Initiative for Social-Ecological Research
Fostering Social-Ecological Research

Statement, March 2007

Social-ecological research, both as a new form of research practice and as a research program, has
been developed in Germany since the start of the 1990's primarily within the non-university
research community. For the last 5 years it has also been funded, in a funding program of the
same name, by the Federal Ministry of Education and Research (BMBF). After weighing the
successes and limits of the last 5 years, and revising the funding concept to achieve a more
focused funding in the second funding phase, the research network oekoforum, drawing on the
experience of the research community in general and, in particular, on those funded, has organized
a new initiative, the aim of which is to contribute, in a more collective and active manner than in
the past, to shaping the dynamic development of this field of research. The following looks at the
current situation of social-ecological research in Germany., and prospects for its further
development, and present the point of departure and goals of the present initiative to encourage
the promotion of social-ecological research.

Current Situation of Social-Ecological Research in Germany
In the years since it first appeared the social-ecological research program has been marked by
certain characteristics, and has introduced certain innovations. Among these are:

o a focus on a new research object, one which cannot be described using the languages of
societal action and ecological effect separately, characterized by an interdependency between
societal and natural processes,;

o establishment of a specific type of transdisciplinary research, one which features the linking of
the production of cross-discipline scientific knowledge with the generation and
implementation of solutions to complex social-ecological problems;

o establishment of independent quality and evaluation criteria for transdisciplinary research,
criteria which can then gain increasing acceptance in evaluation research, as well as other
funding areas;

e cooperation among different scientific disciplines and academic cultures, and among different
research institutions, in particular among independent non-university institutes, the
universities and fully-funded research institutions;

o development of a social-ecological research community;
» openness for innovative research concepts and career paths;
« qualification of junior researchers in the field of social-ecological research;

o establishment of new funding instruments for research networks, junior researcher
development, and infrastructure development for non-fully-funded research institutions,



Stellungnahme ,,Perspektiven der sozial-6kologischen Forschung und ihrer Forderung*

o extending social-ecological research concepts, results and funding instruments to other
funding programs and publications of the Federal Ministry of Education and Research
(BMBF) and other funders (national and international).

At the same time several shortcomings and goals have emerged that still have not been reached
need to be addressed. These include:

« dilatory progress in anchoring the results of social-ecological research and its methodology in
the universities, with the latter's discipline-bound structures having proven resistant to the
changes needed in order to meet the challenge of complex social-ecological problems;

 insufficient financing of long-term, non-project bound activities in the areas of research,
training and teaching for non-fully-funded research institutions;

o limited appreciation within established research institutions of transdisciplinary projects
supported by the Federal Ministry of Education and Research (BMBF) in contrast to
discipline-bound projects supported by other funders, for example projects funded by the
German Research Foundation (DFG)

o limited anchoring of social-ecological topics and expertise in academic teaching and further
education;

e lack of international profile and a still weak recognition of social-ecological results and
concepts, in particular in the EU;

e growing competition, including unequal competition, between universities and participating
non-university research institutions;

o weak interest on the part of researchers for visible and effective community building in the
area of social-ecological research, related to the fact that scientific recognition and access to
career paths for junior researchers is still determined by the organization of researcher
communities along discipline and departmental lines.

Further Development of Social-Ecological Research: Goals

Given this background, five areas of development are critical for the growth of social-ecological
research, both in Germany and internationally: (i) quality control for social-ecological research,
(ii) increased receptiveness on the part of existing institutions to social-ecological research; (iii)
consolidation and enlargement of the social-ecological research community; (iv) inter-
nationalization; and (v) institutionalization.

1. Quality Control for Social-Ecological Researcher

To assure the special quality control needed for the kind of transdisciplinary research into social-
ecological problems that can provide solutions to these problems, the criteria that have already
been developed for conducting successful and high-quality transdisciplinary research (cf.
Evalunet — Quality Criteria of Transdisciplinary Research:. A Manual for the Formative
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Evaluation of Research Projects) must be observed by all project participants and funding
institutions, and systematically anchored in future funding decision-making processes.

In addition, one must strive more actively to increase the recognition of these quality criteria
within the scientific community. Furthermore, it is necessary to adequately train both junior and
experienced researchers in transdisciplinary work methods. These tasks must be jointly tackled by
universities , independent institutes and fully-funded non-university institutes.

Proposals for implementation:
« disseminate quality criteria for transdisciplinary research (from Evalunet) internationally;

« familiarize established institutions responsible for the evaluation of research and scientific
institutions (including the German Science Council) with these criteria, and initiate a
discussion of criteria appropriate for evaluating different forms of scientific research;

e motivate experienced members of the social-ecological research community to be
available to act as evaluators for both reviewing procedures and for evaluating R&D
proposals (e.g., at the EU level);

o expand traineeships and intensify junior researcher support programs (including academic
career development).

