3. Analytical framework  

The reasons for including different knowledge systems into the IPBES are classified 

according to substantive and normative rationales (Stirling 2008). Substantive rationales state 

that participation leads to better ends and normative rationales lie in the democratic model 

where participation is considered the right thing to do (Stirling 2008). For this particular case, 

I map the arguments according to substantive and normative to find out if the reasons are 

more instrumental in nature or reflect an underlying democratic value.  

Since the concept of including a multitude of knowledge systems is radical compared with the 

limited incorporation of non-scientific knowledge systems into IPCC, it is interesting to map 

why the IPBES plans to incorporate diverse knowledge systems and to see how these 

rationales are realized in the implementation of the IPBES. I further categorize and discuss 

the normative arguments for incorporating diverse knowledge systems according to 

democratic models (Bäckstrand 2011), where including participation is considered 

appropriate for increasing the legitimacy of the IPBES. I use three ideal models of global 

democratization as a template to categorize the normative arguments on why to include 

diverse knowledge into the IPBES: democratic intergovernmentalism, transnational 

deliberative democracy and global stakeholder democracy (Bäckstrand 2011). 

Bäckstrand’s (2011) models of democratization of global governance are lenses to assess the 

democratic legitimacy of emerging hybrid global governance arrangements such as the 

IPBES. These models are consistent with models by Liberatore and Funtowicz (2003) and 

Niedzialkowski et al. (2012), and the models for different levels of participation by civil 

society organizations (UNEP 2012c) add legitimacy to Bäckstrand’s (2011) models. 

Bäckstrand’s (2011) three models emphasize transparency, deliberation, participation and 

public accountability of global governance, but have different paths to democratizing global 

governance. 

The first model, democratic intergovernmentalism or liberal–institutionalism stresses 

international organizations’ responsibilities (Bäckstrand 2011, McGrew 2002). It seeks to 

reform international institutions towards following democratic values. Sovereign states are 

recognized as the only actors with rights, obligations and the capacity to be bound by 

international treaties (Bäckstrand 2011). Democratic intergovernmentalism aims to strengthen 

democratic values including accountability through shared global public, professional norms 

and transnational networks and markets (Buchanan and Keohane 2006, Bäckstrand 2011, 

Keohane and Nye 2003). The democratic intergovernmentalism model is similar to the 

minimalist model described by the UNEP (2012c) where civil society adds accountability, 

openness and expertise but has restricted engagements such as mere observance of plenary 

deliberations.  

The second model, transnational deliberative democracy, highlights the importance of 

transnational public spheres (Bäckstrand 2011) and is perceived as the most viable form of 

democracy beyond the State (Risse 2004). International regimes are perceived of as public 

spheres to promote transparency and participation under this model and public spaces include 

a diversity of viewpoints (Dryzek 2006). Habermas (1971) emphasizes communicative 

rationality that includes open dialogue and inclusiveness to promote deliberative democracy. 

Deliberative democracy has the potential to promote a plurality of environmental values in 

political processes (Smith 2003), but more democracy does not guarantee more 

environmentally sustainable decisions. In the policy development model, civil society 
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organizations are involved in developing norms and agendas but do not participate in the 

work of governing bodies (UNEP 2012c), which matches the ideals of the deliberative model.  

The third model of global democracy addressed by Bäckstrand (2006 and 2011) emphasizes 

institutional representation of affected stakeholders. It is a bottom–up theory of the 

democratization of global order and stakeholder democracy aims to represent stakeholder 

interests from the market, government, civil society and decision–making. In the stakeholder 

model, the government provides the public with tools to help achieve government objectives 

and in this model the government may provide the public with information or even give the 

public direct decision on an issue (Niedzialkowski et al. 2012). Voice, power, representation 

and accountability of non–state actors are central concerns that distinguish the global 

stakeholder democracy model (Bäckstrand 2011). Multi–stakeholder multilateralism includes 

using hybrid mechanisms such as stakeholder consultations and public–private partnerships 

(Bäckstrand 2011).  

In addition to categorizing the rationales for incorporating diverse knowledge systems into 

IPBES, I discuss these rationales in the context of the three pillars of sustainable 

development. The United Nations General Assembly (2005) states that sustainable 

development includes ‘economic development, social development and environmental 

protection’ which are ‘interdependent and mutually reinforcing pillars’ (paragraph 48). My 

discussion highlights how the normative and substantive rationales for including diverse 

knowledge systems reflect the three pillars of sustainable development.  
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4. Background  

This section gives an overview of the context and key concepts that support the framework of 

the IPBES. The subsections define and discuss biodiversity and ecosystem services, discuss 

global environmental assessments and introduce the models of incorporating knowledge in 

the IPCC, the IAASTD and the MA. 

4.1 Defining biodiversity and ecosystem services  

Finding ways to incorporate diverse knowledge and to democratize expertise is perceived as 

an experimental yet important component of the IPBES, particularly due to the nature of 

global biodiversity and ecosystem services issues. This section defines the concepts of 

biodiversity and ecosystem services according to UN conventions and academic literature. 

Biological diversity or biodiversity is a concept with many definitions and the IPBES uses the 

definition of biodiversity defined by CBD (1992). According to CBD (1992), biological 

diversity is defined as: 

‘...variability among living organisms from all sources, including inter alia, terrestrial, marine and 

other aquatic ecosystems and the ecological complexes of which they are part: this includes 

diversity within species, between species and of ecosystems’ (CBD 1992, Article II, MA 2005, 

p.18).  

Biodiversity is the ‘variety of living organisms on earth, the range of species, the genetic 

variability within each species and the varied characteristics of ecosystems’ (O’Riordan 2002, 

p.10). 

Declines in biodiversity and changes in ecosystem services have social consequences and 

biodiversity declines and losses can lead to socio–economic and other social effects (MA 

2005, Chapin et al. 2000). Biodiversity is declining rapidly due to land use change, climate 

change, invasive species, overexploitation and pollution (MA 2005). Since biodiversity loss is 

driven by local, regional and global factors, biodiversity responses are needed at all scales 

(MA 2005).  

Biodiversity produces ecosystem services in the form of products that people use. Ecosystem 

services are the end products that are directly desired and used by humans, such as crops, fish 

and drinking water (Tuvendal and Elmqvist 2011). The IPBES defines ecosystem services as: 

‘...the benefits that people obtain from ecosystems. These include provisioning services such as 

food, water, timber and fibre; regulating services, such as the regulation of climate, floods, 

disease, waste and water quality; cultural services, such as recreation, aesthetic enjoyment and 

spiritual fulfillment; and supporting services, such as soil formation, photosynthesis and nutrient 

cycling’ (UNEP 2012a, article III, h). 

The concept of ecosystem services links ecological processes with human well–being and 

stakeholders value ecosystem services differently (Tuvendal and Elmqvist 2011). Ecosystem 

services can depend on ecological processes generated at other locations or times (Fisher et al. 

2009). Access to ecosystem services supports human well–being, which is ‘the extent to 

which individuals have the ability to live the kinds of lives they have reason to value; the 

opportunities people have to achieve their aspirations’ (UNEP 2012g, p.35).  
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4.2 Global environmental assessments  

Since the International Ozone Assessment in 1981, there has been an increase in global 

environmental assessments in global environmental politics (Borie and Hulme 2012). Global 

environmental assessments are organized bodies of knowledge that are publically available to 

support decision–makers and serve an audience of diverse actors in governments, the private 

sector, research, NGOs and civil society (Borie and Hulme 2012, Clark et al. 2006). Global 

environmental assessments evaluate the state of environmental knowledge and foster 

collective efforts to address global environmental problems such as acid rain and stratospheric 

ozone depletion (Mitchell et al. 2006). The UNEP defines an assessment as a ‘critical and 

objective evaluation and analysis of information designed to support decision making’ (UNEP 

2012g, p. 35). Global environmental assessments relating to biodiversity and ecosystem 

services include the IPCC, the IAASTD, the MA and the IUCN’s red list (UNEP 2012g).  

Other assessments such as the Global Biodiversity Assessment were rejected by some 

countries because of lack of political legitimacy, therefore having little impact on policy 

processes (Görg et al. 2010). The Global Biodiversity Assessment was an independent 

assessment conducted by the World Resources Institute from 1993 to 1995 and launched at 

the Conference of parties to the CBD in Jakarta, Indonesia in 1995 (WRI 1995). Policy–

makers perceive this assessment as a snapshot on biodiversity components, but in contrast 

with the IPCC, a comprehensive scientific assessment did not precede this assessment (WRI 

1995). The experience of this assessment is important for the design of the IPBES since this 

assessment identified gaps in knowledge and recognizes that there are social components of 

biodiversity management, which are starting points for the IPBES. 

The major predecessors to the IPBES are the MA and the International Mechanism of 

Scientific Expertise on Biodiversity (IMoSEB) (Görg et al. 2010). Other relevant 

predecessors to the IPBES include the IPCC and the IAASTD, which assess climate change 

knowledge and agricultural knowledge, respectively, using different models that can inform 

the model that the IPBES implements. 

