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Reversibility and irreversibility are poorly defined in the decision-making literature. Defining reversibility as
“the ability to maintain and to restore the functional performance of a system” is consistent with thermody-
namics; specification of its crucial terms is case dependent. Reversibility is coming in degrees from flexibility,
over rigidity to preclusion, with irreversibility as an absolute end. Further substantiating reversibility con-
siders three variables: duration of impacts, revoking costs, and substitutability. Substitutability depends on
weights assigned to the strict identity or to the functional performance of something valued. For given de-
grees of substitutability, revocability of an action is measurable in time-dependent revoking costs. Together
with future time and doubt, reversibility sets a three-dimensional context for societal decision-making, re-
vealing domes of expanding complexity. Cost–benefit analysis is a useful decision tool at lower complexity
but falters at high complexity because there prevail non-monetary trade-offs. A revival and proper use of
the concept reversibility are recommended for improved dialog on major societal issues, with climate change
outstanding as the case where reversibility could turn into absolute irreversibility. Also shown is the corre-
spondence between reversibility and ecological concepts like resilience, lock-in, tipping points, and others.

© 2012 Elsevier B.V. All rights reserved.

1. Introduction

In sciences like physics, cosmology, biology, ecology, and medicine,
reversibility is a commonly used term, theoretically explored and prac-
tically applied (Denbigh, 1989; Reynolds and Perkins, 1977). Ecological
economics uses reversibility concepts andmetabolism laws for describ-
ing the thriving of economic systems within the natural environment
(Ayres and Warr, 2009; Georgescu-Roegen, 1971), delivering a
frame for arguing limits to growth (Daly, 1973; Krysiak, 2006). How-
ever, the framework is no breeding ground for operational models
(Baumgärtner, 2004; Dasgupta and Heal, 1979). In ecology, revers-
ibility is related to phenomena like resilience, hysteresis, collapse,
and similar concepts (Ludwig et al., 1997; Scheffer et al., 2001).

Irreversible impacts on local or global environments are largely
triggered or occasioned by inappropriate demands by human societies
on the sources and sinks of the environment. This has been documented
extensively in cases such as loss in biodiversity and climate change, not
amenable to mitigation after they have occurred (Chapin et al., 2000;
IPCC, 2007). In this article most examples and literature are related to
climate change.

Human decision-making is recognized to be the main difference be-
tween the functioning of ecological-physical and of social-ecological sys-
tems (Perrings and Brock, 2009). “Humans are unique in having the
capacity for foresight and deliberative action… Their capacity tomanage
resilience with intent determines whether they can successfully avoid

crossing into an undesirable system regime or succeed in crossing into
a desirable one” (Walker et al., 2006).

Reversibility is not seen as a foundational concept in economics or
in other social sciences (Manson, 2007), although implicitly marginal
analysis, which is the foundation of neo-classical economics, assumes
smooth reversibility. The term reversibility acquired some explicit
popularity in for example ecological economics (Georgescu-Roegen,
1971), environmental economics (Arrow and Fisher, 1974), and in-
vestment theory (Dixit and Pindyck, 1994). These strands were
joined in debating optimal timing of climate policy but without
establishing terminological clarity during that debate (Caron and
Ohndorf, 2010; Kolstad, 1996; Manne and Richels, 1991; Nordhaus,
1994). The social sciences lack clarity in defining and using the
term irreversibility (Manson, 2007; Perrings and Brock, 2009). The
practice of citing irreversibility as coming in degrees is widespread,
although proper vocabulary preserves the term for the absolute im-
possibility of reversal.1

