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Abstract

1. People and Nature is a ‘journal of relational thinking’. This editorial explores what
relational thinking can mean and how it might be operationalized in the context
of humans and the environment.

2. Relational thinking may seem intuitive because it recognizes the world's inherent
interconnectedness. However, the question of how to operationalize relational
thinking in social-ecological research is rich and multifaceted. This is because
doing research that embraces and advances relational thinking can be complex,
particularly when research expands beyond social science to human-nature rela-
tionships with diverse organisms and ecological systems.

3. This editorial offers one synthesis of existing work on relational thinking and out-
lines practical suggestions for how to recognize and implement deeper relational-
ity in research. It synthesizes nine themes that can offer guidance for researchers
who aim to clarify and strengthen how their research employs and advances rela-

tional thinking.

thinking—especially that which incorporates both social and ecologi-

1 | INTRODUCTION

cal scholarship. We see relational thinking as a space of emergent

Relational thinking is experiencing what might be called an academic
renaissance. Though it has existed intellectually for a long time and
in many forms, these days the academic world is paying it increasing
attention. This is largely due to the limitations of reductionist views
for conceptualizing and engaging with social-ecological challenges.
People and Nature entered the publishing arena as part of this recent
recognition of relationality's importance. One of the journal's aims is

to further the scholarly conversation of interdisciplinary relational

thought, dynamic understanding, and diverse voices: a place where
scholarship can push boundaries.

Yet what relational thinking is, and how it might inform and
guide studies that examine connections between people and na-
ture, is often unclear. This Editorial reflects on the meaning of re-
lational thinking and provides examples of how it might be put into
practice. We hope this serves as both a support and an invitation

to researchers to explore and reflect on relational thinking. Central
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to our approach is recognition that many definitions and permuta-
tions of relational thinking exist; we offer one perspective with no
claim to be definitive. This piece builds on previous editorials where
we have analysed the Journal's emerging academic signature (Fish
et al., 2022) and reflected on the publishing experience from the
perspective of both reviewers and authors (Gaston et al., 2025).
Here, we delve deeply into how we, as editors at People and Nature,
currently understand research as ‘relational’.

This editorial has two goals:

1. To offer a concise description of how relational thinking can
be understood.

2. To provide a list of characteristics of relational research (building
upon published helpful summaries), accompanied by examples of
papers from People and Nature that embody these different char-

acteristics in important and diverse ways.

For the field overall, this editorial aims to offer a helpful set of
considerations and relevant examples. For People and Nature, we
hope that it will aid coherence between editors, reviewers, and au-
thors on what relational thinking means and how research can enact
it. We hope the paper will also support prospective authors consid-
ering submission to People and Nature who are unsure of whether or
how their work might engage with relational thinking in human-en-

vironment interactions.

2 | WHAT IS RELATIONAL THINKING AND
WHAT IS ITS HISTORY?

At its core, relational thinking foregrounds relationships, processes,
and interdependencies rather than discrete entities. Nothing ex-
ists in isolation—atoms, cells, organisms, people, ecosystems. All of
these are woven together in relations; relations are a reality of how
the world is. Relational thinking not only acknowledges this interde-
pendence, but brings it to centre stage philosophically, conceptually,
and analytically.

Relational thinking thus focuses on interactions between things,
rather than things in isolation. This contrasts with non-relational
forms of thinking that focus on independent properties of entities
themselves. Relational thinking sees ‘things’ in the world not as sepa-
rate entities, but as interlinked and constructed through interactions.
This orientation can lead to a series of themes of research informed by
relational thinking. We offer nine such themes in Section 2.

There is no one history of ‘relational thinking’, because there is
no one version of relational thinking. Many ways of understanding
the world— for instance, those associated with many Indigenous
and place-based groups— have been relational since time imme-
morial. Examples abound, in Africa (Wiredu, 1994), Latin Americas
(Gallegos-Riofrio et al., 2022), North America (Gould et al., 2023),
Asia (Jolly et al., 2022), and Australia (Arnold, 2025). Relatedly, re-
cent psychological research suggests that the majority of the world's
people—those in less-WEIRD (Western, Educated, Industrialized,

Rich, and Democratic) societies—tend to think more relationally than
people in more-WEIRD societies (though great diversity exists both
within and between societies) (Gould et al., 2025).

In Western academia, relational thinking is arguably on the rise
in diverse fields. Scores of scholarly papers and books discuss both
the conceptual importance of relational approaches (i.e., their on-
tology) and how they can manifest in research (i.e., epistemologies
and methodologies). In the social sciences and Indigenous stud-
ies, the term ‘relationality’ is often used (e.g., Escobar et al., 2024;
Moreton-Robinson, 2016; Tynan, 2020). The disciplines of sociology,
anthropology, and geography all contributed to a decade-long ‘turn’
towards relationality, with its importance recently discussed in the
context of sustainability science (Vanhulst & Mancilla Garcia, 2026;
West et al., 2020). This work identifies developments, such as sys-
tems analysis, that are relational at their cores. In the natural sci-
ences, terms like ‘networks’ and ‘systems’, which have been part of
ecology for decades, tend to denote relational approaches (Proulx
et al., 2005; Raimundo et al., 2018) - and these terms are also widely
used in the social sciences (Borgatti et al., 2009; Latour, 1993).
Recent advances, especially in computing (Clenet et al., 2026), open
new possibilities for the scale and scope of relational approaches
that are possible (with open questions about the nuance and depth
these approaches can achieve).

These and related research strands provide valuable nuance in
understanding relational thinking, and their breadth enables entry
points to relational thinking from many disciplines and cultures.
Much of this research engages profound questions of why relational
thinking is essential, but in this piece, we engage less with deep ex-
planations of the importance of relational thinking. Instead, we focus
on what relational thinking ‘looks like’ in research.

3 | SECTION 2: WHAT RELATIONAL
THINKING LOOKS LIKE IN RESEARCH
PAPERS

Research can operationalize relational thinking in diverse ways. To aid
that operationalization, we build on two recent summaries of relational
thinking that offer useful and simple syntheses of decades of scholarship
across social and humanities fields. One lays out the tenets of relational
approaches (West et al., 2020), and the other focuses on how relational
approaches can manifest in empirical work (Eyster et al., 2023). Here,
we summarize themes from those papers to offer examples of how we
hope ‘relational thinking’ manifests in People and Nature and the field
of human-nature relationships more broadly. We discuss nine themes
for what relational research can involve (Figure 1) and offer examples
of each. We hope this can serve as a starting point for researchers in-
terested in relational thinking. Table 1 summarizes the nine themes and
provides examples of each from People and Nature.

Three cross-cutting points are relevant to the themes presented.
First, relational thinking can manifest throughout the research
process—in ontology (i.e., understanding of reality), epistemol-
ogy (i.e., understanding of how we know what we know), and/or
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Attributes properties to
relationships (not entities)

METHODOLOGICAL
(about techniques
used to create
knowledge)

Attends to process, rather
than static entities

Considers humans and
nature as co-creators

Considers/honors agency
beyond the human

EPISTEMOLOGICAL
(about knowledge
and how we know
what we know)

Embraces and allows for
embodied experience

Considers relationships
across time

Recognizes that scientists
are part of relationships

ONTOLOGICAL
(about the nature
of reality)

Reconstructs language
and concepts

Acknowledges diverse ontological
realities and thus diverse
understandings of relationality

FIGURE 1 Nine themes of relational thinking, which relate to
three broad dimensions of relationality (ontology, epistemology,
and methodology). The text explains the themes, and Table 1
provides examples of People and Nature papers that demonstrate
each.

methodology (theory of the techniques used to create knowledge).
In particular, relational thinking acknowledges pluralism in all three
dimensions - that is, that multiple ways of understanding reality and
of studying reality exist. Figure 1 displays our themes and conveys
their shared connection to ontology, epistemology, and methodol-
ogy. Second, incorporating relational thinking into research does not
require unconventional methods. Established approaches to create
and analyse ecological and social data can contribute to the study
of relational phenomena if they involve intentional reflection (in-
dividual or collective) and a focus on relationships and interactions
(which are, for instance, a foundation of statistical analyses) (Eyster
etal., 2023). Third, engagement with relational thinking is immensely
diverse and constantly evolving, so any themes and examples can be
informative, but never strictly prescriptive.