4.2.1 How the IPCC incorporates knowledge 

The IPCC is an intergovernmental and scientific body that was created by the WMO and the 

UNEP to provide governments with a scientific understanding of the world’s climate (IPCC 

2013). The IPCC assesses information to understand the risks of human–induced climate 

change and thousands of scientists contribute to the work of the IPCC. The IPCC follows a 

linear model of expertise, framing science at the center of political debate (Beck 2011). The 

IPCC relies on science–driven facts about climate change to decide which policies to 

implement (Beck 2011). Like many other global environmental assessments, the linear model 

of expertise in the IPCC has scientific expertise at the core of the model. The linear model is 

supported by the propositions that linearity of knowledge production leads to more certainty, 

better science will solve political disagreements and separating science from politics makes 

more evidence based and rational policies (Beck 2011). 

The global governance literature on IPCC is critical of the linear model of expertise that it 

employs (Beck 2011). According to Biermann (2006), global environmental assessments with 

linear models typically have unbalanced global participation with the Northern hemisphere 

dominating research and assessments, creating tension between researchers in the North and 

South. Global governance scholars such as Niedzialkowski et al. (2012) suggest that 

broadening the representation of participation by including diverse knowledge in assessments 
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is a way to increase their credibility, legitimacy and salience for stakeholders. Beck (2011) is 

critical of the way that the IPCC includes knowledge from different scales, since the IPCC 

detaches regional knowledge from its context to create global knowledge and addresses 

climate change primarily at the global scale. Despite these criticisms, the IPCC has been 

creating assessments on climate change issues to inform governments since its initiation in 

1988 and is a respectable global environmental assessment.  

4.2.2 How the IAASTD incorporates knowledge  

In contrast to the IPCC, the IAASTD, which ran from 2003 to 2008, is an example of a 

science–policy platform that encouraged the integration of diverse stakeholders on different 

scales, using a plural expert model (Scoones 2009). The aim of the IAASTD was to assess 

agricultural knowledge, science and technology and the IAASTD included an 

intergovernmental process in addition to a multi–stakeholder Bureau (Scoones 2009). Using a 

plural expert model to include diverse knowledge into its processes, the IAASTD sought to 

combine expert assessment with stakeholder consultation processes in the platform to create 

opportunities for different actors to have constructive exchanges to build consensus, but 

actors involved in the IAASTD were unable to reach a collective decision (Scoones 2009). 

The IAASTD demonstrates that the challenge for future science–policy platforms such as the 

IPBES is to develop new processes that allow for more effective, inclusive and reflective 

governance (Scoones 2009). 

The IPCC and the IAASTD models of incorporating knowledge have their advantages and 

disadvantages. Beck (2011) suggests that an alternative to the linear model of expertise is a 

model that fosters pluralistic, decentralized and heterogeneous networks, promoting bottom–

up dialogue, for many of the same reasons for including diverse knowledge into the IPBES 

such as creating a more legitimate, effective and democratic process. Although the IAASTD 

aimed to open up opportunities for engagement of diverse actors on the global level, actors 

involved in the IAASTD failed to make collective agreements on the development of 

scenarios. According to Beck’s (2011) research on the IPCC, the linear model of expertise 

does not necessarily increase certainty.  

More science does not resolve value conflicts and the linear model can further politicize 

science. Scoones (2009) noted that to learn from the IAASTD example, it is important to 

consider how processes of participation can become more meaningful, democratic and 

accountable, so the assessment of the rationales for including diverse knowledge in the IPBES 

is a tool to study the rationales for a more democratic process and may serve as a starting 

point for additional research on how to make the IPBES participation more democratic. The 

IPBES follows in the footsteps of these two assessments, striving for the credibility of the 

linear expert model while seeking to incorporate diverse participation that was idealized in the 

IAASTD in a democratic and productive way.  

4.2.3 Millennium Ecosystem Assessment  

The MA was a bottom–up approach to assessing biodiversity for broad societal purposes and 

was carried out from 2001 to 2005. The MA was the first global–scale initiative to assess the 

health of ecosystems and how people’s well–being depends on ecosystems (Tengö 2012). The 

MA highlighted the need to conduct assessments across different scales and to involve 

different kinds of knowledge (MA 2005). The MA stresses the importance of information that 

is scientifically credible, salient and legitimate; salience refers to the relevance of the 

information for users and legitimacy is the perception that information is fair and open to 
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diverse inputs (Brosius 2006). In the MA, incorporating diverse knowledge systems was 

perceived as beneficial to increase the quality of information on issues, to make assessment 

findings more useful for stakeholders and empower knowledge holders in local communities 

(Tengö 2012).  

The MA emerged from discussions among diverse actors, including scientists and decision–

makers and the MA integrates expertise from a wide range of actors in global society, 

including non–traditional knowledge sources (Miller 2007). The MA was designed to balance 

North and South perspectives and to map global society differently than most international 

governance institutions (Miller 2007). The aim was to let the MA strengthen the capacity of 

local voices to speak authoritatively with its commitment to sub–global assessments (MA 

2005). According to Miller (2007), it created a space for the critical scrutiny of claims by 

powerful actors, promoting deliberative engagement with policy decisions (Miller 2007). The 

MA identified major gaps in knowledge relating to biodiversity and ecosystem services and it 

is expected that decision–makers can use this knowledge and that the initiatives of the MA 

will lead to future assessments (MA 2005).  

The IPBES builds on the findings of the MA and echoes its emphasis to incorporate diverse 

knowledge. In addition, the IPBES is very much an IPCC–like mechanism to assess 

biodiversity knowledge the way that IPCC assesses climate change knowledge, but the IPBES 

is poised to also learn from the plural expert model employed by the IAASTD to incorporate 

more diverse voices into the platform.  
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5. Intergovernmental Platform on Biodiversity and 

Ecosystem Services 

The UNEP has been coordinating the preliminary consultations on the setup and 

establishment of the IPBES (Larigauderie and Mooney 2010), and the IPBES will continue to 

be administered by the UNEP and based in Bonn, Germany. In 2009, the UN member states 

agreed to create the IPBES in the decision–making context of global exploitation of 

biodiversity resources, invasive species, land transformation and habitat degradation, cross–

boundary challenges that affect ecosystems and societies worldwide (UNEP 2009). As a 

science–policy platform, the IPBES complements UN bodies related to biodiversity and 

supports existing regional and sub–regional level science–policy platforms as well as the 

work of organizations such as DIVERSITAS and IUCN (IPBES 2012).  

Membership in the IPBES Platform is open to UN member states. States that are not members 

of the Platform, UN bodies and other intergovernmental and non–governmental organizations 

may participate in the Platform as observers (UNEP 2012a, Appendix I). The IPBES focuses 

on ‘government needs and priorities established by the Plenary,’ responding to requests from 

governments and multilateral environmental agreements (UNEP 2012a, I.1.a). The IPBES 

will: 

 ‘...collaborate with existing initiatives on biodiversity and ecosystem services, including 

multilateral environmental agreements, UN bodies and networks of scientists and knowledge 

holders, to fill gaps and build upon their work, while avoiding duplication’ (UNEP 2010, 7a).  

The mandate of the IPBES is to provide an ‘authoritative, independent, inclusive, peer–

reviewed policy–relevant and science–based advice on changes in biodiversity and ecosystem 

services and their implications for human well–being at multiple scales’ (Duraiappah and 

Rogers 2011, p.218). Since many scientists are unaware of the biodiversity policy needs and 

practices, the IPBES aims to provide a platform to link communication between science and 

policy (Larigauderie and Mooney 2010).  

Thus far, there have been three IPBES intergovernmental and stakeholder meetings in 

Putrajaya, Malaysia (2008), Nairobi, Kenya (2009) and Busan, Republic of Korea (2010). The 

first plenary session on the IPBES was held in Nairobi, Kenya (2011) and the second session 

in Panama City, Panama (2012). The first plenary meeting (IPBES–1) was held in Bonn, 

Germany in January 2013. In Busan in 2010, it was agreed that the plenary will be the 

platform’s decision–making body and that the plenary is composed of signatory states and 

regional economic integration organizations (IPBES 2012).  

5.1 Aim and functions  

The aim of the IPBES is to support informed decisions on the conservation of biodiversity 

and ecosystem services, linking science and policy on biodiversity issues (IPBES 2012, Koetz 

et al. 2011, UNEP 2012a). The main objective of the IPBES is to ‘strengthen the science–

policy interface for biodiversity and ecosystem services and for the conservation and 

sustainable use of biodiversity, long–term human well–being and sustainable development’ 

(UNEP 2012a, I.1). The IPBES is the first global mechanism recognized in science and policy 

communities which collects, synthesizes and analyzes biodiversity information for decision–

making in a way that is similar to the way that the IPCC assesses information on climate 

change to inform governments (IPBES 2012). The IPBES serves four main functions: to 
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identify and prioritize key scientific information for policymakers, to regularly assess 

knowledge, to support policy formulation and implementation and to prioritize key capacity–

building needs (IPBES 2012). The IPBES will improve the science–policy interface on 

biodiversity and ecosystem services by building capacity for and strengthening the use of 

science in policymaking (IPBES 2012).  