The principal goals of this inquiry are a workable definition and a
substantiated description of reversibility for policy-making processes.
The search does not start at the kaleidoscope of reversibility and irre-
versibility terms scattered in the literature, but by outlining a frame-
work of societal decision-making (Section 2). A stylized description of
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1 One reviewer pointed this out. Aligning the article on standard vocabulary for
terms beginning with “im-” and “ir-” prefixes assigning absoluteness, I avoided de-
scribing the actual confusion in the literature that quotes irreversibility as coming in
degrees or uses the concept as such. At some occasions (e.g., Section 4), literal quotes
from the literature do not align with standard vocabulary.
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decision components and decision context is provided. The literature
relates irreversibility on the one hand to irrevocable spending of re-
sources by undertaking actions, and on the other hand, to undesirable
evolutions in the environment. In societal decisions actions generally af-
fect environmental evolutions butmechanisms andultimate impacts are
susceptible to high degrees of uncertainty. This reflects the multiple in-
teractions between system (where the own actions belong to) and envi-
ronment (impacts on third parties, society at large, nature). Societal
decision-making aims at balancing attention for both sides, but proper
distinction and separate terminology are helpful. Revocability puts the
focus on revoking costs when one would like to recall an action and it
is limited to economics. Reversibility relates to impacts governed by
laws of physical sciences with economics in a secondary role. Re-
versibility is – or should be – one of the three main dimensions of a
societal decision context, next to (future) time and doubt (used here
as a more encompassing term than the commonly used “uncertainty”,
in Section 2.2 described as one of the phases of doubt). Section 3 offers
a definition of reversibility, with necessary guidance on its interpreta-
tion. It is compatible with the thermodynamic reversibility concept
widely applied in the life sciences. Section 4 develops a substantiated
description of reversibility based on three variables: duration of im-
pacts, revoking costs, and substitutability. With duration and revoking
costs, revocability is defined; by adding substitutability revocability is
enriched to reversibility, or seen from the other side: substitutability
is extended with duration and revoking costs to obtain reversibility.
The constituent variables and their interactions are illustrated with dia-
grams. The conclusion (Section 5) recaps the main results for societal
decision-making. The performance of cost–benefit analysis is dubious
when a decision and its context are unwieldy complex with a high like-
lihood of stranding in irreversibility.

2. Policy Decision-making: Components and Context

Oneproperty thatmademankind the dominant species on earth is its
capacity to explore the future for taking considered decisions (Walker et
al., 2006). That capacity has developed over time; it is not perfect and
never will be. Since World War II scientific methods for supporting
decision-making made the human planning capacity more consistent
and robust. Wartime operational challenges were tackled with scientific
methods, giving birth to an extensive field of research and applications,
today known as operations research, decision science or management
science. For strategic decision-making by large corporations, organiza-
tions and governments, the sub-discipline decision analysis emerged
(Raiffa, 1970; SRI, 1977). Cost–benefit analysis added a public (also
called: welfare) economics perspective when large-scale infrastruc-
ture projects were investigated in the USA, in Europe and in develop-
ing countries (Harberger, 1972; Layard, 1972; Lesourne, 1975).

Decisions aremade for a future characterized by doubt. Scientifically
proven methods are warranted for long-term, complex, unique actions
with persistent effects and impacts (Lempert and Collins, 2007). Cli-
mate governance deals with issues stretching into the far future with
aspects of doubt being immense, being complex and unique, and
mattering to entire societies (IPCC, 2007). Emphasis on comprehensive-
ness and integration does not thwart that “it is critical to distinguish
between the governance of the ecosystems that may be harmed by neg-
ative Earth system interactions and governance of the drivers behind
those negative interactions” (Nilsson and Persson, 2012). For clarifying
the differences between revocability and reversibility, decisions and
their components are discussed separately from their context.

2.1. Decision Components

Decision-making is interplaying three sets of variables: possible
events, alternative actions, and expected outcomes conditional on pre-
vious actions and on events that happened (Matheson and Howard,
1968). Events occur beyond the control of decision-makers, but affect

outcomes and generally also future action opportunities. Actions (also
named alternatives, options, or elaborated strategies) are the objects
of decision-making. Decision analysis aims at finding actions with out-
comes optimal according to encoded preferences, and by systematically
processing information. Encoded risk and time preferences are a re-
duced way of considering decision-makers' values about doubt and
about future time. Iterative and time-sequential processing weights the
net value of additional information. Outcomes (effects, impacts, conse-
quences, results) can be measured as distances to targets. Decision-
makers react on the course of events to avoid or minimize negative
outcomes and to obtain and maximize positive outcomes, subject
to constraints faced.

Three comments on the components and their interplay in societal
decision-making are due. First, coverage of events, actions and out-
comes has to be comprehensive, complete (sufficient detail about di-
verse components within the comprehensive scope), and consistent
(recognize interdependencies, mutually exclusive or contradictory
options, etc.). If not, the dangers of too narrow scopes and biased de-
cisions lurk, wasting analytical and political resources on local or false
optima far from real overall optima. Especially a good catalog of out-
comes is important, because disruptive decisions bring winners and
losers. Losers are generally the poorer people without influential
voice or unborn people without direct voice by definition, climate
change being an example in case (UNDP, 2007).