2. Increased Receptiveness on the Part of Existing Institutions

to Social-Ecological Research

The interaction among different research institutions and between scientific and non-scientific
institutions must be increased. This involves opening up universities and non-university research
institutions to a diversity of career paths, ranging from university teaching careers to different
careers in research to careers in consulting or business. Furthermore, moving back and forth
between activities within and outside of science, e.g., companies, public authorities and non-
governmental organizations should be supported. For the universities this requires that they
intensify their organizational development with the aim of opening up new career paths beyond
those strictly organized around disciplines and departments (a move in conformance with the
demands of the ongoing Bologna process). In this way the establishment of stronger disciplinary
and interdisciplinary structures can be supported or initiated, as well as achieving linkage between
basic and applied research institutions.

For non-university, non-fully-funded research this means, while ensuring their own transdisciplin-
ary profile, opening up more to academically oriented science. This assumes, in turn, an increase
in transdisciplinary research inputs into the universities, as well as an improvement of institutional
possibilities for cooperation with respect to long-term planning reliability, which would result in a
strengthening of the bargaining position of non-university, non-fully-funded research institutions.
At the same time this means an intensified exchange with those fully-funded non-university
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research institutions who also conduct inter- and transdisciplinary research and who have already
made useful contributions to social-ecological research.

As a part of the process of opening up social-ecological research, and of networking it with others
forms of research, it will be necessary to increase participation in university teaching. This means,
above all, setting up or expanding undergraduate courses, but also includes graduate studies
(including continuing education programs of study) and jointly borne graduate schools. In this
way career building measures and qualification tracks that develop the methodological
competence required to produce the knowledge needed to find solutions to practical problems can
be expanded, something not only required for transdisciplinary research but, increasingly, also for
university teaching(cf. the Bologna process) and for individual professional careers.

Proposals for implementation:

o creation of study modules for master and doctorate programs by the three sectors of social-
ecological research (independent and full-funded non-university institutions, and university
institutions), working together;

o appointment of professors with a social-ecological focus at universities, either by creating new
positions for junior professors or by reorienting existing professorships;

e appointment of research professors at the independent non-university institutes and the
increased participation of these institutes in teaching;

o strengthening of the strategic partnership between non-university, non-fully-funded institutes
and the universities in order to improve networking, thereby strengthening the position of
social-ecological research within transdisciplinary environmental and sustainability research;

 creation of undergraduate and graduate study programs, organized and ran in common by non-
university research institutes and universities.

3. Consolidation and Enlargement of the Social-Ecological Research Community

In order to ensure that social-ecological research is able to contribute to the further strengthening
of the structural development of the scientific community in Germany, and beyond, it is necessary
support all efforts to expand social-ecological research and to more firmly anchor it in the
universities and in non-university institutes. In this way the already existing community can be
consolidated. Furthermore, new communities should be drawn into the process by the
establishment of permanent forums,which would thereby lead to an enlargement of the social-
ecological research community. This, of course, presupposes a corresponding active behavior on
the part of community members, as well as corresponding forms of non-project bound
organizational structures and financing.
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Proposals for implementation:
e holding of workshops and conferences that have an echo effect in other scientific
communities;

e astronger social-ecological presence in the universities and non-university research institutes;

e a collective (electronic) international journal, with expert review, as well as the enhancement
of the the status of existing publications in the field by improving them:

o strengthening image and recognition, for example, by awarding prizes or other forms of public
recognition for excellent social-ecological and/or transdisciplinary research;

o offsetting serious structural and/or financial conditions among institutions from the three
sectors of the scientific community.

4. Internationalization

A targeted strategy for initiating and sustaining an international discussion of the challenges,
methods and results of social-ecological research is needed. To this end it is above all necessary to
identify and build on interfaces to existing discourses and use these as channels for cross-
fertilization. Furthermore, publications in this field should be more widely disseminated
internationally. For this purpose agreement is necessary on the language for presenting the
conceptual framework of social-ecological research internationally.

Proposals for implementation:
e holding of international conferences to present and discuss the results of social-ecological
research;

e inputting social-ecological ideas and expertise into the EU research funding process, for
example by nominating evaluators;

o actively working on the “interface” between international discussions (climate change,
sustainability science, transdisciplinarity) and the (German language) social-ecological
discussion in meetings, publications and political negotiations over funding (EU).

5. Institutionalization

In order that social-ecological research can effectively contribute to the further development of
Germany's scientific community, as well as to overcoming long-term and highly complex social-
ecological problems, it is necessary to strengthen the consistency and permanency of that input
through institutionalization. This requires increasing funding above the amounts already planned
for the next 10 years, as well as extending the funding period.
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Proposals for implementation:

funding for long-term programs in social-ecological research;

promotion of cooperation between state and federal governments with respect to restructuring
the universities in the direction of building structures that function transdisciplinarily;

influencing how social-ecological research is perceived by the established research funding
institutions, e.g., the German Research Foundation, in order to improve recognition of social-
ecological research and to encourage a greater openness to funding the latter;

making use of experience in social-ecological research in applying for EU funding, e.g.,
within the framework of the European Research Council:

opening the possibility for long-term, more extensive research proposals not tied to particular
institutions on the model of cancer research.
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