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Abstract In recent years, ecologists have embraced the human dimensions of their discipline and expanded
their remit to explore issues traditionally addressed by the social sciences and environmental humanities. This
expansion offers opportunities to engage with diverse methodologies, some of which challenge the orthodoxies of
conservation research; however, ecologists do not have the expertise to use social science methodologies in their
work. In this Toolkit, we outline ways to improve social-ecological research and outcomes through partnerships
with qualitative researchers. Ecologists – who lack the epistemological and methodological preparation needed
for productive qualitative or mixed methods study design – have often used quantitative methods to investigate
social-ecological systems. Though this has enhanced our ecological knowledge and led to the development of
evidence-based conservation practices, the biodiversity crisis continues to worsen as a result of human beha-
viours. Qualitative inquiry offers powerful insights into the drivers of social and behavioural phenomena but
remains under-represented in ecological research despite its broadening demographic. This presents a substantial
missed opportunity that warrants rectifying. Here, we outline the qualitative research paradigm and highlight its
benefits to ecology and ecologists. We also discuss a range of pitfalls and caveats ecologists encounter by not
using appropriate qualitative research designs to support the exploration of their questions. We conclude by pro-
viding guidance for ecologists who intend to conduct research embracing qualitative or mixed paradigm designs.
In order to address the human dimensions of ecology and conservation, it is essential to engage qualitative
experts within and beyond the ecological science community. When fruitful collaborations form, research teams
are able to approach some of ecology’s most challenging problems from new perspectives, incorporating the
views and knowledge of stakeholders on whom we rely for success.
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INTRODUCTION

Ecologists are increasingly expected to grapple with
the human dimensions of our discipline, whether this
relates to changing attitudes towards nature (Davis
et al. 2019; Taylor et al. 2020), using citizen science
to drive data collection (Aplin et al. 2021), assessing
the understanding of human activities (Miller 2005)
or finding ways to encourage broader engagement
with conservation and conservation actions (Bonney
et al. 2009). Accordingly, the field of ecology has
broadened ‘beyond biology’ (Teel et al. 2018) to
include approaches to understanding human beha-
viour from the social sciences (Bennett et al. 2017a).
Currently, ecologists without training in social
sciences but with access to survey tools have pro-
duced a burgeoning body of poor-quality research
(see Teel et al. 2018). Yet whilst social-ecological

studies using quantitative methods have started to
feature prominently among the pages of ecology jour-
nals, qualitative research remains under-represented
(Moon et al. 2016). This discrepancy represents a
missed opportunity, as qualitative research provides
direct insight into the motives behind human beha-
viours by delving into individuals’ perceptions and
understandings about the world (Given 2016). By
addressing these motives, ecologists can better foster
proenvironmental behavioural changes.
There is an urgent need for the discipline of ecol-

ogy to embrace qualitative methods and include them
in our methodological toolkit. Given ecologists’ lack
of training in these methodologies, the most effective
way to embrace qualitative methods is through col-
laboration with social scientists who have qualitative
expertise. Current species extinction rates are
unprecedented in human history (Ceballos
et al. 2015), despite more than three decades of work
in the ‘crisis discipline’ of conservation biology*Corresponding author.
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(Soul�e 1985). In essence, the biodiversity crisis that
is the focus of much ecological research is a crisis of
human behaviour (Schultz 2011; Swim et al. 2011).
By engaging with qualitative social science, ecologists
can illuminate understandings of the human-
controlled drivers behind ecological degradation,
conservation and restoration.
The quantitative methods ecologists often use to

investigate the social side of social-ecological systems
treat humans like any other study species – that is as
passive subjects of scientific scrutiny, rather than
active participants with an ability to provide rich
accounts of their own lives (St. John et al. 2014).
Instead of overlooking these accounts or simply
reducing them to countable fragments, qualitative
methods preserve the complexities and contextual
details provided by research participants. In this way,
qualitative methods have provided critical means to
document evidence and engage with people across a
range of disciplines (such as sociology, education and
public health) for several decades. If ecologists are
genuine in our commitment to understanding human
behaviour by ‘mainstreaming’ the social sciences in
ecology and conservation (Bennett et al. 2017b), the
field must embrace qualitative research fully. This
paper provides ecologists with a practical guide to
increase their understanding of the caveats and pit-
falls when incorporating qualitative designs in ecolog-
ical research.
In this Toolkit paper, we aim to introduce the Aus-

tral Ecology readership to ways of engaging with col-
leagues and co-designing social-ecological research.
As Toolkit papers are intended to be ‘instructional
papers’, we present an overview of key principles of
qualitative research to educate ecological researchers,
particularly those with no prior experience with or
awareness of qualitative methodologies and methods.

