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My 
background

First generation of family going to university 

First degree in Geography at Cambridge at a time of 
epistemological and theoretical turmoil in the subject 

Diploma in Land Economy

PhD in Agricultural Economics

Lectureship in Countryside Management and later Rural 
Economics

Professor of Rural Economy at the Countryside and Community 
Research Unit, Cheltenham

Head of Department of Social Economics and Geographical 
Sciences at the Macaulay Institute, then James Hutton Institute.

Semi-retirement and work for charitable foundations for last five 
years



Key points in 
that career 
pathway

A decision to move away from Geography

A PhD (of little merit) that gave me time to reflect on 

• Rural socio-economic change in Northern Scotland

• The role of regulatory systems and agrarian exceptionalism

• A realisation that a few people from the agricultural economics community 
were interested in the wider rural economy (except Martin Whitby)

An interest in rural social transformations in South-West 
England and a book on farm diversification (pluriactivity)

EU funding of projects in a new job in Aberdeen at a time 
of growing public interest in the wider rural economy

Movement to a research career (CCRU and 
Macaulay/James Hutton)



What types of 
problem am I 
interested in?

Changes in socio-technical/socio-ecological systems – “how 
wider stuctures and smaller milieux interact” in the 
paraphrased words of C Wright Mills

A Polanyian perspective?  The interaction of markets and 
society produce tensions (including place-based non-market 
behaviours)

A broad class of human-environment problems including:

• Farmer’s propensity to engage in diversification/agri-environmental activity

• How regulatory and policy systems impact on outcomes, often generating 
counterintuitive effects

• How forests create value in regional economies

• How renewable energy practices are regulated and how ownership impacts on 
outcomes

• How land managers act in ways that impact on water quality/pollution

• How people respond to the climate crisis in their everyday lives

• The role of civil society in addressing environmental and social challenges

These problems tend to invoke “Mode 2 Science” triple helix 
methods etc



What do I mean 
by Mode 2 
knowledge 
production?

“Knowledge production that is 
transdisciplinary, organizationally non-
hierarchical, socially accountable, and 
reflexive. The research is carried out in 
“the context of application”, that is, with 
societal needs having direct impact on 
the knowledge production from the 
early stages of investigative projects.”

Key proponents: Gibbons, Nowotny, Scott



What had I 
learnt by 
2005?

Many colleagues were locked in disciplinary silos 
that were not really addressing real-world 
problems

They taught as they were taught, and even in 
agriculture and related subjects, there were 
limited attempts to integrate disciplines

Evaluation metrics placed no value whatsoever on 
the usefulness of research findings to the practice 
community (RAE, REF)

Working with colleagues in other university 
departments was seen as “supping with the devil” 
and was not encouraged (but I did it all the same)

I wanted to discover if there was academic life 
after academic death, so left for Cheltenham and 
the Countryside and Community Research Unit.



And what 
had I learnt 
by 2021

At CCRU we comprised geographers, planners, sociologists, 
economists, environmental scientists, rural sociologists.  We 
operated by winning research and consultancy grants as an 
independent accounting unit in a new University. We were 
successful.

At the Macaulay Institute I became head of the smallest and 
only social science group c 10 staff: Social Economic and 
Geographic Sciences.  When I left, we had over 25 and now 
there are c 35. Especially at Macaulay and JHI, I experienced 
the most successful interdisciplinary collaboration of my career, 
working with water scientists, social scientists, ecologists within 
and beyond the organisation.

The demands and needs of research funders were changing



The context of 
Scottish Research 
Institutes

Funded initially 100% by government grant to address agriculture, 
animal and human nutrition problems and help drive evidence-
based policy

By 2007 there were five: Rowett Research Institute, Macaulay Land 
Use Research Institute, Scottish Crop Research Institute, Moredun
Research Institute and the research element of Scotland’s Rural 
College.  By 2010 MLURI and SCRI merged to form the James 
Hutton Institute

Scottish Government funding has declined, and the institutes have 
chased other research funds (very successfully)

Social science has long been the “Cinderella” or poor relation of 
natural sciences, often seen in a service role to natural sciences.

The prime motivation of interdisciplinarity is problem solving 
and providing an evidence base to policy makers……. and 
some leading thinkers thought that social sciences had a key 
role to play



What did I 
do?

I brokered relationships between natural and social 
scientists, in a conducive atmosphere

I appointed different types of scientist (e.g. 
environmental psychologists) often with 
interdisciplinary histories

I encouraged both partnership with both natural 
sciences and other social sciences (economics, 
sociology, psychology) which meant

• bidding for work that was solely social sciences based and more 
interdisciplinary

• bidding for work as part of wider consortia

I encouraged getting out and mixing with actors on the 
ground (hydro engineers, foresters, farmers) moving in 
an more trans-disciplinary direction

I organised “away days” at potential research venue 
such as Glensaugh research station



The old 
disciplinary 
barriers do not 
yield easily

A discussion with a new environmental economist on soil erosion: a 
methodological question to generate research output vs research to identify 
the extent of soil erosion in Scotland?