3.1 | Themes of relational research

Here we describe nine themes that are common in research that em-
bodies relational thinking.

3.1.1 | Attributes properties to relationships (not
entities)

Eyster et al. (2023) identify that relational research attributes proper-
ties to relationships, rather than to individual entities. This approach
connects an action (attribute properties) to a foundational element
of relational thinking (processes rather than entities); it shifts atten-
tion from individual entities to links between elements of the world
(Whitehead, 2010). This approach connects to basic understandings of

B
the challenges with reductionist science's attempts to isolate elements
of systems from their interconnections (Lewontin & Levins, 2007). Yet,
it moves beyond asking researchers to acknowledge how their study
object is embedded in systems; it asks researchers to pay attention less
to the entities that often receive most research attention and more to
the vibrant, active space that connects those entities.

3.1.2 | Attends to process, rather than static
entities

Closely paired with the guidance to ‘attribute properties to re-
lationships’ is a focus on processes rather than entities. West
et al. (2020) identify ‘continually unfolding processes’ as a research
theme associated with the relational turn. This approach encour-
ages attention to those processes themselves: it encourages a
focus on interactions and dynamism rather than static individual
entities (unlike the previous point, it would not necessarily involve
attributing properties to relationships). This approach thus makes
more specific and actionable the conceptual focus on process so
central to relational thinking (Mesle, 2009; Whitehead, 2010). One
specific approach to this type of research, for example, is to ex-
plore human-nature relationships through ‘adaptive doing’, which
challenges dominant understandings and explores human-nature
collaboration (Rawluk et al., 2020). A focus on process rather than
static entities is tightly connected to recognition of agency be-
yond the human; it is difficult to imagine a process-infused world

controlled solely by humans (Latour, 1993).

3.1.3 | Considers co-creation by humans and nature

Nature exists in its hugely diverse forms neither regardless of hu-
mans nor entirely due to human action. This approach encourages
researchers to look to humans and nature as co-creators of na-
ture - as joint, interacting drivers of the world we know (Eyster
et al., 2023). It manifests diverse research that understands hu-
mans and nature as co-constituted (as each making up the other)
(Descola, 2012; Muraca, 2011), and thus discourages a focus on
either humans alone as drivers or of nature as free from human
influence. Embedded in this approach is the guidance to not con-
ceptualize humans as separate from nature; instead, the process
of humans and nature interacting actively creates ‘nature’. This
theme relates closely to that of considering and honouring agency

beyond the human.

3.1.4 | Acknowledges agency beyond the human

The importance of agency beyond the human infuses the sum-
maries of relational thinking by both West et al. (2020) and Eyster
et al. (2023). This approach allows for consideration of agency
from a network of relations. Scholarly work discusses this agency
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TABLE 1 Approaches to relational research, and examples from People and Nature. Elaboration of why each approach embraces relational
thinking can be found in the text.

Approach (relational thinking
_____ )

Attributes properties to
relationships (not entities)

Attends to process, rather than
static entities

Considers humans and nature
as co-creators—joint drivers (not
humans alone as drivers). Does
not conceptualize humans as
separate from nature; instead,
humans work together with
nature

Considers/honours agency
beyond the human

Embraces and allows for
embodied experience

Findings from exemplary papers in People and Nature

Dialects of communication between honeyguide birds
and humans change with geography (Van Der Wal
et al., 2026)

There are three common understandings of human-
nature relationships in a Brazilian fishing community, as
determined by Q-sort (Demasi et al., 2025)

The ‘thingified’ way rivers are known in the UK

is critiqued; it is suggested that rivers should be
understood for the reciprocal relationships they have
with people (Cohen et al., 2023)

Amazonian Indigenous peoples' stories and cosmovisions
describe and understand fish migrations in detailed ways
that relate to larger processes of transformation and
movement across space, time, and worlds (Victoria-Lacy
et al., 2025)

An analytical tool that focuses on processes of societal
change (e.g., barriers and facilitators of change) can
support future transformative change for nature and
people (Mehring et al., 2024)

Use of poetry can help to emphasize a processual view of
a changing peatland landscape (Heindorf et al., 2024)

Dams create new ‘hydrosocial’ regimes of relationships
between people and water; the river and its cycles
interact with dams to create new realities (Boelens

et al., 2025)

Interviews with people who manage roadside areas
informs roadside management that recognizes these
areas as co-created systems that can benefit biodiversity
and the economy (Paikert et al., 2026)

Comparison of stakeholder perceptions of local
ecosystem services with scientific assessments reveals
synergies and inform policies that maintain desired
services (Cunha et al., 2026)

Understanding of domestication, based on Amazonian
peoples' knowledge, that places agency with plants and
animals in addition to with humans (Cassino et al., 2025)

Treating both animals and humans as active, agentic
participants in pastoralist-bear interactions reveals new
insight into these dynamics (Ouvrier et al., 2025)

Invasive plant management that recognizes the agency
and actions of both plants and people will be more
effective (Atchison et al., 2024)

As humans age, their ability to experience birdsong
(detection distance and species distinctions) tends to
diminish; this impacts how elderly people experience
nature (Unnithan Kumar & Gaston, 2025)

Human landscape governance is driven by a combination
of cognition and ‘sensed interactions between people
and landscapes’ (Clark et al., 2025, p. 1653)

One way that Indigenous corm collectors monitor
saltwater intrusion into a wetland is by tasting the water
(Jones et al., 2025)

How examples demonstrate relational
thinking

Studies dialect as a feature of place-
dependent bird-human relations

Inquires specifically after types of
human-nature relationship

Argues for why rivers should be
understood as relationships, not things

Uses a movement ecology framework to
explore the social-ecological significance
of migration processes

Creates an analytical tool to study
processes in depth

Poetry offers an unconventional ‘tool’ to
allow a process focus

Considers human-made dams and the
river as co-creating a new river reality

Acknowledges an area often considered
an ecological wasteland as a co-created,
biodiversity-supportive space

Treats ecosystem services as in dynamic,
constant co-creation by humans and
ecosystems

Recognizes animals' agency in processes
of domestication

Understands and explores bears as
having agency in their interactions with
pastoralists

Considers invasive plants' agency

Acknowledges importance of auditory
aspects of nature experience

Recognizes embodied experiences
(‘sensed interactions’) as crucial to
landscape governance

Acknowledges taste as an environmental
monitoring tool
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How examples demonstrate relational

_____ ;) Findings from exemplary papers in People and Nature thinking
Considers relationships across e Study of changing values of feathers—changing e Analyses human relationships with birds
time relationships with birds spurred changes in fashion and across time (in one place and time period)
conservation (Kronenberg, 2025)
e Study of loss and revitalization of cultivation of a e Explores a dynamic process of lost and
culturally important vine and its contributions to cultural regained relationships
renewal (Correia et al., 2025)
e Reciprocal relations between fisherpeople and dolphins e Catalogues social learning about nature
are taught via social learning; this social learning process changes over time
has decreased in recent years, and decreased more
rapidly in sites more accessible to outsiders (Cantor
etal., 2025)
Recognizes that scientists e Study that finds that flight initiation distance (distance at e Considers scientists' sex as a potential

are part of relationships (e.g.
positionality awareness is
important)

which a bird flees an oncoming human) differs based on
scientists' sex (Morelli et al., 2026)

explanatory factor for birds' flight
initiation distance

. e Study on ecosystem services scenarios co-production e Includes a crucial interviewee as a study
More partlapatory.methods are that involves forest manager as not only interviewee but author to acknowledge overlap in these
thus often appropriate also co-author (Sing et al., 2026) roles
e Indigenous stewardship departments and academic e Integrated work done by academic

researchers co-designed field surveys to assess potential

researchers and Indigenous stewardship

impacts of bryozoans (small invertebrates) on kelp; led to departments
co-developed adaptive management strategies to inform
Indigenous governance (Denley et al., 2025)
Reconstructs language and e Study that emphasizes new names for formerly maligned e Acknowledges a term's negative

concepts (includes renaming
and employing metaphor and

ecosystems based on empirical data—for example, a
suggested renaming from ‘bog’ to ‘muddy marvel’ (Pratt

connotations and offers new identifiers
that match sentiments in data

narrative) & Prahalad, 2025)

e Study that foregrounds Indigenous knowledge to e Questions identifying plants as weeds and
acknowledge and honour ‘weeds’ as part of cultural and suggests more honour-rich identifiers
ecological systems; suggests care-based approaches that
focus on learning from invasive plants (Arnold, 2025)

e Study that invited diverse participants to tell their e Used story to open space for new
stories about protected areas; led to insights about new metaphors
alliances and relevant ways to ensure nature protection
(Jay et al., 2026)