WHAT IS THE QUALITATIVE PARADIGM?

Qualitative research is a human-focused undertaking,
which aims to delve deeply into people’s experiences,
perceptions, behaviours and beliefs (Given 2016).
This is complementary to quantitative paradigmatic
approaches that document the facts (i.e. who, what,
where, how many, etc.), without providing a deep
understanding of why people do what they do. Quali-
tative research investigates societal processes and the
meanings people make of phenomena, facilitating our
understanding of how people think and how this
affects their actions (Given 2016). Research designs
draw on various methodologies (e.g. grounded the-
ory; phenomenology; hermeneutics) and methods
(e.g. interviews; focus groups; participant observa-
tion), that have been developed since the early years
of the 20th century (Given 2008). This rich history of

qualitative inquiry is deeply embedded across many
disciplines, and its approaches are used to study phe-
nomena of interest across a broad range of experi-
ences, diverse and complex settings, and people of
varied backgrounds, worldviews and ages (Denzin &
Lincoln 2011). Thus, qualitative scholars are well-
positioned to collaborate with ecologists on interdis-
ciplinary projects requiring a refined understanding
of human behaviour, values, knowledge and atti-
tudes.
Engaging with qualitative research practices may

require a significant shift in mindset and philosophy
for ecologists. It typically involves moving away from
deductive approaches founded in hypothesis testing,
towards more inductive approaches represented in
qualitative paradigms (Fig. 1). While this could be
viewed as a daunting departure from classical scien-
tific methods, the shift may be less dramatic than
expected. Many strands of ecological research are
already grounded in an inductive approach, given the
widespread adoption of research philosophies focused
on deriving patterns from big data, forecasting/mod-
elling and expert elicitation (Westgate et al. 2020).
However, even these modes of quasi-inductive eco-
logical research do not illuminate the contextual real-
ities of human experience – that is, why people do
what they do and what that means to foster change
in society.
In practice, the value of qualitative research

becomes immediately apparent when the informa-
tion sought from stakeholders eludes capture by
quantitative methods. ‘Closed-response’ surveys are
so named for good reason – that is, respondents
are only able to express themselves within tight,
pre-defined boundaries (e.g. Likert-type scales) set
by the researcher. Qualitative designs, on the other
hand, are responsive to participants’ understandings
of the phenomena under study and are (re)de-
signed (a posteriori) for inductive analyses. If the
intention of a study is to gain an in-depth under-
standing of people’s perspectives, rather than their
quantifiable responses to a set of prompts that may
or may not be personally meaningful, question-
naires are inappropriate tools with a limited value
for the job (Newing 2010). Instead, qualitative
methods enable researchers to collect richly detailed
and contextualized accounts of people’s lives, via
verbal or textual information (e.g. stories, histories,
descriptions), as well as visual (e.g. photographs,
drawings) or even numerical data. In interviews,
participants focus on what they think is important
or relevant, often highlighting issues that research-
ers may not have initially considered given their
separation from the daily practices and experiences
of those being studied (Young et al. 2018). Qualita-
tive research also draws on a wealth of theoretical
approaches across disciplines to inform analytic
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approaches (Collins & Stockton 2018; Leavy 2020;
Lester et al. 2021).
It is important to note that qualitative writing styles

differ markedly from those typically seen in quantita-
tive social sciences and ecological publications. For
example, it is typical for qualitative researchers to
include a section in each paper outlining their philo-
sophical positions (encompassing ontology, episte-
mology and methodology) so readers can judge the
credibility and transferability of their results (see
Moon et al. 2016). Qualitative researchers also inte-
grate results and discussion sections in their papers,
which are typically longer than quantitative research
reports (e.g. by virtue of including quotes from in-
depth interviews). These features may not fit stylistic
publishing norms typically adopted in ecology jour-
nals.

WHY DO WE NEED QUALITATIVE
RESEARCH IN ECOLOGY?