The REFRESH project (an EU  FP7) project: engaging in inter- and trans-
disciplinary research on impact of climate change on water quality.  Existing 
biochemical pollution models had poor temporal  and spatial accuracy and 
were completely incapable of guiding field level action.

A comment from a highly experienced water scientist:  95% of water pollution 
comes from 5-10% of the land.  Many practitioners have a good idea of 
where that is and the casual circumstances.  The modellers do not. 

But the modellers carried on getting publications in “high quality” journals 
while doing nothing to solve the problem on the ground or more accurately in 
streams and rivers.

So is a refinement of an esoteric model that cannot be applied to reality a 
socially useful act?  Is that what our research funders are really seeking?



e.g. 1 
Landcare 
Australia

Landcare Australia

• 20 years ago very little applied research on 
Australian agri-environmental problems

• Locally formed groups began to “do” 
applied science: (“what if….?”) in the 
Participatory Learning and Action Research 
Mode (See esp Niels Rӧling’s work)

• Salinity and break of slope planting of 
trees

• Soil erosion

• These became action research platforms 
and were seen as highly successful in 
engaging farmers and encouraging 
participatory learning

• The Hawksbury model pioneered by 
Richard Bawden was a connected 
Australian development 



e.g. 2. Regional 
economic 
impacts of 
forestry

• This was a contract for the UK state forestry 
organisation

• What was the impact of forestry on regional 
economies?

• The background: IO and non-market benefit studies 
but IO focussed only on wood supply chain.  V little 
social research on public attitudes and how far 
externalities had been internalised.

• The team: quantitative economist, cultural 
geographer; anthropologist, me

• Methods: triangulation of approaches: IO 
modelling but including multipliers of those 
choosing to live in the area because of forest.  
Focus groups and household questionnaires to 
elicit attitudes and social impact of forest and 
woodland.

• Results: By far the  greatest regional economic 
impact came from the internalised amenity value 
of forests (campsites, Center Parcs; tourism etc) 
and the residential halo effect of forests.



e.g. 3 Innovative 
farmers UK

• Over a hundred “field labs” based on farmer led co-designed 
research to help farmers transition to more sustainable practices

• An example:
Location: Scottish Borders
Group coordinator: Moira Gallagher, SAC Consulting

• A group of 10 Borders farmers are trying to establish cover crops 
for green manure in fields that would otherwise remain in bare 
stubble over winter.

• They want to share their experience of this, coming up with a plan 
to identify best practice in their area, maximise the soil benefits, 
help inform future government agri-environment policy, and 
contribute to reducing emissions to combat climate change



Reflections 
1 

• In all cases findings are not really surprising but 
common sense, but conventional science has 
overlooked the key findings and the work being 
undertaken is likely to shape improved outcomes

• In highly diverse situations an open “learning by 
doing” approach is highly successful at addressing 
problems.  It needs brokerage and engagement 
but not ever more complex models

• It needs understanding of social responses to new 
technologies that reveal social representations as 
shapers of responses on the ground

• In forestry almost all the prior work done in very 
binary separate ways on regional economic 
impact of wood supply chains and non-market 
valuation completely misses the point

• In two cases policy design overlooked and completely  
ignored the under-researched and undiscovered 
science imperatives because of intra and 
interdisciplinary silos/paradigms



Reflections 
2

• Many technological breakthroughs (CRISPR CAS1 
gene editing) will still come from the silos… but

• In working on wicked problems (Rittel and 
Webber’s term for open complex unsolvable 
grand societal challenges) a widening of 
perspective can perhaps offer greater scope for 
improving societal outcomes.

• Interdisciplinarity offers a useful way of 
addressing these wicked problems 

• It is possible to create a conducive environment 
to engender Mode 2 knowledge production 
which can go beyond interdisciplinarity into 
trans-disciplinarity- e.g. Horizon 2020 SIMRA’s 
Innovation Actions

• This (for me) is where some of the most exciting 
work is taking place- in transition theory, in social 
innovation and in adaptive management of 
complex socio-technical systems



Conclusions: what 
are the keys to 
interdisciplinary 
success

Intellectual curiosity and 
the capacity to stimulate 
that curiosity in others

A collective desire to 
address grand societal 
challenges and make a 

difference

Enthusiasm (the 
Hawkesbury approach) 

and infecting the practice 
community with that 
enthusiasm/desire to 

engage

Respect and value for 
others’ work and 

perspectives

Undogmatic iconoclasm 
and a willingness to 
challenge cherished 

beliefs

Socratic dialogue among 
practice community and 
mixed groups of natural 

and social scientists

Non hierarchical 
structures among 

researchers

An ability and willingness 
to confront inequalities of 

power and institutional 
inertia in the system under 

scrutiny



The James Hutton Institute
https://www.hutton.ac.uk

• James Hutton was a polymath (geologist, chemist, 
medical doctor, land use scientist) and key figure of 
the “Enlightenment” in late 18th century Scotland

• He articulated the concept of “deep time”

• A friend of Adam Smith and David Hume and part 
of a hugely energetic intellectual community based in 
Edinburgh that embraced both art and science

• In the 21st century, arguably we need a new 
enlightenment to address the wicked challenges of 
the Anthropocene