Acknowledges diverse ontological e Framework for integrating multiple knowledge systems e Suggests how to productively engage

realities and thus diverse
understandings of relationality

e Study suggests that a biocultural approach allows
conservation actions in Kenya to align with communities'

in science-policy processes highlights incommensurable
but not incompatible knowledges (Tengo et al., 2026)

with diverse ontological perspectives

A relational conservation approach
facilitates diverse worldviews to manifest

diverse worldviews, values, and goals (York et al., 2026)

e Review shows how Indigenous and contemporary e Argues for plural engagement with

science have different ethical and management
frameworks that are entangled and can jointly inform

governance (Hird, 2025)

in many ways, such as understanding nature and humans as kin
(Nelson, 2008; Salmon, 2000) and acknowledging non-human
agency in actor-network theory (Latour, 2005; Sayes, 2014) and
more-than-human approaches (Franklin, 2024). This approach of-
fers one concrete way to operationalize many deep aspects of rela-
tional thinking, such as the lack of separation between people and
nature and attending to processes rather than entities (because
agency leads to action, that is, to processes). One aspect of this
approach is that it helps to consider agency beyond cognitive-
reflective abilities that are so strong in (though likely not exclusive

different ontologies to improve
governance

to) humans. It thus relates closely to the guidance to embrace em-

bodied experience.

3.1.5 | Embraces and allows for embodied
experience

Many approaches to relationality foreground the importance of
physical, embodied experiences (West et al., 2020). An embodied
approach allows for full embrace of multiple kinds of relationships
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(not just cognitive, but through diverse senses as well). As part of
this expansion, an embodied approach ‘offers the possibility of a dif-
ferent kind of biopolitical project, to change the embodied experi-
ence of being alive from one of scarcity, supremacy, and separation
to one of ease, generosity, and belonging’ (Escobar et al., 2024 p.
28). Some argue that embodied practical experiences are uniquely
powerful ways to break humans out of the related dualisms of mind/
body and human/nature (Escobar et al., 2024). This relates to the
crucial importance of our embodied, physical actions in shaping how
we think about and understand the world - that is, that what we do
shapes how we understand (Cook & Wagenaar, 2012; Maller, 2021,
Yunkaporta, 2020). In sum, embodied approaches acknowledge that

sensory experience is one foundation of relationality (Abram, 1996).

3.1.6 | Considers relationships across time

Relational approaches recognize process, dynamism, and continual
interaction; a one-time-period approach negates the importance of
process. One aspect of relational thinking to which this approach
connects is the idea of cyclical, as opposed to linear, time. Cyclical
time perspectives are common in societies with more relational psy-
chologies, and these perspectives understand time as a series of
recurring, revisited relationships (Whyte, 2021). In cyclical time per-
spectives, ‘past, present, and future are connected so that the pre-
sent is perceived over an extended duration’, in what has been called
the long-present mindset (Xu et al., 2023, p. 3). Eyster et al. (2023)
offer the evolution of the large-seeded avocado to explicate this ap-
proach: the avocado, with its unwieldy seed, evolved millennia ago
when giant sloths existed to eat avocado fruits and thus disperse
the seeds. Present species, they suggest, can thus be understood
by reference to not only present, but also past relationships. This
approach encourages an embrace of long-timescale processes and

continual dynamism, two important elements of relational thinking.

3.1.7 | Recognizes scientists as part of relationships

This approach encourages scientists and scholars to recognize that
they cannot be abstracted from relations (Eyster et al., 2023). One
clear implication of this is the importance of positionality awareness
(and often positionality statements), as these help all involved in the
research (including readers) to be able to effectively integrate under-
standing of relationships into research design, analysis, and interpre-
tation. Though they emerged from the interpretative social sciences,
the prevalence of positionality statements is on the rise across the
sciences due to recognition of their value under diverse epistemolo-
gies (Karhulahti, 2024). Another implication of this approach is that
methods that are participatory (in some way) are often appropriate
because they recognize the embedded role of researchers as part
of the research process-as being in the system of study rather than
an outside neutral observer. Participatory methods can take diverse
forms but share a focus on reciprocity, exchange, and collective

meaning-making; the appropriate approach can be decided based on

context and the relationships relevant to research questions.

3.1.8 | Reconstructs language and concepts

West et al. (2020) identify reconstruction of language and concepts
as a theme of relational research. This approach identifies the power
of language to guide and constrain thinking, and it suggests that one
role of relational research can be to offer more relational language
to describe important phenomena. The approach encourages both
replacement of language that does not recognize relational realities
and the use of metaphor and narrative that can help people to think
relationally.

Reconstructing language allows for language that better rep-
resents relations and helps to foster relational thinking. We offer
three examples of the need to replace language that is inaccurately
non-relational. The first involves the English word for wind, which
represents process as a thing (Elias, 1978; West et al., 2020). Wind
cannot exist without movement; wind is not a thing, but a process.
Yet in English, wind is a noun—a ‘thing’ that can blow—which implies
that wind could exist without blowing (which of course it cannot). A
closely related second example involves words used to describe eco-
systems that accord agency to those systems; the word for ‘bay’ in
Potawatomi (a Native American language) is a verb, so in this language
an inlet would be described as ‘baying’/being a bay (Kimmerer, 2017).
The third example involves the representation of complex concepts,
such as risk in English. In Bahasa Indonesia, there is no direct transla-
tion of the word risk; instead, there are different meanings associated
with ways of being and living with natural hazard exposure that dif-
fer across local and Indigenous cultural groups and languages. These
understandings reframe risk from something to be minimized and
feared, to an inherent part of living with nature (Rafliana 2025).

Metaphor and stories are widely recognized as integral to how
people make sense of the world; this makes them extremely power-
ful,and means that itis wise to select them with care (Fish et al., 2024;
Raymond et al., 2013). The metaphors we use to describe our rela-
tionships with ecosystems can be more and less relational, and those
framings may have implications—for instance, understanding nature
as a provider of services, as a closed-loop production system, or as
an ecocultural community involves very different assumptions and
suggested ethics and objectives (Raymond et al., 2013). Stories are
especially powerful at conveying relationships because they can ef-
fectively frame ecosystem elements as ‘meaningful and knowable
entities’ (Fish et al., 2024 p. 338).

3.1.9 | Acknowledges diverse ontological
realities and thus diverse understandings of
relationality

Pluralism and relationality are tightly intertwined. Because rela-
tionships are almost infinitely variable, acknowledgement of this
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variability is, according to many, ‘baked into’ relational thinking.
The theme of plural understandings of the world (i.e., different
ontologies in how the world is ordered), and of the relationships
that fill those worlds, is thus central to relational thinking (Ban
et al., 2026; Escobar, 2018; Tengt et al., 2014, 2017). This theme
surfaces more rarely in individual empirical studies (though some
studies certainly address it—for example, Ban et al., 2017). Yet,
this theme supports the large umbrella of relational research, and
means that approaches that foreground relationality (e.g., those
that embrace non-dual thinking or human non-separateness from
nature) co-exist under the umbrella with approaches wherein re-
lationality is less central (e.g., those that embrace contemporary
dualist world views of people and nature as separate). For this rea-
son, this theme interacts strongly with potential traps of relational
thinking, especially panacea thinking and incompleteness. It is to

these traps that we now turn.

4 | POTENTIAL TRAPS OF RELATIONAL
THINKING

Though we clearly see much promise in relational thinking, it is also
important to be aware of potential ‘traps’ that can be associated
with it. We see at least five such potential traps: panacea thinking,
lip service, relational equals desirable, relational equals qualitative,
and incompleteness. We briefly describe each of these below, along
with reflections on how to avoid them.