Second, dynamic and complex interplaying between components is
a spiraling time-sequential process of conditional deployments of ac-
tions, events, outcomes, actions, events, outcomes, and so on. Modeling
this reality of interlaced facts and policies is an intellectually challenging
effort. It differs from single vantage point scenario projections delivered
by most integrated assessment and economic models that in one bow
cover time spans of 30, 40 or 100 years (Nordhaus, 2007). One-
bow projections stifle crucial conditionality among the components,
with constant-rate discounting reducing theweight of values according
their rank on the bow. Complexity theory recommends time-sequential
modeling that “concentrates on the significant issues which need to be
handled in the short-term, and ensure that the debate about their
long-term consequences is lively and engaged.” It does “not justify
short-termism, but points towards a more practicable way of taking
the future into account” (Rosenhead, 1998). Time-sequential cycles
match adaptation management in allowing flexible and reversible pol-
icy designs, learning, knowledge integration and experimentation
(Voss and Bornemann, 2011).

Third, distinguishing between actions and outcomes in a time-
sequential process helps in anchoring reversibility terminology used
in the literature. Irreversibility is named as an inherent attribute of
spending resources by taking actions (Dixit and Pindyck, 1994;
Kolstad, 1996), but also of outcome impacts that one cannot undo
(Arrow and Fisher, 1974; Pindyck, 2000). While expenses of actions
are well inventoried, outcomes considered are mostly limited to the
ones falling within the decision-makers' accountability. Important
external effects are rolled off to the environment and to the distant
future. Climate change is beset by external effects some with low
degrees of reversibility, such as melt of the Greenland ice sheet,
dieback of the Amazon rainforest and shift of the West African
monsoon (Lenton, 2011; Schneider, 2003; Solomon et al., 2009).
Next to the dichotomy internalized/externalized, the distinction
between desirable and undesirable outcomes is important. In principle
concerns about reversibility only apply to undesirable outcomes, with
the understanding that preferences shift over time regarding what is
desirable or undesirable.

2.2. Decision Context

With higher complexity, drawing boundaries between systems and
their environments is very difficult and largely arbitrary (Homer-Dixon,
2011). Yet it remains helpful to see actions, events, and outcomes as
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constituting the decision system in a decision-making context, made up
by three dimensions: future time, doubt, and reversibility.

Future time is a major contextual factor because decisions are
made for a future over years, decades, and centuries, up to perpetuity.
For societal decisions with important persistent impacts decision-
makers should consider eternity (Chakravarty, 1969). But mostly a fi-
nite time horizon is adopted. Additionally, natural myopia of people is
reinforced by the technique of discounting. Economists observe time
preference: people prefer to obtain, own, and enjoy valuable things
rather earlier than later. It explainswhymoney is borrowed at a positive
rate, arguing discounting future values is appropriate. While properly
reflecting daily economic behavior of contemporary people, discounting
vaporizes the distant future by amathematical trick juggling away the in-
finite horizon challenge. Discounting at positive rates over very long time
periods is problematic, what adds to the unsolved issue of fixing an ap-
propriate discount rate for societal decision-making (Arrow et al.,
1995; Portney and Weyant, 1999; Weitzman, 1998).

Climate change urges care for the future beyond a few decades
(Arrow et al., 1995). But economics Nobel prize winners could not an-
swer how to properly weight the distant future (Portney andWeyant,
1999). There are proposals of declining discount rates over time and
of zero discounting for the distant future, but a consensual answer
is not available (Hof et al., 2010; Weitzman, 1998).

Doubt is pervasive when the long-term future is poorly known.
Three “depths” of doubt are distinguished: risk, uncertainty, and igno-
rance (Harremoës et al., 2002; Neumayer, 1998; Stirling, 1999). Risk is
shallow doubt with an overview of the possible events/outcomes and
an experimental or scientific basis to assess the probabilities of the oc-
currences. Uncertainty reflects more doubt: one can obtain an overview
of possible events/outcomes, mostly fuzzier and less complete than in
the case of risk. Very little is known about the likelihood of various
events to happen, because for example, some predicted possible future
events never happened before. There is no empirical or logical basis to
assess probabilities and one is thrown back on subjective assessments
to elicit probabilities. Ignorance is the abyss of doubt: one has no de-
scription of the eventual events/outcomes, but “black holes” are as-
sumed to exist because of peripheral evidence. The constitution of
black holes is unknown and there is no firm ground to assess the
likelihood of falling in such holes. Ignorance is now receiving
more attention because of predicted threats for future sustainabili-
ty triggered by human interventions in natural and social systems
(Harremoës et al., 2002; Stirling, 2010). Decision analysis can pro-
cess risk information, to some degree addresses uncertainty by
eliciting subjective probabilities, but is rather powerless when ig-
norance and unpredictability prevail. Doubt is used as an overarch-
ing term in this article. Ambiguity describes the state of doubt when
uncertainty prevails (Asano, 2010).