Throughout the early history of ecology, there was
little perceived need to interview people – or, indeed,
to consult them at all – regarding the understanding
and management of biodiversity. The predominant
approach of ecologists was to protect ‘wilderness’
areas by locking people out (Newing 2010). In con-
trast, today’s ecological professionals recognize that
participatory approaches are imperative to successful
conservation, developing Theories of Change (ToC)
to ensure management strategies are effective (e.g.
Biggs et al. 2017). The recent transition into an era
of stakeholder engagement and co-management of
social-ecological systems has placed social science
methods on the research agenda (Bennett
et al. 2017a), to the benefit of conservation science
(Vadrot et al. 2018). If ecologists wish to investigate
stakeholders’ knowledge in their study systems, it is
important to co-design projects with experts in quali-
tative research to understand what and how people

think. It is also essential to work closely with the peo-
ple who live and work in these systems, especially
Indigenous and local communities.
The recent case of ungulate poaching in Golestan

National Park, Iran (Ghoddousi et al. 2017), is an
insightful example. There, researchers used quantita-
tive ecological methods to determine the abundance
of four ungulate species. However, quantitative ques-
tionnaires were deemed inappropriate for studying
poaching behaviours (Ashayeri & Newing 2012); the
local people were reluctant to report illicit activity on
paper to persons unknown, and the researchers did
not understand a priori all the possible motives for
poaching. They built mutual trust with poachers
through collaboration on joint wildlife monitoring
programmes, securing participation in additional
research projects by transparently discussing the
scope and purpose of each one (Ghoddousi
et al. 2017). A constructivist approach was used to
account for poaching from multiple perspectives,
which were elicited during semi-structured interviews
and analysed using grounded theory. This qualitative
approach enabled researchers to determine that the
local people poached ungulates for subsistence, plea-
sure, tradition and/or profit, as well as out of spite
for conservation bodies (Ghoddousi et al. 2017).
Poaching caused ungulate populations to decline
despite legal protection. After working with local
communities to identify the motivators of poaching,
researchers were able to recommend strategies for
reversing the decline that worked within pre-existing
incentive structures rather than against them.
Qualitative and mixed research approaches are

essential to furthering our comprehension of social-
ecological systems. Qualitative researchers draw on a
range of methods (e.g. interviews, focus groups, per-
sonal diaries, photographs) and from various data
sources (e.g. websites, policy documents, social
media posts, archives). A primary focus of qualitative
designs is to select and triangulate multiple sources
of research evidence within each project, which can

Fig. 1. Deductive and inductive approaches to research. Adapted from Underwood (1997) and Given (2016).
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be of great benefit to ecological research designs and
outcomes (Given 2016).

WHERE IS THE QUALITATIVE RESEARCH
IN ECOLOGY?

Despite its utility, qualitative research has been per-
ceived within the biological science community as
being less rigorous than quantitative research (Sand-
brook et al. 2013). Relatively few ecological studies
employ qualitative methods (Drury et al. 2011), a
pattern of practice that likely reflects a cultural norm
regarding the legitimacy of knowledge in the biologi-
cal sciences (Eigenbrode et al. 2007) and a legacy of
ecologists primarily dealing with nonhuman species.
Even though the term ‘ecology’ (Gr. οἶjος
+ � kοcίa) literally refers to the study of households,
which include humans, most ecologists have been
trained exclusively as biologists (Adams 2007). Bio-
logical research is almost entirely quantitative in nat-
ure, so ‘most biologists are initially extremely
resistant to the idea that anything other than num-
bers should be regarded as data; it goes against all
their training’ (Newing 2010, p. 8).
Training in a particular field with deference to

others instills disciplinary specialists with a clearly
defined ‘conceptual scheme’ that can go unchal-
lenged so long as they remain within their domain of
study (Eigenbrode et al. 2007). Throughout their
training, specialists are conditioned to accept a series
of philosophical assumptions about the nature of
reality (ontology) and how knowledge of that reality
is created (epistemology), which inform methodologi-
cal choices (see Moon & Blackman 2014). They
rarely study philosophies of science beyond their own
discipline’s traditions, leading to the false notion that
a particular way of doing and judging scientific work
is the only legitimate one (Williams & Gordon 2015).
For example, a conservation biologist might criticize
a qualitative researcher for not producing generalis-
able results (Rust et al. 2017), despite the fact that
generalisability is not an appropriate outcome for
qualitative research (where the goal is transferability of
results) (Given 2016). This is tantamount to judging
a fish by its ability to climb a tree. We must take a
broader view in order to recognize this issue; yet,
until recently, there has been no incentive for
biology-trained ecologists to think outside their philo-
sophical box (Drury et al. 2011). Despite some
moves towards interdisciplinarity in higher education,
many disciplinary silos remain entrenched in our
curricula, in the design of our universities, and the
ways research is assessed and rewarded (Arnold
et al. 2021). We are incentivized to work within tra-
ditional boundaries of what constitutes a discipline,
while we speak of our desire for interdisciplinarity

(Jacob 2015). The result is that interdisciplinary and
mixed paradigm research designs may have signifi-
cant costs for early- and mid-career researchers
(Schuitema & Sintov 2017).