5.2 The progress of the IPBES on incorporating knowledge  

At the second meeting on the IPBES held in Nairobi in 2009, participants highlighted the 

importance of diverse knowledge systems to inform policy processes on biodiversity and 

ecosystem services and at the third meeting in Busan in 2010, actors stated that the platform 

should recognize and respect contributions of indigenous and local knowledge, but it has not 

yet been determined how the IPBES will implement the ideal of including diverse knowledge 

into the IPBES platform (Tengö 2012). The Busan Outcome (UNEP 2010) recognizes the 

importance of biodiversity for sustainable development and for human well–being, 

particularly with regard to poverty eradication. 



 16 

6. Kinds of knowledge relevant for IPBES 

The following results section is divided into four chapters that each includes the combined 

results from the document analysis and analysis of interviews with the IPBES non–state 

experts. This chapter maps the different kinds of knowledge that are considered to be relevant 

in the IPBES processes. This chapter is divided into two parts and begins by discussing the 

knowledge systems and actors that are considered to be relevant for biodiversity governance. 

Next, this chapter discusses the relevance of the IPBES to collaborate with and to build upon 

the knowledge and experience of other global environmental assessments, conventions and 

organizations.  

All of the informants (1–10) in this study discussed the importance of including diverse 

perspectives in the IPBES. The informants (1–10) agree that everyone and everything is a 

stakeholder in biodiversity and diverse actors and knowledge systems contribute to the 

management and decision–making of biodiversity–related issues. According to informant 3, 

‘the point of the IPBES is to really deliver good knowledge and capacity building and help to 

design policy responses.’ According to the informants and documents (UNEP 2010, UNEP 

2012a–g), some of the relevant knowledge systems regarding biodiversity knowledge include 

scientific knowledge, grey literature and traditional, indigenous, local and practitioners’ 

knowledge. Informant 9 states the importance of including diverse knowledge in a 

biodiversity platform:  

‘The biodiversity subject matter pushes people to acknowledge that there is more than science that 

is involved here, I mean the long term observations of communities, the distinct knowledge of 

women, the gender dimension, practitioners, who are actually doing either experiments or direct 

hands-on work. I think nobody can deny that these are very important knowledge holders’ 

(Informant 9).  

The question of how to implement the incorporation of diverse knowledge systems into the 

IPBES continues to be discussed during the IPBES meetings. Interview informant 1 suggests 

that the IPBES be renamed as a knowledge platform and argued that calling the IPBES a 

‘science–policy platform’ is a misnomer due to the planned goal of incorporating diverse 

knowledge systems beyond traditional science.  

Support for these diverse knowledge systems is also evidenced in CBD (2010 and 2011) 

documents. According to documents from a CBD meeting in 2010, diverse knowledge 

systems will be integrated and reflected in the implementation of CBD with ‘full and effective 

participation of indigenous and local communities, at all relevant levels’ (CBD 2010, target 

18). Traditional knowledge, innovations and practices should be respected, promoted and 

used in local ecosystem management (CBD 2010). There need to be further efforts to improve 

biodiversity knowledge and to reduce uncertainties (CBD 2010). Enhancing the inclusion of 

diverse knowledge, including scientific, traditional and indigenous knowledge supports the 

development of adaptive management plans for biodiversity (CBD 2011). 

6.1 Natural and social sciences 

Science is defined as the ‘systematic pursuit of objective knowledge, involving formalized 

and disciplined methods of knowledge production which include the observation, 

identification, description, experimental investigation, theoretical explanation and prediction 

of phenomenon’ (UNEP 2009, C.2, 38). Scientific knowledge is highly valued and trusted in 
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Western culture and it is distinct from other forms of knowledge due to established methods 

and peer–review processes that validate general knowledge (UNEP 2012b).  

The IPBES plans to consider relevant science, including natural and social sciences (IPBES 

2012) and according to some of the informants (1, 2 and 9), natural and social sciences 

complement one another. Further, according to a report from the IPBES meeting in Panama, 

diverse sciences give ‘interdisciplinary and multidisciplinary approach’ to biodiversity issues 

(UNEP 2012g, II.2.h). Some of the informants (3, 4, 6 and 9) reflected on how deeply 

biodiversity and ecosystem services are connected with culture and human well–being and 

therefore the social aspects of biodiversity are critical to consider when making policies and 

decisions that affect biodiversity. Informant 3 commented that ‘you cannot design effective 

policy responses without also understanding the social and economic implications of that 

assessment.’ 

6.2 Non–scientific knowledge systems 

Non–scientific knowledge systems contribute to biodiversity decision–making, according to 

all of the informants (1–10) and the IPBES meeting documents (UNEP 2012a–g). 

‘In addition to disciplined scientific knowledge there are other, non-formal types of knowledge, 

such as local, practical or traditional knowledge, that differ from scientific knowledge in essential 

ways...much non-formal knowledge exists that has the potential to considerably enhance the 

effectiveness of policies’ (UNEP 2009, C.1.39). 

According to informant 2,  

‘In the end, the biggest set of stakeholders are all of those who are involved in decisions on how 

we manage ecosystems, so that will include political leaders, particularly those involved in land 

planning and management challenges at sub-national levels, states and provincial governments, 

municipal governments, farmers, fisherman and all of those that use resources at the field level’ 

(Informant 2).  

Non–scientific knowledge systems such as traditional, local, indigenous and practitioners’ 

knowledge differ from scientific knowledge since they rest on experience and customs and 

are often contextual, dynamic and collectively held (UNEP 2012b). Another non–scientific 

knowledge is grey literature which is composed of studies conducted by NGOs, local 

communities and national authorities that do not go through traditional peer–review processes 

(UNEP 2012b). Developing a peer–review process to evaluate and incorporate grey literature 

and other non–scientific knowledge is a challenge for the IPBES (UNEP 2012b) and if the 

IPBES chooses to consider non–scientific knowledge such as grey literature, then the IPBES 

will need to develop mechanisms to review such knowledge.  

Other knowledge systems that are considered to be relevant to include in the IPBES according 

to the IPBES documents (UNEP 2012a–g) are traditional knowledge and indigenous 

knowledge. The International Council for Science (ICSU) defines traditional knowledge as a 

cumulative body of knowledge with culturally complex understandings, meanings and 

interpretations (Tengö 2012, UNEP 2012b). Traditional knowledge is associated with place, 

culture, history and time and it builds on interactions between people and the environment 

(Tengö 2012, UNEP 2012b). Informant 1 favors the development of an ‘IPBES which is 

really dedicated on building the capacities of traditional knowledge holders to express their 

knowledge or to build a dialogue with local decision-makers so those activities can be 

supported by the Platform.’  
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Indigenous knowledge is also place–based knowledge that is embedded in local culture and 

belief systems and is held by people who define themselves as indigenous (Tengö 2012, 

UNEP 2012b). Traditional and indigenous knowledge make use of qualitative knowledge, 

which is different from Western science’s emphasis on quantitative validation (Tengö 2012). 

Western science also typically separates nature and culture whereas the two are intertwined in 

traditional and indigenous knowledge systems.  

The last two knowledge systems that are cited in the literature and the UNEP (2012b) as 

being relevant for the IPBES are local knowledge and practitioners’ knowledge. Local 

knowledge is defined as ‘knowledge embodied in local observational datasets’ (Mahony and 

Hulme 2011, p.10). Local knowledge is largely oral and based on practice, mixing scientific 

and practical knowledge (UNEP 2012b).  

Practitioners’ knowledge refers to practical knowledge to manage biodiversity based on 

learning–by–doing experiences and observations in natural resource management (Tengö 

2012, UNEP 2012b). Farmers, fisherman, hunters, foresters and other actors who manage 

ecosystems and work off the land possess practitioner’s expertise. A reason to incorporate 

non–scientific knowledge such as practitioners’ knowledge and traditional knowledge is that 

the new science of the world is created in countries comprising only one–fifth of the world’s 

population (UNEP 2009, E.1.1, 92). Interview informants 6 and 9 mentioned the term 

practitioner’s knowledge, while several interview informants (1, 2, 3, 4, 5 and 7) discussed 

the concept of local knowledge. The different knowledge systems that are considered to be 

relevant in the IPBES lend new information, perspectives and insights on biodiversity issues 

on different scales.  

6.3 Building upon other conventions, assessments and organizations 

The IPBES builds upon the mechanisms used in international assessments such as the IPCC, 

the IAASTD and the MA (IPBES 2012). According to interview informants (1, 2, 6, 7, 8 and 

9) and the IPBES documents (UNEP 2012f, UNEP 2012g), collaborations with conventions 

such as CBD and CMS will support the work of the IPBES.  

‘IPBES has to build on a very substantial body of experience and wide range of IPBES-relevant 

activities already being carried out by existing organizations, networks, programmes and 

processes. The opportunity to build on this must not be lost and this will require proactive steps to 

be taken’ (UNEP 2012f, 23).  