Surprise has become common to refer to situations of ignorance
(Funtowicz and Ravetz, 2003). Surprises are also classified into
“knownunknowns” and “unknownunknowns” (Taleb, 2007). Surprises
are seen as “unexpected destructive shocks, rapid and discrete events
such as technological failure, hurricanes, and violent attack” in a com-
municative planning perspective, and froma social-ecological resilience
perspective as “a range from sudden, rapid, discrete, and irreversible di-
sasters to more gradual and insidious events, such as climate change”
(Goldstein, 2009).

Reversibility is not a foundational concept in economics (Manson,
2007), and no unified definition is available. A definition is proposed
in Section 3 and substantiated in Section 4. In common language re-
versibility is linked to the capability of going through a series of changes
either backward or forward, including the possibility to return to a pre-
vious or normal condition. This capability and possibility are grading
down from flexibility, over rigidity to preclusion, ending in absolute ir-
reversibility where all return is excluded. Related to flexibility or ample
reversibility are foundational concepts from ecology like resilience
and adaptability, as the following quotes from the literature confirm.

“Resilience is the ability to absorb perturbations without flipping to
some alternate state, or to recover from or adjust to misfortune or
change” (Ludwig et al., 1997; Perrings and Brock, 2009). “Resilience
is the potential of a particular configuration of a system to maintain
its structure/function in the face of disturbance, and the ability of the
system to re-organize following disturbance driven change. Adap-
tive capacity is a component of this resilience that reflects a learning
aspect of system behavior in response to disturbance” (Holling and
Walker, 2003). “Resilience is the capacity of a system to experience
shocks while retaining essentially the same function, structure, feed-
backs, and therefore identity. Adaptability is the capacity of the ac-
tors in a system to manage resilience” (Walker et al., 2006).

Preclusion and absolute irreversibility are described in the litera-
ture by crossing of tipping points or thresholds, and by experiencing
catastrophe (IPCC, 2007; Lempert and Collins, 2007; Lenton, 2011;
Mäler et al., 2003). “Social-ecological systems exhibit thresholds
that, when exceeded, result in changed system feedbacks that lead
to changes in function and structure. The system is said to have un-
dergone a regime shift that may be reversible, irreversible, or effec-
tively irreversible, i.e., not reversible on time scales of interest to
society” (Walker et al., 2006).

Fig. 1 shows a three-dimensional decision space with domes of
expanding complexity when the outer range of the space is entered
(Funtowicz and Ravetz, 2003). The complexity of a decision process
grows with higher values of the context variables.

3. Defining Reversibility

Defining reversibility as the “possibility to return to a previous or
initial state” runs the danger of trivializing reversibility as always im-
possible and irreversibility as ubiquitous, because the arrow of time
points only to the future. First, purely time depending adjectives like
“previous” or “initial” are better replaced by an adjective describing
which accessible state is strived for. Examples are “normal”, “desirable”
or “functional” state. Most of such adjectives require a circumstantial
description for explicating the full meaning assigned by the decision-
makers on duty. Even themore neutral “functional” requires a selection
and prioritizing of the relevant functions and of criteria for monitoring
degrees of functional performance (Section 3.1).

Second, “state” of something (being an object, subject, person, social
group, ormore generally a system) can be identified by its identity on the
one hand, and by the functions it fulfills on the other hand (Section 4.1).
When all weight is on identity, loss of a system is irreversible because
every identity is unique. This view again paralyzes reversibility as a use-
ful concept. A societal perspective puts the focus on the functions that
systems and persons offer.

