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1. Introduction
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• I will focus on the role of 
values in decision-making

• I will also emphasize how 
decision-making arenas 
and procedures (institutions) 
affect what values get 
priority

• I will finally look at the need 
for transforming decision-
making to (better) cater for 
sustainability-aligned values

We are facing serious challenges:
- IPBES Global Assessment (2019): 25%

of the world’s species are threatened by 
extinction

- WWF (2022): World populations of wild 
animals is reduced by 69 % since 1970



2. Decision-making

Norges miljø- og biovitenskapelige universitet2

• Decisions are of different types
– Political (defines rules for political and 

economic decision-making and actions; 
allocate public budgets)

– Economic (decisions over use of resources 
in production and consumption)

– Socio-cultural (issues regarding identity, 
human-nature relationships)

• Actors in decision-making
– Political actors (politicians and citizens 

(mainly as voters), Local; national and 
international level; include traditional 
authorities 

– Economic actors (producers and 
consumers; both private and public)

– Civil society actors (citizens; NGOs)



2. Decision-making (cont.)

The role of institutions
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• Institutions are the rules of society – its 
conventions, norms and legal rules

• Institutions protect certain values –
meaning that they also obstruct some 
values  what and whose values count in 
decision-making

• Institutions are means to structure 
decision-making. They define: 

– who participates and in what competence
– how values can be expressed – e.g., as 

prices, as arguments
– how participants interact – e.g., via trade, 

command, cooperation



3. Values in decision-making
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Values as included and excluded
• Decisions in markets

– Includes values that can be turned into tradable commodities – mainly instrumental 
values – excludes many values of nature. Individual decisions. The role of price

• Decisions in public forums
– Can in principle include any type of value. In countries like Norway, expression of 

values in monetary form – e.g., cost-benefit analysis – is given priority when 
developing material for decision-support regarding ‘public projects’ 

• Socio-cultural
– Can in principle include any type of value. Creation of worldviews. Identity issues, 

relations to nature and to other humans through nature as well as other species are 
key.

• The strong focus on markets and the limited type of values that can be 
expressed through trading is a key factor behind the nature crisis



3. Values in decision-making (cont.)

Implicit and explicit valuation
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Instrumental
Relational
Intrinsic 
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Goals: Economic growth  protection of nature 
values
• Policies to foster economic growth/GDP (1945 )

• Over time the environmental implications became 
(necessarily) visible  environmental policy from 1970 
and onwards

• At that time, strong interests developed under the 
‘assumption’ that economic expansion is unproblematic 
for the environment  counteract environmental policy 
initiatives 

Such a sequential decision-making structure 
implies low weight on the values of nature

In a nature with tipping points, it is dangerous

Tipping
point

3. Values in decision-making (cont.)
Value hierarchies, institutions and the time dimension



4. Values and societal 
transformation
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Transformation towards a sustainable 
society is a process that has to go 
deep.

• It will need to involve all levels of 
society

• We need to change its institutions

• We need to create a new normal for 
living – not least in industrialized 
societies. The role of civil society/ 
socio-cultural processes is 
especially important

Four value-based pathways to sustainability
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4. Values and societal transformation (cont.)

Leverage points for transformations

Four leverage points – from ‘shallow to 
deep’ – may be combined to foster changes 
to a sustainable society 

1. Recognizing the diversity of nature’s values 
through undertaking relevant and robust valuation

2. Embedding valuation into the different phases of 
decision-making processes to allow meaningful 
consideration of nature’s diverse values 

3. Reforming policy to realign incentives and insti-
tutions with the diverse values of nature and to 
empower actors to express and act upon their 
sustainability-aligned values 

4. Creating spaces to deliberate, develop and shift 
societal goals and norms attuned to the agreed 
global objectives of sustainability and justice 



Climate and 
ecosystem 

services are 
given 

increased 
weight in 
decision-
making 

processes

Pricing
nature 
values

Increased 
taxing of e.g., 

pollution; 
income used 
to subsidize 

green 
technology

GDP  
substituted 
by ‘green 

GDP’

Green 
economy

4. Values and societal transformation (cont.)

Leverage points for the values related roads to sustainability



Norms and ethics 
regarding nature is 
changed from an 
anthropocentric to 

an ecocentric 
basis; as well as 
from utilitarianism 

to care

Increased 
weight on 
intrinsic 
values

Rights offered 
to nature 

other-than-
humans –

emphasizing 
expertise

Nature indices  
get equal 

importance to 
GDP in 

decision-making

Nature 
protection

4. Values and societal transformation (cont.)

Leverage points for the values related roads to sustainability
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Reduced 
emissions, 
differences, 
and working 

hours 
prioritized 

over growth, 
consumption 
and private 

profits

Increased 
emphasis on 
sustainability, 
equality and 
quality of life

Max income/ 
higher taxes on 

income and 
property; basic 

income 
guarantee. 

Strengthening 
the role of civil 

society

GDP is 
substituted by 

e.g., ISEW 
(sust. welfare 

indicator) Gini-
coefficient 

(distribution) 

De-/post-
growth

4. Values and societal transformation (cont.)

Leverage points for the values related roads to sustainability



5. Conclusion

12

• Present decision-making systems 
do not handle the diverse 
values of nature well

• Understanding why they fail is 
essential

• The IPBES Values Assessment 
have described ways forward. 
These need to be operationalized 
and ‘tested’ in various decision-
making contexts


