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Hierarchy & classification

• Darwin: Lumpers and “hair-
splitters”

• Freeman Dyson: materialists 
(atomistic worldview) vs. 
Platonists (world of ideas)

• An age-old philosophical problem: 
we can set conventions but not 
likely “solve” (going too far to one 
extreme could alienate users)



Problems with hierarchical classification

• Are we combining or separating things that shouldn’t?
• Potential to introduce logical inconsistencies if we get too rigid about 

imposing hierarchies

Which is right? Modifier-based system possibly more logical 
than hierarchical when working with multiple modifiers
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What are we doing in the U.S.?

Provides all the 
row/ column 
headings that we 
need (industries, 
ecosystems, 
ecosystem 
services)



What are we doing in the U.S.?



What are we doing in 
the U.S.?
• Application to 10 states in U.S. 

Southeast
• Work nearly complete, submitted 

by late 2018

• Scaling up to 48-state region 
(excluding AK, HI)
• Work in progress, funded through 

early 2021



Closing thoughts: 
Splitting & lumping - can we have it both ways?

• Because of their multifaceted nature, ecosystem services are an 
inherently harder classification problem than industries or even 
ecosystems

• NESCS gives us a flexible where-what-why-who classification: Seems 
to reflect this multifaceted nature well
• Others can talk better about the contrast between CICES & NESCS

• Provide a top-level classification that provides some structure & 
consistency, let the splitters take it to as fine a scale as they want?