Alongside other conventions and assessments, the IPBES can support and incorporate other 

independent processes that assess biodiversity issues and produce reports such as the annual 

Living Planet report produced by World Wildlife Fund (WWF). These reports are 

independent and alternative ways to assess resources, and the IPBES has the opportunity to 

contribute to synergies among assessments, to link biodiversity, ecosystem services and 

human well–being (UNEP 2012e–g).  

Interview informants 5, 7 and 9 also stated that organizations, companies and institutes that 

conduct consulting work on biodiversity issues throughout the world are in a pivotal position 

to communicate the IPBES information to a wide audience through publications, workshops 

and dialogues. Informant 8 stated that ‘the IPBES has enormous strength in different 

communities, to draw not just on data and information, but on experience about how to use 

the data and information.’ NGOs with existing networks in communities throughout the world 

will be able to digest and communicate the IPBES products to make an impact on the local 

scale.  
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This will help make the IPBES information available for diverse stakeholders and decision 

makers on different scales. According to interview informant 5, a specific example of where 

the IPBES builds upon existing knowledge is through collaboration between the IPBES and 

IUCN. IUCN is already playing a role in connecting specialized agencies and national 

governments and will use its networks to communicate the IPBES findings. According to the 

IPBES documents (UNEP 2012e–g), the IPBES collaborations with other assessments, 

conventions and organizations have the potential to support the work of the IPBES, from data 

collection to the communication of the IPBES outputs on different scales throughout the 

world.  
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7. Substantive rationales for incorporating diverse 

knowledge 

Chapters 7 and 8 discuss the major substantive and normative arguments for incorporating 

diverse knowledge systems into the IPBES and then categorize the normative arguments 

according to three global democracy models.  

A substantive rationale includes diverse knowledge into the IPBES since diverse participation 

leads to better ends (Stirling 2008). The focus of substantive perspective is on ‘explicit, 

socially deliberated, publicly reasoned evaluative criteria for the outcomes themselves’ 

(Stirling 2008, p. 271) such as environmental quality, human well-being or compiling a 

common dataset on biodiversity issues. Substantive rationales for incorporating diverse 

knowledge systems into the IPBES are: to overcome limitations of scientific data, to better 

address complex management problems, to strengthen decision–making processes and to 

promote communication with stakeholders. 

7.1 Overcome limitation of scientific data  

All interview informants (1–10) recognize that biodiversity knowledge includes more than 

just science and there are strong local components of biodiversity and ecosystem issues. 

Informant 6 stated that ‘to identify biodiversity management options, you cannot just be 

restricted to the pure scientific viewing of things.’ Several informants (1, 2, 7 and 9) stated 

that the social component of dealing with and using biodiversity should be included in the 

IPBES recommendations to political decision–makers.  

A reason for incorporating diverse knowledge systems is that there are ‘fundamental 

knowledge gaps, in particular with regard to the dynamic interactions between drivers of 

change, ecosystems and human well–being’ (UNEP 2009, E.1.1). These large gaps and 

uncertainties in scientific research can be supported with existing non–scientific knowledge to 

better address the needs of decision–makers (UNEP 2009, UNEP 2012e). ‘We do not have 

sufficient scientific data and local knowledge holders and indigenous knowledge holders can 

contribute a kind of knowledge that enhances understanding of what is going on’ (Informant 

1). Uncertainties refer to insufficient understandings and missing data; the IPBES has the 

potential to decrease uncertainties in knowledge by incorporating diverse knowledge systems 

into the platform (UNEP 2012e). A big limitation of scientific data is that there is very little 

scientific data on biodiversity and ecosystems, especially a lack of data from developing 

countries (UNEP 2009). 

7.2 Better address complex management problems 

A second substantive argument to include diverse knowledge into the IPBES is to better 

address complex management problems, according to some of the interview informants (2, 5, 

6 and 7). ‘Relying on pure scientific western knowledge is not a way forward for such broad 

topics such as agriculture or biodiversity, where societal and management questions come in 

and the inclusion of knowledge must be broader’ (Informant 6). ‘For ecosystem assessments 

to be valid for local ecosystem management, they need to include a local understanding of 

human-environment relationships and the results need to be communicated and discussed 

with relevant stakeholders’ (UNEP 2012b). 
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In biodiversity studies, it is recognized that non–state actors are holders of relevant 

information based on their experiences in managing and monitoring biodiversity and 

ecosystems and this knowledge can be scientific or non–scientific (UNEP 2012c). Due to the 

rate and extent of environmental change and complex interactions between social and 

ecological processes, diverse information and knowledge in different contexts will strengthen 

capacity for governing ecosystem services for human well–being (UNEP 2012b). Indigenous, 

traditional and local knowledge systems in particular contribute sources of understanding on 

ecosystem dynamics, management and interdependencies between people and nature (UNEP 

2012b). The IPBES addresses complex problems of biodiversity across different disciplines to 

address complex problems, fostering discussions in each perspective (UNEP 2012a). There is 

demand for more tools and better approaches to promote exchanges and connections among 

knowledge systems and there are many local–level projects with capacity to improve 

ecosystem management (UNEP 2012b).  

Since biodiversity is managed on the local level, engaging voices from the local level and 

empowering these voices with more connections to the policy realm will strengthen 

biodiversity management.  

‘When it comes to issues like human well-being and natural resource management, it is in the end 

all about people and not institutions and their decision. If you do not include the people’s 

knowledge systems, you miss the point of addressing their resource management issues’ 

(Informant 6).  

Including diverse knowledge will both improve the ability of communities to utilize the 

output resources of the IPBES and contribute to the development and implementation of 

relevant biodiversity management plans.  

7.3 Contribute to decision–making processes 

The third substantive reason for incorporating diverse knowledge systems into the IPBES is to 

contribute to decision–making processes, contributing to the aim of the IPBES (IPBES 2012). 

At the IPBES meetings, participants stressed the importance of including diverse knowledge 

systems to inform policy processes and ensure useful outcomes for all actors (UNEP 2012b). 

Scientific knowledge and other reliable information on the state of the environment are 

important for the effectiveness of policymaking (UNEP 2012a). According to the MA, key 

factors of successful responses to biodiversity loss include mobilizing knowledge, to ‘ensure 

that the available knowledge is presented in ways that can be used by decision–makers’ (MA 

2005, p.74). Biodiversity responses also need to integrate traditional and scientific knowledge 

to serve multiple objectives in designing responses (MA 2005).  

All interview informants (1–10) commented that the planned inclusion of diverse knowledge 

into the IPBES is relevant to support assessment and decision–making processes, to 

contribute to solutions that are most appropriate, which align with the practical aims of the 

IPBES. According to interview informant 6, ‘the IPBES has a clear function to support policy 

by identifying relative tools and methodologies and therefore the IPBES needs to include 

practical knowledge, administrative knowledge and also traditional knowledge.’ And 

informant 7 stated that ‘specialized knowledge from local people is important for political 

decision-making in the context of biodiversity, conservation and human well-being.’ 

Including diverse knowledge systems for the end of contributing to decision-making 

processes meets the aim of the IPBES, as expressed in documents and by interview 

participants.  
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7.4 Strengthen communication with stakeholders 

A fourth substantive motivation for the IPBES to include diverse knowledge is to strengthen 

communication with stakeholders. The IPBES outputs are communicated to stakeholders to 

ensure usage of the IPBES products and to build trust and recognition of the IPBES products 

on different levels (UNEP 2012d). The IPBES will ensure that information and products are 

shared with relevant audiences through partnerships so that these stakeholders can give 

feedback and formally engage with the Plenary (UNEP 2012d). For this to happen, the IPBES 

can incorporate ideals of the global stakeholder model in its communication strategy to reach 

stakeholders on different scales.  

According to the UNEP (2012e) and four of the interview informants (1, 2, 6 and 8), by 

incorporating diverse knowledge, the IPBES can strengthen the receptiveness of actors and 

stakeholders to accept the IPBES outputs.  

‘IPBES needs a wide range of knowledge inputs since there is a lot of useful knowledge that is 

derived from people who have experience in managing ecosystems. Policy decisions can be more 

effectively implemented if those whose actions need to change are involved in the process and 

have some kind of ownership over it’ (Informant 2).  

It is important to engage relevant stakeholders in all processes of the IPBES and to have 

dialogues with data providers and users (UNEP 2012g). Considerations should be given to 

communicate the IPBES initiatives to stakeholders and to determine the best means for 

stakeholder engagement within the IPBES (UNEP 2012f). Participation of stakeholders is 

needed ‘to align the work with actual needs in analyzing and further developing policy tools 

and methodologies’ (UNEP 2012g, p. 34). It is important to have effective communication of 

information in the IPBES to foster stakeholder engagement and resource mobilization (UNEP 

2012d). 
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8. Normative rationales for incorporating diverse 

knowledge 

More than half of the arguments for including diverse knowledge that came up during 

interviews and in the UNEP documents have normative rationales, whereby the underlying 

rationale is that participation is a better way to achieve particular ends (Stirling 2008). 