Based upon these considerations, the following new definition for
reversibility is proposed: “the ability to maintain and to restore the
functional performance of a system.” This short sentence needs several
footnotes. First, “ability” has to be qualified by something like “at afford-
able costs within an overlookable period”, raising questions about the
meanings of affordable and overlookable, being both case specific. Sec-
ond, by inserting “maintain” next to “restore”, the literal link to the
word “reverse” in reversibility is left and a bridge to the concept “resil-
ience” is made. Third, “functional performance” is considered sufficient
omitting the requirement of preserving identity for avoiding the pitfall
of trivial irreversibility (Manson, 2007). Irreversibility then only occurs
when the functional performance of an absolute unique identity
breaks down. Fourth, the generic term “system” covers subjects and iso-
lated objects or phenomena too, and facilitates the link to applied ther-
modynamics (Reynolds and Perkins, 1977). Applied studies must
specify what “functional performance” and “system” cover. Doing this
well is a prerequisite for further steps, but value-laden dependant on
the mental perspective, preferences and beliefs of dominant decision-
makers.
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3.1. Functional Performance

Identifying the functions expected from economic systems of limit-
ed size seems feasible. However, clearly defining the functions of com-
plex large-scale economic systems is rather impossible (Dasgupta and
Heal, 1979). A similar observation is valid for technical systems. Engi-
neering thermodynamics can define and monitor the functional state
of matter, systems and cycles quite easily for a given machine, but not
for large industrial complexes or sectors. Hueting (1980) and De
Groot (1992) suggest function catalog to value environmental goods
and services in cost–benefit analysis. IPCC (2007) assesses the function-
al performance of the climate for various scenarios of future greenhouse
gas concentrations.

3.2. Identifying “The System”

Thermodynamics defines the degree of functional reversibility of
systems by the net amount of low-entropy energy the systems import
from their environment (Reynolds and Perkins, 1977). The extent and
durability of the reversibility status of a system depends on system–

environment proportionality and on qualitative degradation caused
by their interactions. The distance to irreversibility depends on the
quantitative andqualitative proportions of the system to its environment
as metaphorically described by Boulding (1966). What is designated as
system and as environment depends on the analyst's perspective. Econ-
omists see complexes of human activities as systems and nature as the
environment; the opposite vision holds when preservation of ecosys-
tems is studied. Spash (2012) finds “a primary concern for a physical re-
ality andhow themix of natural and social sciences should be addressed”
a foundational issue for ecological economics. Revocability (Section 4)
suffices for the study of economic systems. The extension to reversibility
is due when functional performance is a concern for the environment
that human society is embedded in.

The borders between system and environment and the flows across
the borders need clear identification and continuous monitoring. In
exporting entropy to the broader environment onemaintains the proper

homeostasis within the limited system for the time being, but entropy
accumulated outside the system may backfire causing faster and wider
loss in reversibility. For example emissions of greenhouse gases may de-
stroy the proper functioning of the atmosphere and climate dependent
functions for centuries to millennia (Solomon et al., 2009). This is a
case of absolute irreversibility because of the unique strict identity of
the earth's atmosphere. Its pre-industrial composition was affected by
major natural phenomena and by some land-use changes with modest
variability being the foundation of a stable climate. Since growing an-
thropogenic greenhouse gas emissions are leading to yearly higher con-
centrations of long-living gases, the stability of the global climate is
eroding. This affects the environmental conditions of all life on earth.

4. Substitutability and Revocability

Irrevocability and irreversibility are used interchangeably in the
literature on decision-making and investment under uncertainty.
Matheson and Howard (1968) define a decision as “an irrevocable al-
location of resources, in the sense that it would take additional re-
sources, perhaps prohibitive in amount, to change the allocation.”
They distinguish between “inherently irrevocable, such as whether or
not to amputate a pianist's hand” and “essentially irrevocable, such as
the decision by a major company to enter a new field of endeavor.”
The “inherently irrevocable” refers to irreversible because it enters the
idea of substitutability (Section 4.1). Decision theory applied on (often
contentious) development projects with high impacts on unique envi-
ronmental or cultural values (Arrow and Fisher, 1974; Fisher and
Krutilla, 1985; Henry, 1974) added “real option”, “irreversibility effect”,
and “quasi option value” to the vocabulary. An explicit definition of
“irreversibility” was not settled, and the social sciences literature
(economics, decision-making, environmental policy) offers a kalei-
doscope of terms. Authors emphasize various aspects of the concept
differently, creating slightly different meanings, for example: the
difficulty or impossibility to return to an initial state, (often) including:
tomaintain an equilibriumstate (Fisher and Krutilla, 1985; Perrings and
Brock, 2009); the difficulty or impossibility to undo the impact of
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decisions or developments (Fisher, 2001; Perrings and Brock, 2009);
the limitation of the set of choices in the future by earlier decisions, or
the restriction of tomorrow's possibilities (choices) by today's actions
(Dixit and Pindyck, 1994; Henry, 1974; Kolstad, 1996; Ulph and Ulph,
1997). Such descriptions flag the phenomenon but disparities remain.

