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Overview

1.  Why research people as part of ecosystems?

2. The need to define (or find out) land users’ objectives 

in a particular area, and hence: 
– what is best to measure?
– how do we interpret the results?

3.  A closer look at land degradation

4.  Some advice on approaches and methods
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Why consider people in our research?

- People are a component of most ecosystems and affect 
their state and functioning

- We aim to assess ecosystems objectively but our human 

values determine how we interpret research results

- Much research feeds into management and policy and is 
thus driven by human goals

- Local knowledge can provide valuable insights



Why is it important to define or understand 

people’s objectives?
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Much of our research 
concerns this…

… but often ignores 
or makes incorrect 

assumptions about 
this.
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An example

Maize farmer Ploughing, 
fertilization, etc

Monoculture, 
high yield

Maize yield

Is ecosystem state 
satisfactory for 

meeting objectives?

YES – if you 
are a maize 
farmer.

NO – if you are after 

biodiversity or forage 
production from 
natural veld.
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Method: 
- Step-point sampling to assess botanical composition.
- Grasses classified as decreasers, increasers I or II

- Each species assigned a forage factor (0 – 10)
- Compare total forage score to that of a benchmark site



A comparison of veld condition between commercial 
farmland, communal rangeland and conservation areas

Method: 
- Step-point sampling to assess botanical composition.
- Grasses classified as decreasers, increasers I or II

- Each species assigned a forage factor (0 – 10)
- Compare total forage score to that of benchmark

Result:

% of strikes

Veld condition 
(% of benchmark)

Decreaser Increaser I Increaser II

Commercial 87 60 25 15

Conservation 67 40 30 30

Communal 51 10 70 20



Land degradation

As researchers we want to understand the causes of 

degradation and possible ways to reverse it.

Recognised as being a process that has biophysical 
and anthropogenic components



Land degradation

The human drivers include laws, economics, 

population density, individual and group behaviour
and many other aspects.

These very often operate at larger temporal and 

spatial scales than the biophysical processes.



Land degradation

A current definition of degradation: 

“a persistent decrease in the sum of services 
supplied by the ecosystem”.

This means:

A system can be transformed without being 
degraded

The value of ecosystem services depends on the 
objectives of the land user



When is it degradation?

Global (non-negotiable) values re vegetation transformation:
- e.g. erosion, other forms of irreversible degradation 

not acceptable

Within this, a range of states should be acceptable.

Need to define objectives and appropriate indicators 
- different objectives are likely to require different 
ecosystem state.



OK …

… but (how) do we know what the land 

users’ objectives are?

- beware of incorrect assumptions

- land users differ
- objectives can be multiple and complex
- times change – objectives change

If in doubt, find out!



So – how do we go about including the 
people aspect in our scientific 

research?



1. Decide on what we need to know

- Define the overall research problem and question 

-Think about whether information on people is 
necessary or useful in addressing it... 

- ... and if so, what kind (objectives, behaviour, 
impact, local ecological knowledge, etc.).

NB – Very often this information will complement, 
rather than replace, ecological data.



Example:

What are the causes of bush encroachment in the 
False Thornveld of the Eastern Cape?

- an ecological question which ultimately requires 

experimental evidence to answer.



But the following information and data from farmers 

would be valuable:

- Land use practices and history (stocking rates, 
types of animals, grazing systems) vs. observed bush 

densities

- Accounts of how and when bush encroachment 
developed, and farmers’ observations and 

explanations of the process



2. What methods do we use to collect these data?

- Interviews (structured, semi-structured or 
unstructured)
- Questionnaires / surveys
- Mapping

- Observation
- Written records or photographs
- Government records (e.g. population or livestock 
census)

- many more...

NB - Choice of methods should be determined by the 
question – not the other way round!



Some common pitfalls

- Taking interview information at face value without 
cross-checking

- Conducting interviews or questionnaires with pre-
conceived ideas and expectations

- Misinterpretation of information due to lack of 
familiarity with local culture or history

NB – Inappropriate or poorly executed methods will 
give you bad data.



In a nutshell:

- Most ecosystems have been shaped by human influence 
over various time scales

- People’s values and objectives provide the context in 
which we conduct, interpret and apply research

- There is no one-size-fits all formula for including the 
human factor – whether and how it is done should be 
driven by the overall research question

- Employ common sense, empathy and open-mindedness 
rather than uncritical, rote use of standard methods

If this isn’t your cup of tea - collaborate!