According to Stirling (2008), in normative democratic imperatives, ‘participatory process is a 

self-evidently good thing’ (p.269). The normative rationales for incorporating diverse 

knowledge include to: support project implementation, promote transparency, link different 

scales, include balanced representation of actors and coproduce knowledge.  

8.1 Support project implementation 

Five of the interview informants (3, 4, 5, 7 and 9) argued that a reason for including diverse 

knowledge is to contribute to project implementation, from supporting research efforts to 

supporting the development of implementation plans to address issues on different scales 

using socially appropriate methodologies. The IPBES documents (UNEP 2012a–g) also 

stressed the importance of including non–state actors as observers to support project 

implementation on different scales. According to informant 10, ‘when it comes to biodiversity 

information, this is the role of governments. These are public goods and services, 

governments are custodians of them, so the lead should be taken by governments.’  

In the democratic intergovernmentalism model, states are the powerful decision–making 

actors, but it is recognized that non–state actors can add value to intergovernmental processes 

as consultants and observers. The IPBES documents (UNEP 2012a–g) have not yet 

determined the pathway of how to include diverse knowledge systems, but referring to non–

state actors as observers and consultants to add support to the IPBES processes while only 

states have decision–making rights in the IPBES aligns with the democratic 

intergovernmentalism model, where non–state actors are included through observer pathways. 

8.2 Promote transparency 

A second argument of why to involve diverse knowledge systems into the IPBES is to 

promote transparency, according to interview informants 4, 8, 9 and 10. Transparency is the 

‘availability of accurate information about how the institution works’ (Buchanan and 

Keohane 2006, p.427). All of Bäckstrand’s (2011) ideal democratic models support the notion 

of promoting transparency, but the ongoing discussions of transparency in the IPBES match 

up most closely with the democratic intergovernmentalism model, since the IPBES 

documents discuss involving non–state actors as observers to the IPBES processes to add 

transparency.  

Having stakeholders as observers can make the IPBES more transparent and credible, but 

there is limited evidence of the influence of integrating diverse knowledge into a science–

policy platform (UNEP 2012b). The democratic intergovernmental pathway fosters the 

involvement of non–state actors as observers and favors the power of States (Bäckstrand 

2011). Transparency is an important component of the IPBES and the democratic 

intergovernmentalism model’s pathway of fostering state power while including stakeholder 

consultation is a way of promoting transparency according to this model’s ideals. 
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8.3 Link different scales 

The argument to include diverse knowledge to contribute to linking different scales fits the 

transnational deliberative democracy model. All interview informants (1–10) discussed the 

importance of producing the IPBES outputs that are relevant for local and global scales. 

Interview informant 6 said that since;  

‘Biodiversity and ecosystem services management decisions are taking place mostly at the 

national or even on the local level, the IPBES needs to have feedback loops and a network to link 

perspectives from different scales’ (Informant 6). 

Interview informant 6 also stated that the question of how to incorporate multiple scales into 

the IPBES is the most relevant and most crucial issue for the success of the IPBES.  

One reason to incorporate stakeholder and local knowledge and participation into the IPBES 

is to develop solutions that are accepted by the people who should implement them. Informant 

8 reflected that incorporating local level into a global platform is a challenge and recommends 

that the IPBES focus on the global level at first and then expand to include smaller scales into 

the platform. According to interview informant 7, ‘On the local scale especially, stakeholder 

knowledge and stakeholder participation is very important because otherwise you come up 

with solutions that are not accepted by the people who should implement them.’ 

Research is essential at the ‘scale at which interactions occur among ecosystem services and 

between drivers and ecosystem services and between ecosystem services and people’ (UNEP 

2009, E.1.1, 90). Incorporating diverse knowledge systems will contribute to the coordination 

of the IPBES across different scales (UNEP 2009). Linking different scales in the public 

sphere and to foster communication among different actors is characteristic of the 

transnational deliberative democracy model. Better links with biodiversity initiatives on the 

regional, national and local levels will support capacity building and improve the delivery of 

biodiversity indicators that are meaningful for policy making (UNEP 2009, E.2.2, 153). 

Linking knowledge on different scales into discussions in the public sphere is an important 

argument for incorporating diverse knowledge systems.  

8.4 Include balanced representation of actors  

The argument for including diverse knowledge to include a balanced representation of actors 

matches up with the global stakeholder democracy model. Interview informant stated that the 

most engaged actors in the IPBES process thus far have been male scientists from developed 

countries. Informant 9 commented on the importance of including a gender perspective. Two 

of the informants (1 and 5) stated that there are several challenges to incorporate a balanced 

representation of actors from developing countries and from diverse perspectives such as 

indigenous and local community representatives. Matching the ideals of fostering 

engagements between actors from different sectors, the transnational deliberative democracy 

model promotes opportunities for stakeholders to engage in the IPBES and to contribute to 

the platform’s work (UNEP 2012d). In this model, stakeholders are considered to be major 

knowledge holders and managers of natural resources worldwide and contribute to 

influencing policies and engaging the general public (UNEP 2012d). According to the Gap 

Analysis: 

‘The more science and scientists can speak with one voice and the more credible, relevant and 

legitimate the process or processes that enable them to do so, then the more effective the results 

are likely to be in informing policy development and implementation’ (UNEP 2009, E.1.1, 132).  
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Including a balanced representation of actors through stakeholder consultations and dialogues 

in the IPBES fits the global stakeholder democracy model since different stakeholders have a 

space to contribute to the IPBES processes in a more inclusive way than in the other models.  

8.5 Coproduce knowledge  

Coproducing knowledge also fits with the global stakeholder democracy model where 

different actors interact to create knowledge together (Bäckstrand 2011). In addition to 

coproduction referring to the simultaneous production of science and policy, coproduction 

also refers to different knowledge systems collectively creating knowledge. Three of the 

interview informants (1, 7 and 9) discussed the coproduction of knowledge that occurs when 

connecting knowledge systems in a science–policy platform such as the IPBES. According to 

interview informant 9, coproduction is when there is an exchange and a making of knowledge 

that involves indigenous people and scientists. Informant 9 also stated that ‘people have to 

become understand experiences of collaboration including the co-production of knowledge 

and dual-evidence based knowledge.’ Informant 6 stated: 

‘There should be a continuous engagement of other stakeholders and then of course their 

knowledge into the design of research and then in the conduction of research and then of course it 

might feedback actually into the research very much’ (Informant 6).  

Connecting knowledge systems can produce new perspectives and insights through 

coproduction of knowledge, but it is also important to have an awareness of the actors and 

motivations of those involved in coproducing knowledge. New knowledge is coproduced 

when diverse knowledge holders come together and therefore the IPBES needs to 

accommodate a space for shared understandings to come together, as in the global stakeholder 

model (Bäckstrand 2006 and 2011). 

The following section identifies some of the major governance challenges associated with 

incorporating diverse knowledge systems into the IPBES.  

8.6 Global models of democracy 

The normative arguments for including diverse knowledge into the IPBES are further 

categorized according to three ideal democratic models: democratic intergovernmentalism, 

transnational deliberative democracy and global stakeholder democracy (Bäckstrand 2011). 

The democratic intergovernmentalism model, which emphasizes international organizations’ 

responsibilities, recognizes states as the only actors with rights and obligations (Bäckstrand 

2011, McGrew 2002). Two of the informants (4 and 10) stressed that governments are 

custodians of public goods and services related to biodiversity and therefore need to be in the 

driving position in the IPBES. According to interview informant 4, the IPBES is very much 

an intergovernmental mechanism, so governments are certainly the dominating force. 

Interview informant 10 strongly supports this model and said that states, not non–state actors, 

have the responsibility to protect biodiversity and ecosystem services. The normative 

arguments that fit the democratic intergovernmentalism model are support for project 

implementation and transparency. These two arguments encourage the IPBES to include non–

state actors as observers to add support and transparency to the IPBES processes, without 

giving non–state actors responsibilities or decision–making power within the IPBES.  

The transnational deliberative democracy model has played out so far through the stakeholder 

dialogues and stakeholder consultations, which have occurred in parallel to but separately 
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from the intergovernmental discussions (UNEP 2012d). This exemplifies the kind of 

deliberative process where deliberation in an independent transnational public sphere occurs 

independently from the authority of states (Bäckstrand 2011). An argument for incorporating 

diverse knowledge systems into the IPBES that aligns with the transnational deliberative 

democracy model is linking different scales. 

The global stakeholder democracy model seeks to involve stakeholders in decision–making 

processes using hybrid mechanisms such as stakeholder consultations and public–private 

partnerships (Niedzialkowski et al. 2012). Although there are many arguments that support 

the global stakeholder democracy model, there has been very little progress for implementing 

global stakeholder democracy pathways for including diverse knowledge. States and non–

state actors remain separate in the IPBES processes and mechanisms that include stakeholders 

that are idealized through this model have not been realized. The major arguments for 

incorporating diverse knowledge systems into the IPBES that align with the global 

stakeholder democracy model are to include a balanced representation of actors and 

coproduce knowledge. 