The trap of panacea thinking suggests that relationality will
solve all problems that currently face research (and beyond). A
close corollary of this trap is the assumption that relational ap-
proaches are inherently preferable to other ways of framing
research questions. Yet, relationality is neither a panacea nor a re-
quirement for quality research. Deep, all-encompassing relational-
ity is not the right framing for every research question or project;
more atomistic approaches are better suited in some cases, includ-
ing cases published in People and Nature. For instance, one study
compares micronutrient profiles in coral reef fisheries catches to
corresponding fish communities to explore how fisheries might
address micronutrient deficiencies (Waldock et al., 2025); another
study analyses reports of human encounters with Andean bears
across South America to summarize available evidence and data
gaps (Rojas-VeraPinto et al., 2026). Both studies clearly address
human-nature relations (human harvest and consumption of fish
and human-bear interactions, respectively) but do not foreground
relational thinking in the ways described above; they thus illus-
trate how valuable research on people-nature relationships can
proceed through a range of conceptual and methodological ori-
entations. To avoid the trap of panacea thinking, researchers can
intentionally assess the approach that best fits a given research
guestion and context, rather than apply a blanket assumption that
relational approaches, or relational approaches of a particular

type, should always be used.

B

The trap of lip service involves referring to ‘business as usual’
activities, topics, or studies as relational, without engagement with
the deeper conceptual and methodological dynamics at play. This
can result in efforts branded as ‘relational’ that do not engage with
or embody fundamental aspects of relationality. Lip service might
occur because (in some circles) relational thinking is respected and
sought, and claiming to engage with it might contribute to other
goals (e.g., funding acquisition, political power, acceptance, or rec-
ognition in academic groups). An example would be a project that
claims to engage with relational thinking when it really embodies a
belief in separateness (reinforcing ontological dualism of human-na-
ture separateness). To avoid this trap, researchers can be judicious
with applying ‘relational’ terms to their work and ensure that they
engage with at least one of the many aspects of relational thinking if
they label their work as relational. This may involve challenging their
understandings of reality and knowledge.

The trap of relational equals desirable (i.e., equation of relation-
ality with desirability) involves a likely unexamined assumption that
‘relational equals good’. But relational thinking is not always asso-
ciated with desirability, just as not all relationships are normatively
positive. This can take two forms. First, outcomes of some versions
of relational thinking can be associated with undesirable states;
strands of relationality can be found in efforts and movements that
are associated with injustice, unsustainability, and other outcomes
that are undesirable to many. For example, some political move-
ments that focus on relationality among one group tolerate or ad-
vocate for gross injustices to other groups; or, strong relations with
land can support land uses that are globally unsustainable, such as
Amazonian deforestation (Hoelle et al., 2022). Second, not all rela-
tions themselves are normatively positive. For example, relations
between humans and tigers can be traumatic (tigers can and do kill
humans); or, relations between humans and earthquakes can lead to
outcomes widely considered undesirable. In the many cases where
relationships themselves are not universally positive, there are likely
meaningful, positive aspects of those relations—but the relations are
multifaceted. It is important to recognize that the relations them-
selves involve a complex mix of desirable and undesirable elements.
Importantly, research observes many relations in the world; a core
question of relational thinking is how meaning and value infuse
those relations. To avoid this trap, researchers can ensure that they
leave space for multifaceted relationships and their meanings—in
particular, those potentially associated with undesirable outcomes
and those that have both ‘positive’ and ‘negative’ elements.

The relational equals qualitative trap relates to assumptions that
relational thinking requires conducting research in small-scale, em-
bedded ways that produce qualitative data. This assumption likely
stems from some of the disciplines and approaches that have most
actively promulgated work on relationality - for example, anthro-
pology and critical theory, which indeed often rely on embedded,
participatory research methods and qualitative data. Yet, the basic
principles of relational thinking transcend specific methods and even

epistemologies. In particular, quantitative approaches can be part
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of relational research in almost limitless ways. They are, however,
somewhat hampered by the defaults in many statistical approaches,
which lend themselves most obviously to focus on discrete entities
that interact (as opposed to process-focused approaches); indeed,
scholars have identified extending relational thinking into statistical
and computational methods as an important step (West et al., 2020).
Yet, examples abound of research that employs and explores quanti-
tative data using relational thinking—including examples from People
and Nature. For instance, a study of official symbolic city trees and
flowers in China addresses the lack of biocultural diversity in such
choices (thus employing relational thinking) via tabulating the diver-
sity (or lack thereof) and distribution of said symbolic choices across
the country (Cheng et al., 2025).

The trap of incompleteness involves inconsistent or incomplete
embrace of relational thinking. Some scholars call this trap ontolog-
ical slippage—that is, slipping out of relational ontologies, or ways of
understanding reality (Escobar et al., 2024). The trap of incomplete-
ness occurs when relational thinking occurs sporadically in a project,
thus creating inconsistencies. For example, a scholar might at one
point frame a system as emergent through relations (e.g., via the
relational ontological claim that human societies emerge from non-
separate human-environment relations), but then describe or treat
the system as comprised of separate or stable entities (e.g., position
distinct social groups and nature areas as bounded or spatially sep-
arate entities in empirical analysis) (Friedman et al., 2022). Another
example would be to recognize a claim that there is a plurality of
ways of being and knowing the world, only to later make universal
claims framing the problem and solution.

This final ‘trap’ of incompleteness is particularly thorny for inter-
disciplinary research - it could manifest, or be operationalized, as not
accepting hybrid approaches. We recognize that this incompleteness
occurs extensively, and in hugely diverse ways, in interdisciplinary
research, often due to the constraints, limitations, or standards (de-
pending on framing) of some of the disciplines involved. One help-
ful step to avoid (or minimize) this trap can be explicitness about
these limitations and tensions— for instance, clear recognition of
where methods may have desired benefits, but come with costs of
full adherence to relational thinking (Raymond et al., 2021; West
et al., 2021). Because the expansion of relational thinking is an active
research area—and thus we do not yet know all of the ways relational
thinking is manifesting and can manifest in the future—we see this
trap as an active area of interdisciplinary scholarly development. It is

more of an active concern than a ‘trap’.

5 | CONCLUSION

The ability to study and make decisions that address connec-
tions between people and nature is critical for achieving global
biodiversity and sustainability goals (Friedman et al., 2022; Obura
et al., 2026) and for navigating challenges of social and ecological

justice. Ultimately, the transformative change needed to address

ongoing (and accelerating) environmental crises depends on rec-
ognizing and engaging with these interconnections. Many global
bodies foreground these interconnections: the Intergovernmental
Science-Policy Platform on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services
(IPBES) conceptual framework that underpins all IPBES assessments
implicitly recognizes the importance of the interlinkages between
people and nature (Diaz et al., 2015); the IPBES Transformative
Change Assessment identifies recognition and prioritization of
interconnections as a primary strategy of transformative change
toward sustainability (IPBES, 2025); and the Kunming Montreal
Global Biodiversity Framework targets recognize that embracing
human-nature links is vital (Friedman et al., 2022). Underlying the
present paper is the belief that relational approaches underpin im-
portant tools that allow us to explore these connections in new (yet
possibly also timeless) ways.

We thus wish to close this piece with a reflection on ambiguity.
West et al. (2020), in their discussion of relationality in sustainability
science, offer an important discussion of the benefits and drawbacks
of ambiguity. Ambiguity has at least two important drawbacks. One is
the danger of an ‘anything goes’ mentality—the danger ‘that the term
‘relational’ rapidly becomes a buzzword used to justify very different
approaches’ (West et al., 2020, p. 318). The second is that relational-
ity becomes relegated to social sciences—understood as relevant to
only human concerns. This is a problem for many reasons, not least
of which because separating social and natural science is counter to
relational thinking. We hope that this paper can help to avoid these
pitfalls, and allow for the promise and potential of ambiguity.

