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Abstract

While environmental science, and ecology in particular, is working to provide better understanding to base sustainable decisions

on, the way scientific understanding is developed can at times be detrimental to this cause. Locked-in debates are often

unnecessarily polarized and can compromise any common goals of the opposing camps. The present paper is inspired by a

resolved debate from an unrelated field of psychology where Nobel laureate David Kahneman and Garry Klein turned what

seemed to be a locked-in debate into a constructive process for their fields. The present paper is also motivated by previous

discourses regarding the role of thresholds in natural systems for management and governance, but its scope of analysis targets

the scientific process within complex social-ecological systems in general. We identified five features of environmental science

that appear to predispose for locked-in debates: 1) The strongly context dependent behaviour of ecological systems. 2) The

dominant role of single hypothesis testing. 3) The high prominence given to theory demonstration compared investigation.

4) The effect of urgent demands to inform and steer policy. This fertile ground is further cultivated by human psychological

aspects as well as the structure of funding and publication systems.
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