The three predominant reasons for including diverse knowledge systems according to the 

informants (1–10) in the interviews encompass three rationales: overcome limitations in 

scientific knowledge, promote informed decision–making and link different scales. These 

three arguments had the strongest support from the informants and were also emphasized in 

the IPBES documents. These arguments were also expressed in the development of the 

IAASTD (Scoones 2009), but this platform faced governance challenges in carrying out a 

sustainable scheme that reflected the rationales for a more inclusive science–policy platform, 

legitimating the necessity of creating a strong governance framework for the IPBES. The 

IPBES designers will have to recognize that the arguments represent irreconcilable ideals and 

will have to develop mechanisms to integrate these different arguments and ideals into the 

IPBES platform. The IPBES faces the challenge of bridging the different substantive and 

normative rationales for including diverse knowledge systems to develop mechanisms for 

incorporating diverse knowledge in the IPBES, and it is possible that the dominating 

substantive motivations will determine which mechanisms the IPBES utilizes. 
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9. Governance challenges of incorporating diverse 

knowledge 

According to the Gap Analysis, improving the strength of ‘interrelations between science and 

policy at all levels are necessary for more effective governance of biodiversity and ecosystem 

services’ (UNEP 2009, p. 4). There are many governance challenges of incorporating diverse 

knowledge systems into a science–policy platform such as the IPBES.  

Since the IPBES process is an intergovernmental process, it is a challenge to implement an 

unprecedented governance process where stakeholders can effectively engage in the IPBES 

processes. There is no defined process to ensure the effective incorporation of broad types of 

knowledge into the IPBES knowledge base and it is a challenge to ensure that diverse 

knowledge is fully considered and implemented in policy decisions in a systematic way 

(UNEP 2009, E.1.1, 103). Interview informant 6 stated that an open governance structure that 

incorporates feedback into assessment processes is beneficial for the IPBES. According to 

two of the informants (1 and 5), multidisciplinary panel experts should think about how 

knowledge bases will be managed. Interview informant 5 also recommends having an 

external institution oversee the knowledge management for the IPBES, which is one of the 

next substance issues to be discussed in the IPBES plenary meetings.  

Some of the major challenges of incorporating diverse knowledge systems into a global 

stakeholder model in the IPBES, which were addressed in interviews and document analysis: 

resource constraints, whose knowledge to include, validity and trust, contradictory knowledge 

and creating a legitimate framework.  

9.1 Resource constraints  

The Gap Analysis recognizes that time and resources are barriers and challenges for the 

IPBES (UNEP 2009). Several interview informants (1, 3, 5, 8, 9 and 10) also commented on 

the importance of the timeliness of the IPBES assessments as a practical goal of the IPBES to 

consider in the governance structure. Language of science and policy is another barrier for lay 

citizens to participate in decision–making processes (Fischer 2003, p. 23) and may require 

additional resources to promote communication with different actors.  

There is lack of resources and capacity to broker knowledge effectively so that it can be 

useful for decision–making and there is also a lack of capacity in developing countries to 

make use of the outputs from a science–policy platform such as the IPBES (UNEP 2009). 

There are barriers to the effective use of existing data and knowledge and on the ability to 

gain access to such data and information in meaningful ways (UNEP 2009). These barriers 

include cultural barriers, lack of standardization, and insufficient incentive for those 

collecting and managing data to make it available, cost of digitization, lack of information on 

datasets, language and insufficient tools to provide meaningful access to data (UNEP 2009, 

E.1.1, 118). The IPBES faces the challenge of promoting and facilitating improved 

coordination across global and national mechanisms, coordination within thematic areas, 

coordination at and across levels of governance and coordination across different sectors 

(UNEP 2009).  
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9.2 Whose knowledge to include 

According to the normative arguments, including diverse knowledge increases the legitimacy 

of the process and the normative motivation gives voice to more diverse knowledge systems, 

since it prioritizes the democratic inclusion of diverse knowledge systems more strongly than 

the systematic motivations. The IPBES will ‘ensure the full use of national, subregional and 

regional assessments and knowledge, as appropriate, including by ensuring a bottom-up 

approach’ (UNEP 2012a). Interview informants (1-10) discussed the challenges of 

determining whose knowledge to include, and whose knowledge to leave out of the IPBES 

assessments, and how to create mechanisms to assess non-scientific knowledge. According to 

informant 6, ‘defining the governance process is a very big challenge because you have to 

somehow limit the access of the definition of which stakeholders can actually engage.’ For 

informant 8, ‘the challenge with the IPBES is to broaden our outlook forward, to actually 

assess the data collection and data sharing and then to go beyond the normal scientific 

community as well, that’s the big challenge.’  

9.3 Validity and trust  

It is widely recognized that scientific knowledge can be validated through a peer–reviewed 

process, but there are other mechanisms to validate other knowledge systems. According to 

informant 9, another challenge for validating non–scientific knowledge is that oral messages 

will have to be recorded in some way either written or through online videos so that it can be 

assessed; this informant suggests that all knowledge is recorded in a centralized and 

accessible place. Informant 5 suggested that a metadata base will have to be setup that 

includes careful descriptions of the conditions of the knowledge, although it will still be a 

challenge to cross–validate non–scientific knowledge systems. A challenge with including 

different knowledge systems is that they cannot be compared explicitly because different 

knowledge systems have different value systems; informants 1, 5 and 9 said that it is not a 

good idea to validate one knowledge system with the values from another knowledge system.  

For ecosystem assessments to be valid for local communities, they need to include local 

understandings of human–environment relationships and communicate assessment findings in 

an appropriate way (UNEP 2012b). Therefore, it is important to understand the culture of how 

diverse knowledge has been included in previous assessments to understand the cultural 

possibilities of which governance structures for including diverse knowledge are considered 

trustworthy and valid for the IPBES.  

9.4 Contradictory knowledge 

‘By essence, all knowledge is controversial’ according to interview informant 4 and many of 

the informants (1, 2, 3, 6, 8 and 9) agree that communicating controversies and contradictions 

is important to promote transparency in the IPBES. Contradictory knowledge is a challenging 

issue in incorporating widely different views of stakeholders into the IPBES platform (UNEP 

2009). In science and in other knowledge systems, lots of studies are conducted before 

knowledge is accepted as true. There are different views on issues and some of these different 

perspectives will be contradictory and there is a challenge in dealing with those 

contradictions. The IPBES will have to accommodate different views and develop 

mechanisms to explain different knowledge. Interview informant 9 recognizes that sometimes 

knowledge is contradictory because there are gaps in knowledge, but other times knowledge 

is contradictory when there is bias. Interview informant 4 stated that it is important that 
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controversies are recorded so that conclusions can be traced back to original research and 

submissions.  

9.5 Creating a legitimate framework 

Legitimacy is the acceptability of claims to authority (King 2003). It is a challenge to make 

sure that integrating diverse knowledge systems does not compromise the legitimacy of the 

IPBES (UNEP 2012g). Connecting across knowledge systems has significant challenges that 

include creating mechanisms to evaluate and respect knowledge that is neither scientific nor 

peer–reviewed and to connect knowledge systems in a way that creates insights that are 

legitimate and useful on different scales (UNEP 2012b). ‘There is growing consensus that 

strengthening the interrelations between science and policy at all levels is necessary (but not 

sufficient) for more effective governance of biodiversity and ecosystem services.’(UNEP 

2009, A.1.3).  

‘IPBES would benefit from the participation of civil society organizations in its governance 

structure as well as in the work programme. IPBES would benefit from the participation of civil 

society organizations in terms of credibility, saliency, legitimacy, transparency, ownership and 

policy impact’ (UNEP 2012c, I.3.13).  

Informants reflected that it is still early in the IPBES process and the IPBES has not yet 

specified mechanisms for incorporating diverse knowledge and at the moment it remains what 

interview informant 4 calls ‘a general wish to incorporate all forms of knowledge into the 

platform.’ Interview informant 3 stated that ‘one of the frustrations of the IPBES is that a lot 

of people have a lot of different ideas about what the IPBES should and should not do, can 

and cannot do.’ It is a challenge that people have different ideas about the coordinating and 

implementation responsibilities of the IPBES. It is a challenge to develop an operational 

framework for the IPBES that is transparent and inclusive of different knowledge systems. 

Interview informant 9 specifically stated that the challenge for the IPBES is how to get data 

that is recorded and shared into educated data that can be used to inform decision makers on 

different scales. Informant 8 commented that collecting data in a way that is transparent and 

objective is a long–term cultural challenge to bridge different knowledge systems. The 

discussions about stakeholder involvements in the IPBES processes have included which 

mechanisms and model to use to incorporate stakeholders and the discussions have 

considered using a major groups model similar to the one used by the UNEP for the UNCSD.  

Methods of documenting, sharing and controlling access to knowledge from different 

knowledge systems are critical issues. Informant 4 discussed this challenge;  

‘How do you use and how do you make available some of the local and indigenous knowledge 

which is sometimes not published or not referenced or in grey literature, that is the key issue that is 

starting to be discussed’ (Informant 4). 