Ambiguity also has numerous game-changing advantages. One is
flexibility; ambiguity allows for fluidity and inclusivity in understand-
ings. This is crucial for a journal like People and Nature and a concept
like relationality. There exist thousands of potential directions for
relational research, and we encourage scholars to explore opportu-
nities of new connections and integrations. Examples include uses
of additional practices to operationalize relational thinking, ecolog-
ical investigations that apply relational thinking to human-nature
interactions, and cross-worldview collaborations in relationality. We
hope that this piece, by making clear our shared understanding of
relational thinking at this time, helps create more transparency and
thus spurs people to react to and build on that understanding with

new developments and new insights.

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS
We sincerely thank Michael Cox and Seb O'Connor, both Associate
Editors for People and Nature, for their thoughtful and helpful com-

ments on an earlier version of this piece.

CONFLICT OF INTEREST STATEMENT
The authors declare no conflicts of interest.

DATA AVAILABILITY STATEMENT
This article is not based on data analysis; all references used are cited
in the REFERENCES section.

85U8017 SuOWILLOD aAIes.1D) 3|qeotjdde ay) Aq peusenob afe sejolie YO ‘85N JO S3|Nn 10} ARIq1T 8ULUO A8]IAA UO (SUONIPUOD-PUE-SWLBI W00 A8 | 1M Ae.q 1 |Bul [UO//:SdNY) SUORIPUOD pue SWB 1 81 88S *[9202/20/TE] Uo ARiqiauliuo A8|im ‘ABojoipAH 7 ABoj0o3 Jo4 81D SN Aq 00Y0L EUed/z00T 0T/10p/uoo A3 1M AIq Ul |UO'S FUINO B8y /:SdNY WO.) papeojumod ‘0 ‘YTE8S.SZ



GUEST EDITORIAL

ORCID
Rachelle K. Gould

Stefan Partelow

https://orcid.org/0000-0002-6307-8783
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-7751-4005
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-7235-7928
Tobias Plieninger "= https://orcid.org/0000-0003-1478-2587
Helen E. Roy "= https://orcid.org/0000-0001-6050-679X
Robert Fish "= https://orcid.org/0000-0001-7198-0403
Andrea Rawluk "= https://orcid.org/0000-0002-9992-4662

Kevin J. Gaston

REFERENCES

Abram, D. (1996). The spell of the sensuous: Perception and language in a
more-than-human world. Pantheon Books.

Arnold, C. (2025). How can we re-envision care for weeds? Indigenous
weed management on the Shoalhaven River. People and Nature,
7(10), 2334-2345. https://doi.org/10.1002/pan3.70138

Atchison, J., Pickerill, J., Arnold, C., Gibbs, L. M., Gill, N., Hubbard, E.,
Lorimer, J., & Watson, M. (2024). Peopled landscapes: Questions
of coexistence in invasive plant management and rewilding. People
and Nature, 6(2), 458-473. https://doi.org/10.1002/pan3.10598

Ban, N. C., Eckert, L., McGreer, M., & Frid, A. (2017). Indigenous
knowledge as data for modern fishery management: A case
study of Dungeness crab in Pacific Canada. Ecosystem Health and
Sustainability, 3(8), 1379887. https://doi.org/10.1080/20964129.
2017.1379887

Ban, N. C., Watkins, H. V., Forrest, R. E., Frid, A., Holt, C. A., Hall, S.
J., Service, C. N., Ramirez, L., Curtis, D. L., Wilson, K. L., Ignace,
L., Reid, A. J., Moffat, K., Neasloss, M. R., & Burton, N. M. (2026).
Weaving indigenous and Western knowledge systems across a con-
tinuum of knowledge and decision-making spaces. Current Opinion
in Environmental Sustainability, 81, 101644. https://doi.org/10.
1016/j.cosust.2026.101644

Boelens, R., Hommes, L., Hoogesteger, J., Swyngedouw, E., Vos, J., &
Wester, P. (2025). Hydrosocial territories: Imaginaries, material-
ities, and struggles over knowledge, order and meaning. Water
International, 50(5), 426-462. https://doi.org/10.1080/02508060.
2025.2528261

Borgatti, S. P., Mehra, A., Brass, D. J., & Labianca, G. (2009). Network
analysis in the social sciences. Science, 323(5916), 892-895. https://
doi.org/10.1126/science.1165821

Cantor, M., Santos-Silva, B., Daura-Jorge, F. G., Machado, A. M. S., Peterson,
D., da -Rosa, D. X., Simdées-Lopes, P. C., Valle-Pereira, J. V. S., Zank, S.,
& Hanazaki, N. (2025). Changes in the users of the social-ecological
system around a reciprocal human-dolphin relationship. People and
Nature, 7(5), 974-989. https://doi.org/10.1002/pan3.10679

Cassino, M. F., Henriques Soares, G., Mendes Dos Santos, G., Gouveia,
J. H,, Barreto, J. P. L., Azevedo, D. L., Maia, G. S., Lins, J., Ramos,
C. M., Shock, M. P, Madella, M., & Clement, C. R. (2025). Thinking
with Amazonian indigenous peoples to expand ideas on domesti-
cation. People and Nature, 7(3), 560-574. https://doi.org/10.1002/
pan3.10796

Cheng, Z., Wu, Z., Chen, W., Li, W,, Lin, C., Zhang, Q., & Long, C. (2025).
The homogenization of China's city flowers and city trees. People
and Nature, 7(2), 530-540. https://doi.org/10.1002/pan3.10788

Clark, J., McGinlay, J., Jones, N., & Maguire-Rajpaul, V. A. (2025).
Landscape-as-governance: Exploring agency, embodied sensing
and decision preferences. People and Nature, 7(7), 1652-1672.
https://doi.org/10.1002/pan3.70080

Clenet, M., Dion, M., & Blanchet, F. G. (2026). Addressing ecological chal-
lenges from a quantum computing perspective. Methods in Ecology
and Evolution, 17(3), 632-649. https://doi.org/10.1111/2041-210x.
70236

Cohen, J. B., Dannreuther, C., Fraundorfer, M., Mackie, C., Martin-
Ortega, J., Mdee, A., & Sutil, N. S. (2023). Riverkin: Seizing the

BRIISH ¢ 9
Eggg,tggw People and Nature | ?

moment to remake vital relations in the United Kingdom and be-
yond. People and Nature, 5(6), 1877-1892. https://doi.org/10.1002/
pan3.10534

Cook, S. D. N., & Wagenaar, H. (2012). Navigating the eternally unfolding
present: Toward an epistemology of practice. The American Review
of Public Administration, 42(1), 3-38. https://doi.org/10.1177/
0275074011407404

Correia, J. E., Piaguage Lucitante, J., Weiss, L., Narvaez, N., Lucitante,
L., Biaguaje, A., Piaguaje, Y., Suale, A., Payaguaje, A., Piaguage, E.,
Simmons, C., & Esbach, M. (2025). Stimulating reciprocity: How
human-plant relations support indigenous cultural revitalization
and stewardship in the Ecuadorian Amazon. People and Nature, 7(5),
1151-1170. https://doi.org/10.1002/pan3.70019

Cunha, J., Cabecinha, E., Villasante, S., Balbi, S., Elliott, M., & Ramos, S.
(2026). Synergizing scientific and local knowledge for ecosystem
services assessments: A case study in northern Portugal. People
and Nature, 8(3), 633-649. https://doi.org/10.1002/pan3.70261

Demasi, B., Prado, N. G. D. A., Lima, F. P, El-Hani, C. N., & Pardini, R.
(2025). Describing viewpoints on human-nature relationships to
unveil socio-environmental conflicts and support community-
based projects. People and Nature, 7(2), 475-492. https://doi.org/
10.1002/pan3.10776

Denley, D., Frid, A., Hankewich, S., Lawson, D., & Salomon, A. (2025).
Co-creating solutions to the hidden impacts of climate change on
Canada's Pacific kelp forests. People and Nature, 7(8), 1826-1839.
https://doi.org/10.1002/pan3.70049

Descola, P. (2012). Beyond nature and culture. Forms of attachment.
HAU: Journal of Ethnographic Theory, 2(1), 447-471.