A substantiated description of reversibility considers three attri-
butes each measuring a degree of difficulty to undo the effects of an
earlier action. First: substitutability; second: duration of the impact
or time to recover or restore; third: revoking costs for undoing actions
and their impacts. Temporal irreversibility is generally acknowledged
(Baumgärtner, 2005). Henry (1974) considers a decision “irreversible
if it significantly reduces for a long time the variety of choices that
would be possible in the future.” Arrow and Fisher (1974) describe irre-
versibility as “a loss in perpetuity”, referring to the extreme end of the
time axis. Impacts on the functional performance of systems may be
ephemeral, transient, lasting, or perpetual. The cardinal variables dura-
tion of impacts and revoking costs define two-dimensional revocability
spaces (Section 4.2) for every degree of substitutability, being the third
dimension of reversibility (Fig. 2). Substitutability is an ordinal variable,
discussed more in depth in Section 4.1.

4.1. Substitutability

Fisher (2001) quotes academic economists' reactions on his work
as: “Nothing is irreversible, in that the consequences of any decision,
for example, to develop a natural environment, can be reversed given
sufficient inputs of conventional resources.” This is the “anything is sub-
stitutable” argument, reducing reversibility to revocability (Section 4.2).
In practice it is precarious to designate degrees of substitutability, as the
lasting debate on the substitution between natural and human-made
capital reveals (Ekins et al., 2003; Neumayer, 1999; Stern, 1997). The
adoption of weak or strong sustainability as a guideline, and the actual
distinction between both are already sources of fuss.

Substitutability is not a cardinal variable, but it can be ordered
from easy, over difficult and problematic, to impossible. Fisher and
Krutilla (1985) see as “basic” irreversibility what attends the modifi-
cation of unique scenic or biological environments, with effects that
cannot be remedied to any degree at all. Uniqueness is a synonym

for impossibility of substitution. Uniqueness however is mostly not
qualified as absolute but as circumstantial (Krutilla, 1967).

The degree of substitutability assigned to a subject, object or sys-
tem depends on the valuation of respectively its identity and its func-
tion(s). When strict identity is assigned to a subject, object or system,
no substitution is acceptable. Every intervention that destroys the
strict identity is irreversible. When adopting “merely functional state
descriptions” (Manson, 2007), a system is preserved or restored when
it can perform the function(s) it is intended for. Most occurrences of
strict identity and uniqueness are person related (familiar neighbor-
hoods, the fortune of relatives, a person's own life), influenced by cul-
tural, ethnic, historic, geographic, and other factors. Some identity
cases are more global (e.g. UNESCO recognized heritages). A few are
really unique in an absolute sense, for example global climate stability,
the global hydrological cycle, and global biodiversity. All three systems
are known for high variability, always in flux for natural and now
anthropogenic-driven reasons. But their stability and resilience are
strict identities because globally they are unique in an absolute sense
without an environment they can tap from.

The allocation of weight to respectively identity and functional
performance of subjects, objects or systems, is heavily dependent on the
position of the analyst, decision-maker. Human life is a point in case:
from the individual position one's life is unique and non-substitutable;
from a societal perspective there are aspects of individuals that are re-
placeable, but not all aspects of any specific individual; life-cycle turnover
of individuals keeps societies dynamic. This example may remind us that
the position of decision-makers matters and that they are not value free
in judging substitutability opportunities or ultimate uniqueness.

Standard economic analysis assumes that substitution among goods,
services, factors of production, and technologies is generally feasible.
When a price can reflect anything's value, anything is tradable, ex-
changeable and in this sense substitutable. Physical objects, technologies,
assets, etc. are less substitutable than the extent implied by markets. But
markets accommodate limits on physical substitutability by higher prices
expressing greater scarcity of non-substitutable goods. The economics vi-
sion accords with the concept revocability; only when substitutability is-
sues are considered and weighed separately as a non-monetary
category, one faces issues of reversibility. It may be seen as a water-
shed between conventional economics (limited to revocability and
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monetary trade-offs) and ecological economics (adding non-monetary
substitutability issues to face reversibility and irreversibility).