WHEN DID QUALITATIVE METHODS
BECOME SO RELEVANT?

Despite great diversity within the ranks of conserva-
tion (Sandbrook et al. 2011), the philosophical posi-
tion of (post) positivism has been dominant in
ecological science (Moon et al. 2016) and the natural
sciences, generally, for centuries (Williams & Gor-
don 2015). This perspective presumes that research-
ers can know ‘the truth’ (i.e. a singular reality) via an
unbiased application of the scientific method, which
involves objective empirical observation and deduc-
tive reasoning (Evely et al. 2008; Moon & Black-
man 2014). It is this orientation that leads natural
scientists to privilege some methods – particularly
quantitative methods – over others, by default (Evely
et al. 2008). Positivism has been favoured across
many academic disciplines for good reason: it works.
When it comes to investigating physical, chemical, or
biological phenomena, positivist science wields sub-
stantial explanatory power.
Social systems, however, have proven to be difficult

objects of study within a positivist framework by vir-
tue of their complexity and the subjective nature of
the reasoning that drives human behaviour (Evely
et al. 2008; Moon & Blackman 2014). Positivism is
incompatible with the notion that two people can
imbue the same object or phenomenon with different
meanings, based on distinct understandings of their
world(s) (Crotty 1998). Problems arise in policy and
practice where the seemingly incontestable ‘objective’
knowledge of positivist discourse is used, for exam-
ple, to seize power or to marginalize Indigenous and/
or local knowledge (Price 2016). Thus, if ecological
science is to continue moving ‘beyond biology’ and
into the social realm (Teel et al. 2018), ecologists
must move beyond positivism in their research
designs. Qualitative research – which is informed, for
example, by postmodern and poststructural theories
– offers a range of rigorous methodological
approaches (Given 2016). These may require dra-
matic shifts in worldviews held by ecologists owing to
the values and mindsets that are embedded in their
training and experiences.
As ecology increasingly integrates human perspec-

tives into its framework, the ways in which ecologists
can benefit from human-focused research practices
become apparent. For example, the early adoption of
citizen science by ecologists (Silvertown 2009) and
the rising number of citizen science projects in ecol-
ogy (Hall et al. 2021) create an imperative to better
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engage with non-specialists, especially given rising
concerns over data quality in these projects (see
Lukyanenko et al. 2016). The desire to translate eco-
logical research to evidence-based practice (Colloff
et al. 2017) would also be enhanced by developing
collaborations with researchers in disciplines such as
health and education, using qualitative methods to
highlight how the values and actions of practitioners
drive successful outcomes in ecological systems.

CAVEATS AND PITFALLS WHEN ADOPT-
ING QUALITATIVE APPROACHES

Over recent years, ecologists have embraced qualita-
tive questions to broaden their understanding of com-
munity values, knowledge and attitudes. However,
they are not using appropriate, qualitative research
designs to support the exploration of these questions,
in partnership with qualitative research experts
(Young et al. 2018). Ecologists must partner with
appropriately trained qualitative experts to be suc-
cessful in exploring these research questions. Qualita-
tive research designs enable us to study social
phenomena that defy quantification, thereby shed-
ding light on drivers of social-ecological change that
have previously been explained simplistically or
ignored entirely (Newing 2010). When undertaking
research in a field that has been dominated by quan-
titative approaches, we can ask different questions
and/or attack intractable problems from a new
research angle using qualitative designs. This is not
to say that every ecologist should put down their
tools, abandon their previous training and start
designing qualitative research programs. On the con-
trary, we encourage those ecologists interested in
social questions to partner with qualitative social sci-
entists to co-design these projects. When a researcher
embraces ‘the misconception that any biologist can
do a social survey’ (Teel et al. 2018, p. 7) and
engages in research practices for which they are
untrained, not only are they committing an act of sci-
entific imperialism (Brister 2016), they are also dis-
missing qualitative researchers’ expertise in complex
data-gathering and analytic skills. Social scientists
must therefore be embedded as full partners in col-
laborative teams (Given 2016).
Those who are not well trained in the social

sciences often misuse qualitative methods, to the
detriment of their research (Sutherland et al. 2018);
research that is poorly executed is easily dismissed,
which can (unfortunately) harm the reputation of
otherwise rigorous and appropriate qualitative
approaches (Young et al. 2018). This adds fuel to the
fire for those researchers who are dismissive of quali-
tative approaches and/or those who are ignorant of
qualitative measures of rigour.