Diaz, S., Demissew, S., Carabias, J., Joly, C., Lonsdale, M., Ash, N.,
Larigauderie, A., Adhikari, J. R., Arico, S., Baldi, A., Bartuska, A.,
Baste, I. A., Bilgin, A., Brondizio, E., Chan, K. M., Figueroa, V. E.,
Duraiappah, A., Fischer, M., Hill, R., ... Zlatanova, D. (2015). The
IPBES conceptual framework — Connecting nature and people.
Current Opinion in Environmental Sustainability, 14, 1-16. https://doi.
org/10.1016/j.cosust.2014.11.002

Elias, N. (1978). What is sociology? Translated by Mennell, S. and
Morrissey, G. Columbia University Press.

Escobar, A. (2018). Designs for the Pluriverse: Radical interdependence, au-
tonomy, and the making of worlds. Duke University Press.

Escobar, A., Osterweil, M., & Sharma, K. (2024). Relationality: An emer-
gent politics of life beyond the human. Bloomsbury Publishing.

Eyster, H. N., Satterfield, T., & Chan, K. M. A. (2023). Empirical examples
demonstrate how relational thinking might enrich science and practice.
People and Nature, 5(2), 455-469. https://doi.org/10.1002/pan3.10453

Fish, R., Chan, K. M. A., Maller, C., Hails, R. S., Aimé, E., & Gaston, K. J.
(2022). People and nature: The emerging signature of a relational
journal. People and Nature, 4(3), 592-595. https://doi.org/10.1002/
pan3.10339

Fish, R. D., Austen, G. E., Bentley, J. W., Dallimer, M., Fisher, J. C., Irvine,
K. N., Bentley, P. R., Nawrath, M., & Davies, Z. G. (2024). Language
matters for biodiversity. Bioscience, 74(5), 333-339. https://doi.
org/10.1093/biosci/biae014

Franklin, A. (2024). The Routledge international handbook of more-than-
human studies. Routledge.

Friedman, K., Bridgewater, P., Agostini, V., Agardy, T., Arico, S., Biermann,
F., Brown, K., Cresswell, |. D., Ellis, E. C., Failler, P., Kim, R. E., Pratt,
C., Rice, J., Rivera, V. S., & Teneva, L. (2022). The CBD Post-2020
biodiversity framework: People's place within the rest of nature.
People and Nature, 4(6), 1475-1484. https://doi.org/10.1002/pan3.
10403

Gallegos-Riofrio, C. A., Zent, E., & Gould, R. K. (2022). The importance of
Latin American scholarship-and-practice for the relational turn in
sustainability science: A reply to West et al. (2020). Ecosystems and
People, 18(1), 478-483.

Gaston, K. J., Anderson, M., Chan, K. M. A., Dooner, P,, Fish, R. D., Gould,
R. K., Partelow, S., Plieninger, T., & Rawluk, A. (2025). Navigating

85U8017 SuOWILLOD aAIes.1D) 3|qeotjdde ay) Aq peusenob afe sejolie YO ‘85N JO S3|Nn 10} ARIq1T 8ULUO A8]IAA UO (SUONIPUOD-PUE-SWLBI W00 A8 | 1M Ae.q 1 |Bul [UO//:SdNY) SUORIPUOD pue SWB 1 81 88S *[9202/20/TE] Uo ARiqiauliuo A8|im ‘ABojoipAH 7 ABoj0o3 Jo4 81D SN Aq 00Y0L EUed/z00T 0T/10p/uoo A3 1M AIq Ul |UO'S FUINO B8y /:SdNY WO.) papeojumod ‘0 ‘YTE8S.SZ


https://orcid.org/0000-0002-6307-8783
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-6307-8783
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-7751-4005
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-7751-4005
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-7235-7928
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-7235-7928
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-1478-2587
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-1478-2587
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-6050-679X
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-6050-679X
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-7198-0403
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-7198-0403
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-9992-4662
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-9992-4662
https://doi.org/10.1002/pan3.70138
https://doi.org/10.1002/pan3.10598
https://doi.org/10.1080/20964129.2017.1379887
https://doi.org/10.1080/20964129.2017.1379887
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cosust.2026.101644
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cosust.2026.101644
https://doi.org/10.1080/02508060.2025.2528261
https://doi.org/10.1080/02508060.2025.2528261
https://doi.org/10.1126/science.1165821
https://doi.org/10.1126/science.1165821
https://doi.org/10.1002/pan3.10679
https://doi.org/10.1002/pan3.10796
https://doi.org/10.1002/pan3.10796
https://doi.org/10.1002/pan3.10788
https://doi.org/10.1002/pan3.70080
https://doi.org/10.1111/2041-210x.70236
https://doi.org/10.1111/2041-210x.70236
https://doi.org/10.1002/pan3.10534
https://doi.org/10.1002/pan3.10534
https://doi.org/10.1177/0275074011407404
https://doi.org/10.1177/0275074011407404
https://doi.org/10.1002/pan3.70019
https://doi.org/10.1002/pan3.70261
https://doi.org/10.1002/pan3.10776
https://doi.org/10.1002/pan3.10776
https://doi.org/10.1002/pan3.70049
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cosust.2014.11.002
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cosust.2014.11.002
https://doi.org/10.1002/pan3.10453
https://doi.org/10.1002/pan3.10339
https://doi.org/10.1002/pan3.10339
https://doi.org/10.1093/biosci/biae014
https://doi.org/10.1093/biosci/biae014
https://doi.org/10.1002/pan3.10403
https://doi.org/10.1002/pan3.10403

GUEST EDITORIAL

_I_lO Eé‘é‘ﬂ'ﬂﬁﬁm P 1 dN
Sy - Feople an ature

the editorial and publishing process at people and nature: Advice
for (and requests to) authors and reviewers. People and Nature, 7(7),
1480-1482. https://doi.org/10.1002/pan3.70057

Gould, R. K., Jimenez Naranjo, Y., & Balvanera, P. (2025). Relationality
is not WEIRD: The importance of relational thinking in the major-
ity of the planet's societies. Ecosystems and People, 21(1), 2427810.
https://doi.org/10.1080/26395916.2024.2427810

Gould, R. K., Martinez, D. E., & Hoelting, K. R. (2023). Exploring indig-
enous relationality to inform the relational turn in sustainability
science. Ecosystems and People, 19(1), 2229452. https://doi.org/10.
1080/26395916.2023.2229452

Heindorf, C., Schiiler, S., & Plieninger, T. (2024). Poetic inquiry to explore
the relational values of a transforming peat landscape. People and
Nature, 6(3), 1189-1205. https://doi.org/10.1002/pan3.10629

Hird, C. (2025). Indigenous theory as epistemic ground for environmen-
tal scholarship and practice. People and Nature, 7(10), 2262-2277.
https://doi.org/10.1002/pan3.70137

Hoelle, J., Gould, R. K., & Tauro, A. (2022). Beyond ‘desirable’ values:
Expanding relational values research to reflect the diversity of
human-nature relationships. People and Nature, 5(6), 1774-1785.
https://doi.org/10.1002/pan3.10316

IPBES, I. S.-P. P. O. B. (2025). IPBES Transformative Change Assessment:
Summary for Policymakers.

Jay, M., Cortés-Capano, G., Martin, R., Suntken, J., & Plieninger, T. (2026).
Exploring narratives of human-nature connections in protected
areas. People and Nature, 8(1), 37-50. https://doi.org/10.1002/
pan3.70195

Jolly, H., Satterfield, T., Kandlikar, M., & Suma, T. R. (2022). Indigenous
insights on human-wildlife coexistence in southern India.
Conservation Biology, 36(6), €13981. https://doi.org/10.1111/cobi.
13981

Jones, O. R., Munungurr, L., Munungurr, Y., Marrkula, T., Wununmurra,
B., Rangers, Y., Hutley, L., Fryirs, K., & Ens, E. (2025). Carbon and
corms: Introduced ungulates and saltwater intrusion variably im-
pact coastal floodplain ecosystem services in the Laynhapuy indig-
enous protected area, northern Australia. People and Nature, 7(11),
2923-2939. https://doi.org/10.1002/pan3.70153

Karhulahti, V. (2024). Positionality statements in science [version 2; peer
review: 2 approved]. Open Research Europe, 4(62), 1-8. https://doi.
org/10.12688/openreseurope.17058.2

Kimmerer, R. W. (2017). Learning the grammar of animacy. Anthropology
of Consciousness, 28(2), 128-134. https://doi.org/10.1111/anoc.
12081

Kronenberg, J. (2025). The changing values of feathers and their wear-
ers: The transformation of British society's relationship with birds
at the turn of the 20th century. People and Nature, 7(12), 3330-
3343. https://doi.org/10.1002/pan3.70198

Latour, B. (1993). We have never been modern. Harvard University Press.

