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Social learning studies have been part of the ecological economics research agenda for
some time. Numerous studies have been conducted delivering a rich body of knowledge
often connected to other related research traditions in environmental and sustainability
studies. Thereby, they contribute to a thriving debate about the role of knowledge and
learning in change processes towards sustainability (Blackmore et al. forthcoming).
Until a decade ago, only a few studies looked deeper into the processes of knowledge
generation, knowledge communication and their impacts on collective decision making
in relation to global environmental change. Within a predominant focus on technology
and conventional governance as the prime drivers of change in environmental policy,
knowledge and learning were often neglected be it on local, domestic, regional and
global levels. By contrast, fields such as climate change, biodiversity, water basin
management and ecosystem management rely heavily on scientific knowledge on
problem dimensions, causes and possible solutions. Only recently the question how,
when and why this knowledge and learning can become relevant for societal decision
making has been addressed more thoroughly (Social Learning Group 2001, Mitchell, et
al. 2006). This was also nurtured by a turn in governance research towards reflexive
governance approaches (Voss et al. 2006) which acknowledges the crucial role of
knowledge and learning in societal decision making contexts. Subsequently, more and
more studies focused on the dynamics of learning and knowledge-related change
processes. Current studies highlight that in order for knowledge co-creation and
knowledge integration processes to be productive these need to be underpinned by an
approach that allows for transdiciplinary engagements, for learning, and methodological
pluralism (Reed et al., 2010; Raymond et al., 2010; Armitage et al., 2011). These
debates are of particular interest for ecological economics as a field that aims at
bringing together bodies of knowledge from economics and ecology into
transdisciplinary processes with stakeholders, decision-makers, resource users, and
citizens, this with the objective of improving our understanding of complex issues
(Kastenhofer et al., 2011).
Given the fact that amid a great number of studies and cases the overall synthesis in the
field of social learning is scarce, it is time to take stock and look forward in the field.
This survey paper thus analyses the emergence and thematic foci of social learning
studies in ecological economics and related fields. It develops a set of guiding questions
to allow for a systematic review of the heterogeneous contributions and studies. It will
consider and distinguish the different definitions and conceptualisations of social
learning. It will analyse the normative dimensions, process dynamics, causal factors and
hindrances of social learning processes across the different contributions from the past
10 years. In this, it analyses key fields, levels and places of study, it deduces a research
map and identifies key discussions, knowledge gaps and future challenges with regard
to the scientific landscape and practical solutions.
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