One additional pitfall for those willing to engage
with different methodologies and epistemologies
emerges when diving into new literature. A common
theme for any researcher moving into interdisci-
plinary work is that ‘terminology and writing styles
can make publications effectively incomprehensible,
or at least deeply unattractive and difficult, for people
trained in a different discipline’ (Sandbrook
et al. 2013, p. 1487), seemingly regardless of which
discipline you are coming from, and which you are
reading.

FIRST STEPS FOR ECOLOGISTS: COLLA-
BORATE WITH QUALITATIVE EXPERTS
ACROSS DISCIPLINES

When considering qualitative research, ecologists
must engage with qualitative experts and embark on
collaborative study designs (Given 2016). Collabora-
tion is required for all members of an interdisci-
plinary research team to understand each other’s
work and draw on each other’s expertise (New-
ing 2010). While on the surface this seems like a
simple and genial prospect, in reality, it is easier said
than done, as social and natural scientists tend to
‘ask different kinds of questions, employ different
methods, collect different kinds of data, use different
analytic tools and produce different kinds of outputs’
(Strang 2009, p. 5). Too often, one approach takes
de facto dominance over the other (Popa & Guiller-
min 2017), through a gradual and sometimes imper-
ceptible process known as disciplinary capture
(Brister 2016). This is problematic because sound
interdisciplinary research needs to be rigorous on
both sides of the disciplinary divide (Harrison
et al. 2008).
Whilst interdisciplinary teams may dismiss issues

like disciplinary capture as the unavoidable result
of ‘communication problems’, they actually result
from unaddressed philosophical differences (Eigen-
brode et al. 2007; O’Rourke & Crowley 2013;
Brister 2016). Fortunately, interventions involving
deliberate philosophical dialogue have been
designed to assist researchers in overcoming such
issues (see Eigenbrode et al. 2007; O’Rourke &
Crowley 2013).
This is not to say that every researcher in every

team must possess both generalist and specialist
expertise; rather, each member ‘must understand
enough about the different approaches to be able to
communicate with one another professionally across
disciplinary boundaries’ (Newing 2010, p. 14). What
ecologists should aim for is expertise across a
research team, with all the component members
being conversant – but not necessarily masterful – in
the philosophies and associated methods of their
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collaborators. Once this has been established, bona
fide interdisciplinary research can result.
Currently, what many researchers call ‘mixed

methods’ studies are often quasi-mixed, meaning that
both qualitative and quantitative data are collected,
but there is little to no integration of the two (Alise
& Teddlie 2010). In such studies, qualitative compo-
nents typically take a back seat to the quantitative
designs (Ba�skarada & Koronios 2018). For example,
a researcher might tack an open-ended question onto
the end of a questionnaire and (wrongly) assume this
constitutes a mixed-methods study (Given 2016;
Given 2017). This is problematic because a rigorous
mixed-methods study involves the integration of
philosophies (Fetters & Molina-Azorin 2017); to
focus on methods alone is to put the ‘cart before the
horse’ in research design (Hesse-Biber 2010). As a
result, some authors have suggested we do away with
‘mixed methods’ as a term, proposing ‘mixed para-
digms’ (Given 2017) or simply ‘mixed research’
(Johnson et al. 2007) as alternatives. Whatever the
nomenclature, truly mixed research is more likely to
result from a healthy collaborative partnership
between qualitative and quantitative researchers than
from any one person or team working in isolation,
trying to adopt another’s practices without appropri-
ate expertise.

SEEK APPROPRIATE EXPERTISE FROM
OUTSIDE ECOLOGY

Those hoping to learn more about qualitative
research must look to the pantheon of academic dis-
ciplines that generate works of ecological social
science (Bennett et al. 2017a). Disciplines such as
environmental sociology and environmental educa-
tion have long histories of qualitative research prac-
tice, creating a rich vein from which newly minted
social-ecological scientists can draw information,
inspiration and potential collaborators. Likewise,
researchers in human ecology and environmental
psychology are experienced in straddling the ‘social’
and ‘ecological’ in social-ecological systems. It is
encouraging to see more and more tertiary institu-
tions exposing their undergraduate science majors to
these bodies of knowledge through interdisciplinary
or transdisciplinary programming (Andrade et al.
2014; Kelley et al. 2019). Simultaneously, masters
and doctoral programs that effectively integrate
teaching and learning across multiple faculties have
emerged (Batterbury & Toscano 2018; Francis
et al. 2018). This creates opportunities for graduates
to familiarize themselves with diverse disciplinary
norms whilst learning a common language through
collaborative ventures, meaning they are better

positioned to engage in professional interdisciplinary
research environments.