Informant 8 stated that ‘the transition from recording and sharing data to then taking action, 

the big challenge for the IPBES is how to get all of our knowledge into educated data and 

action.’ Informant 7 expressed concern about political influence and the mechanisms for 

incorporating diverse knowledge; ‘I hope that the political influence will not depress 

scientific knowledge and hinder scientific advice’ and ‘I think that most people agree that 

non-scientific knowledge should not be neglected, but the process of how this can be 

integrated is still not fixed.’ Interview informants perceive the creation of a legitimate, fair 

and trustworthy IPBES framework as a challenge for the development of the IPBES. 



 30 

10. Discussion and conclusions 

The methods of interviews with non–state actors and text analysis of the IPBES documents 

yielded insights on the problem of including diverse knowledge into the IPBES. This chapter 

interprets the results from analysis of the IPBES documents and interviews (presented in 

chapters 6 through 9) in addition to literature in science and technology studies. 

10.1 Overview of answers to research questions 

This section highlights the main points that address the research questions in this study, 

discussing relevant knowledge in the IPBES, reasons for including diverse knowledge 

systems and governance challenges of incorporating diverse knowledge systems.  

10.1.1 Relevant knowledge in the IPBES 

All people have a stake in biodiversity and ecosystem services (MA 2005), so all knowledge 

and expertise can contribute to biodiversity decision–making. The IPBES recognizes that 

diverse experts and knowledge systems are relevant to include in the IPBES (IPBES 2012, 

Koetz et al. 2011, UNEP 2010, UNEP 2012a–g, Informants 1–10), despite the IPBES being 

called a science–policy platform. Relevant knowledge in biodiversity governance includes, 

but is not limited to, natural science, social science, grey literature and traditional, indigenous, 

local and practitioner’s knowledge (Informants 1–10). Capistrano et al. (2005) and 

Duraiappah and Rogers (2011) describe the interconnections between ecosystems and human 

well–being as important to consider in biodiversity policy, emphasizing the relevance of 

social science in the IPBES processes. The informants in the interviews emphasized the 

inclusion of the knowledge systems of the people who are working at the grassroots level with 

biodiversity impacts, but were less vocal about their perceptions of the relevance of business 

knowledge and economics; economic development is one of the three pillars of sustainable 

development and relates to the concept of ecosystem services (Hardin 1968, Fourcade 2011).  

Hardin’s (1968) study of the commons shows that it is difficult to put a price on nature, but 

the concept of ecosystem services puts a value on biodiversity based on its utility for humans. 

Cultures have different economic values for nature, and different cultures perceive relevant 

knowledge regarding biodiversity issues in ways (Fourcade 2011). According to Cronon 

(1995), nature is a ‘profoundly human construction’ (p. 25, in Fourcade 2011, p.1735) and 

Latour (1994, in Fourcade 2011, p.1769) stated that nature is understood through social and 

integrated relations between humans and nonhumans. The utility of nature for all people is 

another reason why knowledge representing social, economic and scientific realms is relevant 

in the IPBES. There is a question of whose voice ‘speaks in the name of nature’ (Fourcade 

2011, p.1770). Voices from all scales have a role to play in the understanding of biodiversity 

changes and its sustainable management, and interview informants emphasized the relevance 

of grassroots knowledge from people working directly with biodiversity management issues 

in their daily lives. The emphasis on the social aspects of biodiversity aligns with the 

definition of biodiversity as the ‘foundation of ecosystem services to which human well–

being is intimately linked’ (MA 2005, p.18).  

Informants, the IPBES documents and literature echo the notion that ‘science that draws 

strength from its socially-detached position is too frail to meet the pressures placed upon it by 

contemporary societies’ (Jasanoff 2003, p.235). Since science is embedded in society, it 

cannot be detached from its social, cultural, economical and political context. Further, 
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literature supports the findings in the interviews that ‘what is lacking is not just knowledge to 

fill the gaps, but also processes and methods to elicit what the public wants and to use what is 

already known’ (Jasanoff 2003, p.240). The successful incorporation of diverse knowledge 

systems is unprecedented and experimental in a global science–policy platform and serves to 

build capacity and strengthen science used in policy making on biodiversity issues (IPBES 

2012).  

The importance of incorporating diverse knowledge systems is supported by the idea that 

‘nature, life systems and society are one’ and since the fate of these is common, diverse 

knowledge from different scales and sectors contributes to work towards a sustainable future 

(Milbrath 1996, p.126–7). Understanding and making an impact on environmental problems 

begins with a study of scientific issues coupled with social issues (Carolan 2005, p.441). The 

aggregation of diverse viewpoints accounts for the robustness of knowledge (Watson–Verran 

and Turnbull 1995), but a challenge for decision–makers is how to harness collective 

scientific and non–scientific expertise in a knowledge platform (Jasanoff 1990). Although it is 

agreed upon that a diversity of expertise will contribute to the IPBES processes (UNEP 

2012a–g, Informants 1–10), there is no agreement on the capacity in which relevant 

knowledge systems will be incorporated into the IPBES or the pathways that the IPBES will 

take to reap benefits of including a diversity of expertise. 

10.1.2 Reasons for including diverse knowledge systems 

The linear model of expertise implemented by previous global environmental assessments 

such as the IPCC, fails to incorporate the social and economic aspects of sustainability that 

are so crucial to environmental issues including climate change and biodiversity (Beck 2011). 

The interview informants emphasized the social aspects of biodiversity and ecosystem 

services, reinforcing the need to incorporate a more inclusive model of expertise. According 

to the interview informants, the prevalent rationales for including diverse knowledge systems 

include the following: to overcome limitations of scientific data, better address complex 

management problems, strengthen communication with stakeholders, contribute to decision–

making processes, support project implementation, contribute to transparency, support a 

balanced representation of actors, link different scales and coproduce knowledge. The 

mapping of these arguments according to substantive and normative rationales makes it 

evident that the rationales take different forms and will require diverse mechanisms to be 

realized in the IPBES framework. The different democratic models also show different 

avenues for including diverse stakeholders based on rationales from a more basic inclusion of 

stakeholders as consultants to more interactive involvement within the IPBES processes.  

According to Stirling (2008) and the literature on global environmental assessments, it is 

commonly argued that the normative value of pluralism and diversity can contribute to a more 

legitimate, robust and technological future, but the normative arguments were weakly 

supported by the IPBES documents, with the exception of the rationale of linking different 

scales. Previous global environmental assessments such as the IPCC are driven by science-

driven facts (Beck 2011), emphasizing the environmental pillar of sustainability, while the 

IPBES seeks to be more inclusive of the diverse social, economic and environmental aspects 

of biodiversity and ecosystem services, supported by the rationales outlined by the interview 

informants. The rationales expressed by the informants that emphasize the social pillar reflect 

a framing of the embedded nature of biodiversity and ecosystem services issues, while 

climate change is framed by the IPCC as being a scientific problem (Beck 2011). While the 

IPBES documents emphasize substantive rationales for including diverse knowledge, the 
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interview informants describe both substantive and normative rationales, emphasizing the 

social aspects of biodiversity and ecosystem services. 

It can be a challenge to link and compare different knowledge systems in the IPBES 

(Watson–Verran and Turnbull 1995), but many scholars (Agrawal 1995, Berkes et al. 2006, 

Borie and Hulme 2012, Fabricius et al. 2006, Lövbrand et al. 2010, Miller 2007) agree that 

decision–making on environmental issues can be strengthened by the inclusion of diverse 

actors and knowledge systems, including scientific and non–scientific expertise. An argument 

in STS for incorporating diverse actors and knowledge systems into a science–policy platform 

is that science is a political phenomenon, where social actors participate in, shape and use 

scientific knowledge claims (Cozzens and Woodhouse 1995). Knowledge is generated in a 

wider variety of sites than ever before and research recognizes that diverse knowledge, 

including marginalized voices, can contribute to policy discourse (Jasanoff 2003).  

There are major tensions between the substantive and normative rationales for knowledge 

plurality, since the substantive arguments prioritize issues such as the strengthening of 

decision–making processes and addressing complex management problems, while the 

normative rationales promote democratic processes (Stirling 2008). These differences can go 

hand in hand since democratic involvements in the IPBES can lead to the substantive aims of 

better decision–making, but the substantive aims can also be achieved through other means 

that do not utilize radical democratic processes (Stirling 2008). The rationales for including 

diverse knowledge systems under the global stakeholder democracy model most strongly 

challenge the status quo and are therefore the most difficult to implement. The interview 

informants add contextual perspectives from the different international organizations and 

constituencies they represent, adding validity to the relevance of the social component of 

sustainability, and challenging the scientific–centered incorporation of knowledge utilized in 

the IPCC. The interview informants support their rationales with motivation to create a 

governance structure that is flexible, innovative, dynamic and experimental. The normative 

rationales express learning from previous global environmental assessments and reflection 

that the issues of biodiversity and ecosystem services are deeply embedded in day-to-day 

social life and therefore IPBES needs new mechanisms to evaluate the knowledge and 

experiences of people on different scales.  