4.2. Revocability

Revocability relates to a decision or action undertaken at a given
moment, with the arrow of time only pointing forward. Undoing de-
cisions or actions requires economic resources, from negligible to ex-
orbitantly high. Arriving too late at the airport means that one's plane
is irrevocably gone, but at some cost the next plane can be boarded or
the trip canceled. When a country invested billions in the wrong en-
ergy supply systems, lots of capital is depleted, but it can develop the
proper energy systems when bearing significant revoking costs. Re-
voking costs range from low, over high, extremely high, to “infinitely
costly.” Costs may be expected to be lowwhen substitutability is high,
but there is no linear relation as showcased by standard capital
investments (Dixit and Pindyck, 1994; Verbruggen et al., 2011).

Fig. 3 shows five degrees of revocability based upon the evolution
of revoking costs over time. Time plays an important role. Deprecia-
tion of invested capital reduces the costs of an action with time pass-
ing. The possibility to return to initial states may be limited by decay
and aging in mechanical and in biological systems (Boulding, 1966).
Inertia and hysteresis refer to retardation of effects when acting driv-
ing forces are changed (reverted). In ecology hysteresis expresses
that “even after a long time, the state of a systemmay be partly deter-
mined by its history” (Ludwig et al., 1997).

The reference for categorizing revocability is the initial costs of an
action at time point 0. Visual inspection of Fig. 3 shows that “adverse”
refers to revoking costs that increase over time, for example when re-
sources of increasing scarcity will be needed to undo the initial action
and its impacts. “Costly and Slow” is when revoking costs in the future
stay above the reference of the initial costs but decay over time. This
may be the case when non-unique natural landscapes are converted
to building areas, requiring more resources to restore than was needed
to develop for use, but with technological progress decreasing the ex-
penses over time. “Medium” refers to undoing costs higher than initial

costs at moment zero and for some years, but falling below the initial
costs later. An example is a building: when a brand-new construction
has to be removed (undone) the value lost is not only the full price of
erection but also the costs of demolishing and removal of the materials
to recycling or dumping facilities. With time passing, the initial con-
struction project is depreciated and its sunk costs decline. “Ready”
revocability is when the investment could be undone without extra re-
moval costs, with as revoking costs mainly the non-depreciated part of
the initial investment. With time passing depreciation reduces costs in-
curred by the undoing (scrapping) before end of life. After a reference
decision is phased out (passing its end of life at horizon H), revocability
is no longer relevant.When a decision can be revoked at any timewith-
out costs (the abscissa in Fig. 3), “perfect” revocability holds. This is the
case when a private party can, at any time, sell an asset at its value
because there exists a liquid market (Verbruggen, 2012).

The value added by applying sophisticated decision analysis sci-
ence grows with stiffer revocability. Rigidity is often connected to
costly and slow revocability of actions due to sunk costs, path depen-
dency, lock-in (Arthur, 1989; Perkins, 2003; Unruh, 2000). From a
theoretical marginal cost viewpoint sunk costs are irrelevant for fu-
ture decisions, but in practice they are a source of lock-in and appar-
ently affect the future economic feasibility sets and agents' behavior.
Socio-ecological resilience decreases in “rigidity traps” (Goldstein,
2009).

Linking Figs. 2 and 3 reveals that with decreasing substitutability
conditions shift from ample to low revocability and that time horizon
H in Fig. 3 shifts to the right. When at a given level of substitutability
all impacts can be undone by economic spending, irrevocability suffi-
ciently covers the problem.

Dixit and Pindyck (1994) use the word irreversibility for what is
named here irrevocability. Dasgupta and Heal (1979) apply the term ir-
revocability on contents that arguably cover irreversibility. Terminology
of most literature does not distinguish between irrevocable economic
allocations and irreversible developments in the environment. Using a
single term for different realities is rather confusing as Caron and
Ohndorf (2010) observe but continue to practice by lack of alternative

Time duration

Initial
Costs

Revoking 
Costs

Horizon H0

COSTLY & SLOW 
revocability

MEDIUM
revocability

ADVERSE
revocability

READY
revocability

PERFECT 
revocability

Fig. 3. Revoking costs in the future for undoing an action and its impacts.
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proposition. By adopting a more precise delineation many publications
would be less confusing, and assumptions about substitution feasibil-
ities would have to be stated more explicitly.

Fig. 2 also shows that reversibility comes in degrees. Authors tend
to focus on a particular point or small area in the reversibility space, ob-
scuring the gradual and multi-variable characteristics of reversibility.