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR ECOLOGICAL
RESEARCHERS

To ensure qualitative approaches are adequately rep-
resented in ecology, we need more than inspired
researchers; we need ecologists to be open to devel-
oping interdisciplinary research teams and partnering
with qualitative experts to together solve human-
focused ecological research problems. At present,
even those ecologists who are working across disci-
plines may be engaging in multidisciplinary groups
that retain paradigmatic silos, rather than embracing
a team-based approach designed to weave together
different research approaches and build something
new. The value of interdisciplinary research is that
each discipline can contribute to and learn from the
other, thus achieving research goals that otherwise
could not be accomplished separately.
There are many practical steps that ecologists can

take to develop successful interdisciplinary teams:
Widen our worldviews and identify how under-

standing the human dimensions of our study systems
are central to answering many of the questions we
ask in ecology, for example, read:

• ‘The foundation of social research: Meaning and
perspective in the research process’ by Michael
Crotty (1998),

• ‘Social constructionism’ by Vivien Burr (2015),
and

• ‘100 questions (and answers) about qualitative
research’ by Lisa Given (2016).

Recognize that quantitative ecological research
training is insufficient for the study of human-
focused research problems, for example,

• Further our training and understanding through
the International Institute for Qualitative Method-
ology (IIQM), or

• The Australian Consortium for Social and Politi-
cal Research Incorporated (ACSPRI).

Broaden our networks to break down disciplinary
silos and find qualitative researchers with shared
research interests:

• Invite qualitative researchers to present at semi-
nars and departmental meetings to share informa-
tion on their research designs;

• Invite interdisciplinary colleagues to conferences,
for example, plenary (maximize exposure), orga-
nize mixed paradigm symposia and/or conduct
introductory training workshops.

doi:10.1111/aec.13172 © 2022 The Authors. Austral Ecology published by John Wiley & Sons Australia, Ltd
on behalf of Ecological Society of Australia.

6 R. J . KEITH ET AL.



Build strong and ongoing partnerships with quali-
tative researchers working in relevant disciplines such
as sociology, education and information science:

• Partner with qualitative researcher(s) to develop a
co-authored paper, as a starting point for develop-
ing interdisciplinary research project ideas;

• Co-supervise in other disciplines where students
are studying topics related to ecology;

• Co-edit a special issue of a journal on interdisci-
plinary topics including qualitative approaches.

When developing a mixed paradigm project, the
first step is to partner with a qualitative researcher
(see Fig. 2). The process will involve the co-design
of a relevant research problem and research questions
that will inform the qualitative design, to be con-
ducted in parallel to the experimental design compo-
nents; this may also involve external, non-academic
partners where appropriate. There are many decision
points involved in this process, ranging from the
choice of methodology (e.g. grounded theory,
hermeneutics, discourse analysis) and methods (e.g.
interviews, focus groups, photovoice, content analy-
sis), preparation of ethics applications and strategies
for collecting and analysing data from various
sources. Qualitative analysis techniques are highly
specialized and require years of preparation and
experience, so partnerships with methodological
experts must be ongoing throughout the study’s
implementation and in publishing results. Figure 3
represents a worked example to address the research
problem: ‘How do people value ecological diversity
in their neighbourhoods?’ In this example, three
specific research questions have identified that drive
the selection of a methodology that will best ascertain

people’s perceptions and understandings of the phe-
nomena to be studied. The figure outlines some of
the key decision points and activities that the project
design team makes at various stages of research
design, from initial concepts through to the writing
and publication phase.
While qualitative research methods offer powerful

means to explain why things happen in social-
ecological systems, they have often been misused,
ignored, or dismissed by factions within the ecological
science community. Qualitative designs are becoming
more and more salient to the types of questions the
discipline is asking – most notably, ‘How do we oper-
ationalize our knowledge of social-ecological links
into actions that promote biodiversity conservation in
urban areas and beyond?’ (Knapp et al. 2021, p.
271). Engaging with qualitative researchers offers
enormous potential to understand the human dimen-
sions of ecology, and ultimately improves the quality
of conservation actions and outcomes.
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