Latour, B. (2005). Reassembling the social: An introduction to actor-network-
theory. Oxford University Press.

Lewontin, R., & Levins, R. (2007). Biology under the influence: Dialectical
essays on ecology, agriculture, and health. Monthly Review Press.

Maller, C. (2021). Turning things around: A discussion of values, prac-
tices, and action in the context of social-ecological change. People
and Nature, 5(2), 258-270. https://doi.org/10.1002/pan3.10272

Mehring, M., Brietzke, A. S., Kleemann, J., KnauB, S., PoRer, C., Schreiner,
V., Wittmer, H., Albert, C., First, C., Grunewald, K., Kolkmann, M.,
Lettenmaier, L., Sanders, T. G. M., Schleyer, C., Settele, J., Straka,
T. M., & Hauck, J. (2024). Multiple ways to bend the curve of bio-
diversity loss: An analytical framework to support transformative
change. People and Nature, 6(5), 1945-1959. https://doi.org/10.
1002/pan3.10690

Mesle, C. R. (2009). Process-relational philosophy: An introduction to Alfred
north Whitehead. Templeton Foundation Press.

Morelli, F., Benedetti, Y., Mikula, P., Blumstein, D. T., Diaz, M., Page, A.,
Tryjanowski, P., Nowak, M. K., Vincze, E., & Lovei, G. L. (2026). Sex

matters: European urban birds flee approaching women sooner
than approaching men. People and Nature, 8(2), 316-326. https://
doi.org/10.1002/pan3.70226

Moreton-Robinson, A. (2016). Relationality. In Sources and methods in in-
digenous studies (pp. 69-83). University of Arizona Press.

Muraca, B. (2011). The map of moral significance: A new axiological ma-
trix for environmental ethics. Environmental Values, 20(3), 375-396.
https://doi.org/10.3197/096327111X13077055166063

Nelson, M. K. (2008). Original instructions: Indigenous teachings for a sus-
tainable future. Bear & Company.

Obura, D., Agrawal, A., Christie, M., Fromentin, J.-M., Harrison, P.
A., Jones, M., O'Brien, K., Pauchard, A., Roy, H. E., Settele, J., &
Stoett, P. (2026). A systems reset for sustainable development.
Communications Sustainability, 1(1), 3. https://doi.org/10.1038/
s44458-025-00009-3

Ouvrier, A., Culos, M., Guillerme, S., Doré, A,, Figari, H., Linnell, J. D. C,,
Quenette, P, & Vimal, R. (2025). What does coexistence mean?
Insight from place-based trajectories of pastoralists and bears
encounters in the Pyrenees. People and Nature, 8(7), 2091-2103.
https://doi.org/10.1002/pan3.70000

Paikert, H. S., Castro Campos, B., Jauker, F., Kleinebecker, T., & Klinger, Y.
P. (2026). Managing the margins: Practitioner perspectives on bar-
riers and solutions for biodiversity-friendly roadside management
in Germany. People and Nature, 8(4), 945-957. https://doi.org/10.
1002/pan3.70273

Pratt, K., & Prahalad, V. (2025). From muddy marvels to hidden land-
scapes: Diverse visitor experiences in Tasmanian wetlands and their
implications for enhancing human-nature connections. People and
Nature, 7(11), 2759-2776. https://doi.org/10.1002/pan3.70152

Proulx, S. R., Promislow, D. E. L., & Phillps, P. C. (2005). Network think-
ing in ecology and evolution. Trends in Ecology & Evolution, 20(6),
345-353.

Rafliana, I. (2025). Epistemic Oscillation: Living With Ocean Risks. Ocean
and Society, 2. https://doi.org/10.17645/0as.8885

Raimundo, R. L. G., Guimaraes, P.R., & Evans, D. M. (2018). Adaptive net-
works for restoration ecology. Trends in Ecology & Evolution, 33(9),
664-675. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tree.2018.06.002

Rawluk, A., Beilin, R., Bender, H., & Ford, R. (2020). Practices in social
ecological research: Interdisciplinary collaboration in “adaptive doing”.
Springer International Publishing. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-
030-31189-6

Raymond, C. M., Kaaronen, R., Giusti, M., Linder, N., & Barthel, S. (2021).
Engaging with the pragmatics of relational thinking, leverage points
and transformations - Reply to West et al. Ecosystems and People,
17(1), 1-5. https://doi.org/10.1080/26395916.2020.1867645

Raymond, C. M,, Singh, G. G., Benessaiah, K., Bernhardt, J. R., Levine,
J., Nelson, H., Turner, N. J., Norton, B., Tam, J., & Chan, K. M. A.
(2013). Ecosystem services and beyond: Using multiple metaphors
to understand human-environment relationships. Bioscience, 63(7),
536-546. https://doi.org/10.1525/bi0.2013.63.7.7

Rojas-VeraPinto, R., Bernardo-Madrid, R., & Gonzalez-Suarez, M. (2026).
Data gaps and heterogeneity limit our understanding of human-
wildlife interactions: A continental study of Andean bears. People
and Nature, 8(5), 1499-1519. https://doi.org/10.1002/pan3.70309

Salmon, E. (2000). Kincentric ecology: Indigenous perceptions of the
human-nature relationship. Ecological Applications, 10(5), 1327.
https://doi.org/10.2307/2641288

Sayes, E. (2014). Actor-network theory and methodology: Just what
does it mean to say that nonhumans have agency? Social Studies of
Science, 44(1), 134-149.

Sing, L., Metzger, M. J., Bathgate, S., Tracey, C., & Ray, D. (2026). How
can ecosystem services scenarios inform forest planning?—Seven
lessons from Leanachan forest, Scotland. People and Nature, 8(5),
1233-1247. https://doi.org/10.1002/pan3.70284

Tengo, M., Brondizio, E. S., ElImqvist, T., Malmer, P., & Spierenburg, M. (2014).
Connecting diverse knowledge Systems for Enhanced Ecosystem

85U8017 SuOWILLOD aAIes.1D) 3|qeotjdde ay) Aq peusenob afe sejolie YO ‘85N JO S3|Nn 10} ARIq1T 8ULUO A8]IAA UO (SUONIPUOD-PUE-SWLBI W00 A8 | 1M Ae.q 1 |Bul [UO//:SdNY) SUORIPUOD pue SWB 1 81 88S *[9202/20/TE] Uo ARiqiauliuo A8|im ‘ABojoipAH 7 ABoj0o3 Jo4 81D SN Aq 00Y0L EUed/z00T 0T/10p/uoo A3 1M AIq Ul |UO'S FUINO B8y /:SdNY WO.) papeojumod ‘0 ‘YTE8S.SZ


https://doi.org/10.1002/pan3.70057
https://doi.org/10.1080/26395916.2024.2427810
https://doi.org/10.1080/26395916.2023.2229452
https://doi.org/10.1080/26395916.2023.2229452
https://doi.org/10.1002/pan3.10629
https://doi.org/10.1002/pan3.70137
https://doi.org/10.1002/pan3.10316
https://doi.org/10.1002/pan3.70195
https://doi.org/10.1002/pan3.70195
https://doi.org/10.1111/cobi.13981
https://doi.org/10.1111/cobi.13981
https://doi.org/10.1002/pan3.70153
https://doi.org/10.12688/openreseurope.17058.2
https://doi.org/10.12688/openreseurope.17058.2
https://doi.org/10.1111/anoc.12081
https://doi.org/10.1111/anoc.12081
https://doi.org/10.1002/pan3.70198
https://doi.org/10.1002/pan3.10272
https://doi.org/10.1002/pan3.10690
https://doi.org/10.1002/pan3.10690
https://doi.org/10.1002/pan3.70226
https://doi.org/10.1002/pan3.70226
https://doi.org/10.3197/096327111X13077055166063
https://doi.org/10.1038/s44458-025-00009-3
https://doi.org/10.1038/s44458-025-00009-3
https://doi.org/10.1002/pan3.70000
https://doi.org/10.1002/pan3.70273
https://doi.org/10.1002/pan3.70273
https://doi.org/10.1002/pan3.70152
https://doi.org/10.17645/oas.8885
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tree.2018.06.002
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-31189-6
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-31189-6
https://doi.org/10.1080/26395916.2020.1867645
https://doi.org/10.1525/bio.2013.63.7.7
https://doi.org/10.1002/pan3.70309
https://doi.org/10.2307/2641288
https://doi.org/10.1002/pan3.70284