10.1.3 Governance challenges of incorporating diverse knowledge systems  

Creating a governance framework that incorporates a plurality of knowledge systems in a way 

that recognizes the predominant rationales for including diverse knowledge systems is among 

the biggest challenges for the IPBES. According to interview informants, the IPBES also 

faces challenges of resource constraints, whose knowledge to include, validity and trust, 

contradictory knowledge and creating a legitimate framework. The IPBES faces these 

challenges on its journey towards creating an unprecedented democratic governance structure 

for the IPBES that recognizes a plurality of voices to make the process more credible and 

legitimate.  

The IPBES process is an intergovernmental process by definition, created by states and for 

states primarily, supporting a very traditional mode of governance. It is challenging to 

identify an effective and legitimate governance structure to implement into the IPBES 

(Niedzialkowski et al. 2012, Miller 2007). There are institutional challenges with bridging 

different democratic models and the IPBES can take on a framework that builds upon the 

linear model of IPCC (Beck 2011) or the bottom–up IAASTD model (Scoones 2009) or even 

a framework that combines the two models or is completely different. According to Jasanoff 



 33 

(2003), ‘The question confronting the governance of science is how to bring knowledgeable 

publics into the front-end of scientific and technological production – a place from which they 

have historically been excluded’ (p.235). The interview informants also reflected that 

changing the norm of favoring scientific knowledge in global environmental assessments is a 

challenge for the IPBES.  

The IPBES can learn from the experiences of the IPCC, the IAASTD, the MA and other 

platforms to develop a framework where including diverse knowledge systems is carried out 

in a way that supports decision–making on different scales throughout the world and 

contributes to the sustainability of biodiversity and human well–being. By challenging the 

IPCC’s framing of climate change as a scientific and quantitative problem requiring 

environmental protection, the IPBES frames biodiversity as a multi-disciplinary problem that 

encompasses the environment, economics and social aspects. This framing facilitates the 

entry point for the inclusion of more diverse knowledge and participation in the IPBES 

processes. The interview informants and literature suggest that including diverse knowledge 

in IPBES requires a legitimate governance process, and Jasanoff (2003) explains that a 

change is needed in the culture of governance: 

‘Participation alone, then, does not answer the problem of how to democratize technological 

societies...What has to change is the culture of governance, within nations as well as 

internationally; and for this we need to address not only the mechanics, but also the substance of 

participatory politics.’ (Jasanoff 2003, p.238).  

Historically, conservation biodiversity established protected areas through top–down, 

government initiated processes that did not accommodate broad local perspectives, which 

backfired when local communities hindered the establishment and enlargement of protected 

areas (Niedzialkowski et al. 2012). This contributed to a shift in governance that favors public 

participation and diverse expertise in decision–making processes in biodiversity conservation 

(Niedzialkowski et al. 2012). A growing body of literature alludes that effective and 

legitimate biodiversity governance hinges on the inclusion of a plurality of expert knowledge 

in the decision support process (Borie and Hulme 2012, Duit et al. 2009, Hulme 2010, Koetz 

et al. 2011, Miller 2007, Turnhout et al. 2012). IPBES faces the challenge of setting a new 

norm in global environmental assessments to incorporate an inclusive governance framework 

that utilizes mechanisms to incorporate diverse knowledge systems. 

10.2 Overall discussion 

The IPBES has the opportunity to promote the value of pluralism towards a robust future for 

biodiversity governance. According to interview informant 9, the IPBES is a ‘window of 

opportunity to create more respect for the diversity we have about knowledge on earth.’ The 

interview informants in this study emphasized the possibility of the IPBES to set a precedent 

in how knowledge is incorporated into global environmental assessments through innovative 

ways to balance information and timely output documents on the state of global resources. 

This is however contingent on scientists accepting and including new forms of knowledge 

(Bäckstrand 2006 and 2011). 

Informants (1–10) recognized the challenge of delineating whose knowledge to include in the 

IPBES, since everyone has a stake in biodiversity. It is a challenge to identify who should be 

represented in the discussions (Scoones 2009). Pressure for democratization exacerbates the 

question of whose knowledge to recognize, translate and incorporate into action (Nowotny 

2003, p.152). Diverse expertise has been incorporated into international regulations due to 

demands for greater accountability. The inclusion of diverse expertise is exemplified by the 
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EU, which perceives diverse actors as resources for government, business and civil society 

(Nowotny 2003, p.152). Since 2001, the EU has guidelines on collection and use of expert 

advice and this diversity of expertise promote accountability, plurality and integrity of 

knowledge (Jasanoff 2003, p.226). The challenge remains of how to bring citizens and 

experts into a democratic and mutually productive relationship and to determine which 

experts and scientists to include in the IPBES (Fischer 2003, p. 46).  

Including a plurality of knowledge in the IPBES will frame how biodiversity issues are 

understood in policy–making processes (Liberatore and Funtowicz 2003). This study supports 

previous literature (Koetz et al. 2011, Scoones 2009), stating that diverse knowledge systems 

are considered relevant to global environmental assessments. This study also builds on 

previous literature by emphasizing the social development aspects of biodiversity and 

ecosystem services. The normative value of social pluralism and diversity can contribute to a 

more legitimate, robust and technological future (Stirling 2008). There are diverse arguments 

for incorporating different knowledge systems, but it remains unclear of how to bridge the 

different pathways for a democratic governance system and how to connect knowledge 

systems in a way that is effective for decision–making on different scales throughout the 

world. The IPBES faces the challenges of determining how to implement procedures for the 

involvement of diverse knowledge systems in a way that broadly respects environmental, 

social and economic developments throughout the world. 

10.3 Suggestions for future study 

Future studies about diverse knowledge in the IPBES could update this study by incorporating 

the outcomes from future IPBES meetings, or by including additional methods into a similar 

study, such as including interviews with State actors in addition to non–state actors and by 

observing the IPBES intergovernmental meetings and stakeholder consultations. Including 

State actors and non–state actors from other organizations may reveal new perspectives about 

diverse knowledge in the IPBES. Future studies can also use other models and analytic 

frameworks instead of using Bäckstrand’s (2011) global democracy models to better 

understand why the IPBES will incorporate diverse knowledge into the IPBES processes. 

Alternatively, a future study could apply my research questions and Bäckstrand’s (2011) ideal 

democratic models to another environmental science–policy platform and then compare and 

contrast the arguments for including diverse knowledge into different platforms and even 

conduct a follow–up study to see how the arguments for including diverse knowledge play 

out in the actual implementation of different environmental science–policy platforms.  

Future studies can also build upon this exploratory study by studying how the IPBES actually 

carries out the inclusion of diverse knowledge systems. States that are involved in the IPBES 

meetings are currently discussing and negotiating how to implement the inclusion of diverse 

knowledge systems into the IPBES. Other related studies would include a case study that 

analyzes the inclusion of diverse knowledge systems in the IPBES compared with other 

platforms such as IPCC. In addition, future multi–disciplinary empirical studies could study 

the costs and benefits of including diverse knowledge across different scales into a platform 

such as the IPBES. Future studies on the IPBES are important to uncover why and how 

diverse knowledge systems are included so that the IPBES can serve as a model for future 

science–policy platforms to include natural and social aspects that are so critical for the 

management and sustainability of the environment and human well–being. 
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10.4 Conclusions 

The emphasis on the social aspect of sustainable development in the rationales for including a 

plurality of knowledge systems in the IPBES shows that biodiversity and ecosystem services 

issues are very much linked to social development and human well-being. Based on the 

mapping of rationales for including diverse knowledge systems in the IPBES, the three 

predominant reasons for including diverse knowledge systems are to overcome limitations in 

scientific knowledge, promote informed decision–making and link knowledge from different 

scales. The design of the future IPBES processes hinges on the main rationales for including a 

plurality of knowledge systems. The IPBES faces the governance challenge of bridging 

motivations to include a plurality of social, economic and environmental knowledge systems 

in a way that promotes the aims of the IPBES and global democracy. 
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Appendix 1 – Interview guide  

Introduction 

 Describe thesis project 

 Informed consent to record interview 

 Ask if it is okay to reference informant by name in my report  

 Inform informant that I will send them final report in late January  

 

Interview Questions  

Background 

 How have you been engaged in the design of the IPBES assessment process?  

 

Main Questions 

1. What types of knowledge are considered to be legitimate in IPBES? 

2. Whose expertise will be incorporated into IPBES? 

3. How do you think contradictory knowledge will be incorporated into the 

assessment process?  

4. Which general arguments underpin the call for a broader definition of 

expertise in the IPBES process?  

5. What do you think are the biggest challenges of incorporating non–scientific 

knowledge into the assessment process?  

6. How will your organization empower governments or other stakeholders to 

use knowledge that is produced in IPBES process?  

7. For whom do you think IPBES assessment knowledge is relevant?  

8. Do you think that the knowledge produced by IPBES will be used on 

different scales? 

9. How will the IPBES initiative to incorporate diverse forms of knowledge 

influence future global environmental assessments?  

 

Closing 

 Do you have any additional comments about knowledge in the IPBES 

assessment process?  


