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Co-production for fundamental change: a response
to Sutherland et al.

Sutherland et al. () suggested that in most cases
co-assessment of existing knowledge is preferable to co-
producing knowledge, because the former is more cost-
effective. They presented a model for using knowledge for
solving problems, in which global collation of scientific
knowledge is followed by co-assessment of global and
local knowledge by researchers and the local community.
Only in globally relevant cases is knowledge co-produced.
I agree, of course, that it is irrational to ignore existing
knowledge. But their suggestion does not do justice to the
range of benefits of co-production, reflects a natural-science
centred way of using science to improve conservation prac-
tice and, in addition, cost-effectiveness may not be the rele-
vant criterion for assessing the value of co-production.

The recognized benefits of knowledge co-production in-
clude three logics: scientific accountability to the public, in-
clusion of the knowledge, perspectives and experiences of
extra-scientific actors, and implementation of scientific
knowledge (van der Hel, ). The first two reflect demo-
cratic values and cannot be expressed in monetary terms.
The third highlights the fact that relevant actors can make
a difference in society. Depending on the purpose, local
communities are certainly not irrelevant. Firstly, members
of local communities can simultaneously work in several
roles. Secondly, they may hold knowledge of a local nature
or on social issues, which assessment of existing knowledge
would not necessarily identify (e.g. assessing alternative
conservation prioritization analyses could be combined
with field visits to co-produce understanding of ecologically
important areas and to allow negotiation between actors;
Paloniemi et al., ). Thirdly, in the case of voluntary con-
servation, collaboration with local actors is an integral part
of improving conservation efforts (Salomaa et al., ).

The model of Sutherland et al., seems to relate to the
evidence-based approach of compiling and assessing natural
science centred knowledge. Promoting only statistically gen-
eralizable knowledge as desirable sidelines the value of the
social sciences. Their contributions can be descriptive, diag-
nostic (e.g. explaining why actions have succeeded or failed),
disruptive (e.g. revealing inequities), reflexive or innovative
(Bennett et al., ). Social sciences can also offer concep-
tual generalization from local cases. In addition to integra-
tion of the knowledge of different actors, the concept of
co-production has been used to describe the fact that

science, governance and social norms interact (Jasanoff,
). Adams & Sandbrook () have suggested that evi-
dence should include qualitative data and local knowledge,
and that complex policy processes should be addressed
more thoroughly. The evidence-based approach is perhaps
not yet sufficiently developed to include the contributions of
the social sciences. Co-assessment therefore highlights the
dominance of the natural sciences.

In summary, determining whether co-assessment or
co-production is more cost-effective requires assessing
practical conservation improvement in long-term transdis-
ciplinary studies that consider both the local and broader
socio-ecological contexts. I suggest that co-production
should not be limited to cases where it contributes in a
cost-efficient manner to the global pool of natural science
data, because co-production is a key element in societal
transformation.
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