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Accustomed as I am to reading manuals, reports and scientific
publications, it was a pleasure to read about science in a style that
is both informative and inspiring. This book succinctly, and with
great enthusiasm, makes the case for observational research in
ecology. The 21st century has seen many improvements in the
availability and methods for collecting observational data. Com-
bined with a variety of modern statistical techniques, the opportu-
nities for observational studies and the power of their analyses
have never been greater.

The dogma of experimentation and strong inference falls short
when trying to study phenomena at global and even national lev-
els. Even when experimentation can provide robust support for a
hypothesis, it is usually observational research that sparks the
imagination and leads to the formulation of new hypotheses.

The book is divided into four parts dealing with different as-
pects of observation. First, the authors take us through the history
of observation in ecology and show how observational ecology has
developed to the present day. Then they illustrate how good ecol-
ogists use all their senses for observation. The authors provide sev-
eral examples, but from my own experience, I was reminded of the
distinctive scrunching sound that Carex nigra makes when you
walk over it, and of the musky scent of badgers. These clues are
used, often subconsciously, to help us observe nature.

Of course, observers are biased, data are either too few or too
many, and always difficult to analyze. The authors devote part
three to these issues. They do not have any easy answers for
these problems, and this is not a textbook of solutions, but they
spotlight imaginative approaches that have been used to over-
come them. In this section they ask the question: ‘‘is observa-
tion-based ecology scientific?’’ This is where they explore the
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philosophy of science and the legitimacy of inference from
observation.

Finally, the book discusses the importance of observations in
influencing people and policies, and the part the public can play
in observational ecology. The late 20th century saw the marginal-
ization of citizen scientists and the celebration of experimentalism
as the gold standard for ecology. Only now have we found our way
back to the roots of ecological research, where the innate skills and
enthusiasm of non-professional observers are encouraged and
their contribution to science is respected. Observations are much
easier to make than experiments, and the results of observational
studies are easier to grasp for unspecialised audiences.

The authors validate a journey that many of us have taken from
experimental ecology, where we desperately try to control every
variable, right up to the analysis of large scale observational data.
Certainly, there are still some ecologists who migrate to the few
remaining patches of wild countryside for research. However, as
these relics of a former era are studying the relics of a former land-
scape, the bulk of the countryside is changing. In their conclusions,
Sagarin and Pauchard introduce us to the blossoming field of no-
analog ecology, based on the concept that climate and other
anthropogenic changes are creating conditions for which there
are no analogs in Earth history. This challenges us to reject ecolog-
ical uniformitarianism and think out of the fences of our nature re-
serves to the wider environment.

If you are already a multidisciplinary or observation-based ecol-
ogist, this book will legitimize your work. If not, it should give you
some reasons to expand your outlook and encourage you to accept
observation-based research as ‘‘real’’ science.
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