GUEST EDITORIAL

Governance: The multiple evidence base approach. Ambio, 43(5), 579~
591. https://doi.org/10.1007/s13280-014-0501-3

Tengd, M., Diaz-Reviriego, |., Fernandez-Llamazares, A., Malmer, P.,
Alangui, W. V., Pascua, P., Trakansuphakon, P., & Hill, R. (2026).
Unpacking the task of synthesis when weaving knowledge systems
for biodiversity assessments. People and Nature, 70343. https://doi.
org/10.1002/pan3.70343

Tengd, M., Hill, R., Malmer, P.,, Raymond, C. M., Spierenburg, M.,
Danielsen, F., EImqvist, T., & Folke, C. (2017). Weaving knowledge
systems in IPBES, CBD and beyond—Lessons learned for sustain-
ability. Current Opinion in Environmental Sustainability, 26-27, 17-25.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cosust.2016.12.005

Tynan, L. (2020). Thesis as kin: Living relationality with research. AlterNative:
An International Journal of Indigenous Peoples, 16(3), 163-170.

Unnithan Kumar, S., & Gaston, K. J. (2025). Auditory perception and the
ecology of human-nature interactions: Effects of hearing loss on
listening to birdsong. People and Nature, 7(12), 3282-3296. https://
doi.org/10.1002/pan3.70189

Van Der Wal, J. E. M., D'Amelio, P. B., Dauda, C., Cram, D. L., Wood, B.
M., & Spottiswoode, C. N. (2026). Cooperative human signals to
honeyguides form local dialects. People and Nature, 8(3), 682-694.
https://doi.org/10.1002/pan3.70234

Vanhulst, J., & Mancilla Garcia, M. (2026). Unpacking the relational turn in
sustainability science: Mapping trends and networks. Sustainability:
Science, Practice and Policy, 22(1), 2685044. https://doi.org/10.
1080/15487733.2026.2685044

Victoria-Lacy, L., Couto, T., Piland, N. C., Damaso, J., Fernandes, S., &
Athayde, S. (2025). Amazonian fish migration as a social-cultural-
ecological process. People and Nature, 7, 3297-3312.

Waldock, C., Maire, E., Albouy, C., Andreoli, V., Beger, M., Claverie,
T., Cramer, K. L., Feary, D. A, Ferse, S. C. A., Hoey, A., Loiseau,
N., MacNeil, M. A., McLean, M., Mellin, C., Ahouansou Montcho,
S., Palomares, M. L., de la Puente, S., Tupper, M., Wilson, S., ...
Pellissier, L. (2025). Micronutrient levels of global tropical reef fish
communities differ from fisheries capture. People and Nature, 7(1),
32-51. https://doi.org/10.1002/pan3.10736

BRIISH ¢ 11
Eggg,tggw People and Nature |

West, S., Haider, L., Stalhammar, S., & Woroniecki, S. (2021). Putting rela-
tional thinking to work in sustainability science - reply to Raymond
et al. Ecosystems and People, 17(1), 108-113. https://doi.org/10.
1080/26395916.2021.1898477

West, S., Haider, L. J., Stalhammar, S., & Woroniecki, S. (2020). A rela-
tional turn for sustainability science? Relational thinking, leverage
points and transformations. Ecosystems and People, 16(1), 304-325.
https://doi.org/10.1080/26395916.2020.1814417

Whitehead, A. N. (2010). Process and reality. Simon and Schuster.

Whyte, K. P. (2021). Time as kinship. In The Cambridge companion to envi-
ronmental humanities (pp. 39-55). Cambridge University Press.

Wiredu, K. (1994). Philosophy, humankind and the environment.

Xu, L., Zhao, S., Cotte, J., & Cui, N. (2023). Cyclical time is greener: The
impact of temporal perspective on pro-environmental behavior.
Journal of Consumer Research, 50(4), 722-741. https://doi.org/10.
1093/jcr/ucad016

York, N. D. L., Naimado, W., Enns, C., Bersaglio, B., Kaunga, M. O.,
Larpei, J., Mukiri, V., Oreheya, J., Silole, V., & Oldekop, J. A. (2026).
Biocultural conservation as an alternative pathway for conserva-
tion: A case study of the inclusive conservation initiative in north-
ern Kenya. People and Nature, 8(7), 2353-2367. https://doi.org/10.
1002/pan3.70354

Yunkaporta, T. (2020). Sand talk: How indigenous thinking can save the
world (1st ed.). HarperOne.

How to cite this article: Gould, R. K., Partelow, S., Gaston, K.
J., Plieninger, T., Roy, H. E., Fish, R., & Rawluk, A. (2026).
What is ‘relational thinking’, and how does it manifest in
research? People and Nature, 00, 1-11. https://doi.
org/10.1002/pan3.70400

85U8017 SuOWILLOD aAIes.1D) 3|qeotjdde ay) Aq peusenob afe sejolie YO ‘85N JO S3|Nn 10} ARIq1T 8ULUO A8]IAA UO (SUONIPUOD-PUE-SWLBI W00 A8 | 1M Ae.q 1 |Bul [UO//:SdNY) SUORIPUOD pue SWB 1 81 88S *[9202/20/TE] Uo ARiqiauliuo A8|im ‘ABojoipAH 7 ABoj0o3 Jo4 81D SN Aq 00Y0L EUed/z00T 0T/10p/uoo A3 1M AIq Ul |UO'S FUINO B8y /:SdNY WO.) papeojumod ‘0 ‘YTE8S.SZ


https://doi.org/10.1007/s13280-014-0501-3
https://doi.org/10.1002/pan3.70343
https://doi.org/10.1002/pan3.70343
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cosust.2016.12.005
https://doi.org/10.1002/pan3.70189
https://doi.org/10.1002/pan3.70189
https://doi.org/10.1002/pan3.70234
https://doi.org/10.1080/15487733.2026.2685044
https://doi.org/10.1080/15487733.2026.2685044
https://doi.org/10.1002/pan3.10736
https://doi.org/10.1080/26395916.2021.1898477
https://doi.org/10.1080/26395916.2021.1898477
https://doi.org/10.1080/26395916.2020.1814417
https://doi.org/10.1093/jcr/ucad016
https://doi.org/10.1093/jcr/ucad016
https://doi.org/10.1002/pan3.70354
https://doi.org/10.1002/pan3.70354
https://doi.org/10.1002/pan3.70400
https://doi.org/10.1002/pan3.70400

	What is ‘relational thinking’, and how does it manifest in research?
	Abstract
	1  |  INTRODUCTION
	2  |  WHAT IS RELATIONAL THINKING AND WHAT IS ITS HISTORY?
	3  |  SECTION 2: WHAT RELATIONAL THINKING LOOKS LIKE IN RESEARCH PAPERS
	3.1  |  Themes of relational research
	3.1.1  |  Attributes properties to relationships (not entities)
	3.1.2  |  Attends to process, rather than static entities
	3.1.3  |  Considers co-creation by humans and nature
	3.1.4  |  Acknowledges agency beyond the human
	3.1.5  |  Embraces and allows for embodied experience
	3.1.6  |  Considers relationships across time
	3.1.7  |  Recognizes scientists as part of relationships
	3.1.8  |  Reconstructs language and concepts
	3.1.9  |  Acknowledges diverse ontological realities and thus diverse understandings of relationality


	4  |  POTENTIAL TRAPS OF RELATIONAL THINKING
	5  |  CONCLUSION
	ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS
	CONFLICT OF INTEREST STATEMENT
	DATA AVAILABILITY STATEMENT
	ORCID
	REFERENCES