Economists consider substitutability as a given, and study only revok-
ing costs, i.e. they limit attention to the reduced reality of revocability.
Embedding tipping points (expressing non-substitutability) in the eco-
nomic models that include precautionary behavior flips recommended
policies from “learn before act” to “act before learn” (Caron and
Ohndorf, 2010). Climate scientists focus on the longevity of atmo-
spheric greenhouse gas concentration and on the duration of impacts
like global warming and sea levels (Schneider, 2003; Solomon et al.,
2009). They actually exclude substitutability, which is arguably right
for unique global systems, and referring here to irreversibility is
appropriate.

4.3. The Limits of Cost–benefit Analysis

The analysis also hints to a critical stance on cost–benefit analysis
(CBA). Methods, tools, assumptions, and other aspects that are valid
and useful for analysis of decisions for systems of limited complexity
become dysfunctional and lead to wrong decisions when applied to
complex cases. CBA is one standard framing for economists to analyze
and inform societal decision-making, for example: Nordhaus (1994,
2007) on the economics of climate change and climate policy, and
Costanza et al. (2011) on the acceptability of nuclear power.Monetizing
all or as much as possible uses of economic resources in production and
consumption activities is the goal of CBA. Assuming all values can be
monetizedmakes substitutability aminor concern or none at all. Revers-
ibility, if at all considered, is reduced to revoking costs. Discounting is the
applied mathematical operator to process future time.

When complexity is low CBA may provide satisfactory answers. In
the context of time shifting beyond decades, doubt fanned out in un-
certainty, and flexibility stiffened to rigidity, implementing CBA is no
longer a technical task because many subjective choices are due. Be-
yond the medium complexity dome and in the outer realm of the de-
cision context space, CBA falters. Weighing values across centuries,
prospecting the abyss of ignorance and imagining suitable responses,
irreversibility precluding important options in the future, requires
analytical tools and architectures for agreement of a different nature
than available and applied by cost–benefit schemes (Lempert and
Collins, 2007; Munasinghe et al., 1995; Söderbaum, 2007).

Jacobs (1997) argued that all institutions for articulating public
opinion and for recommending or making decisions are normative
in character. He proposed to search for agreement through deliberative
and practical judgment in the public sphere. Public decision makers
should arm society to face unpredictability by giving preference to flexi-
bility, robustness and resilience above preclusion and direct financial
gains. Harremoës et al. (2002) provide interesting late lessons from
early warnings, in the conviction that “complex reality demands better
science, characterized by more humility and less hubris, with a focus
on ‘what we don't know’ as well as on ‘what we do know’”. Stirling
(1997, 2010) supports more plural and conditional methods, such as
multi-criteriamapping. Socio-ecological resilience provides a “conceptu-
al framework to embrace surprise when it offers opportunities for struc-
tural change to avoid greater catastrophes or to change conditions that
are neither desirable nor tenable” (Goldstein, 2009).

Reacting on the Fukushima catastrophe in the nuclear sector where
early warning is overdue since decades, Costanza et al. (2011) however
confirm their belief in the standard cost–benefit approach: “Faced with
these grave issues, it is time to change our approach to evaluating nuclear
power. It is time tomake sure the full costs and benefits are clear and that
enough information is available to society to make informed decisions.”

The latter would assume that humans master perpetuity, ignorance,
and irreversibility, what seems illusory and likely a symptom of hubris.

5. Conclusions

Irreversibility is seen as “a buzzword in discourse on looming issues
such as global climate change… The term is being thrown around a lot
without much precision as to its meaning” (Ruhl, 2007). Also Manson
(2007) and Perrings and Brock (2009) observe that the concept is poor-
ly defined. This contribution clarifies the concepts reversibility and
revocability for improved societal decision-making of graduating com-
plexity (Fig. 1). First is distinguished the decision-maker's scope on
actions–events–outcomes sequences from its context of future time,
doubt and reversibility. This crucial distinction (Nilsson and Persson,
2012) helps in dissolving the confusion between revocability and
reversibility. For monitoring the costs and time for undoing human
actions, revocability is the recommended term (Fig. 3). By adding the
ordinal dimension substitutability, the ordinal concept reversibility is
obtained (Fig. 2). Reversibility is the appropriate term for monitoring
impacts on the environment, nature, climate, and other life-support
complexes. Irreversibility of investments in simple machinery is no
proper vocabulary, with the term revocability available as a substitute
(Matheson and Howard, 1968). Conventional economics is limited to
revocability andmonetary trade-offs, with ecological economics adding
issues of non-monetary substitutability facing problems of reversibility
and irreversibility.

Users of the term should respect a clear definition. The essence of
the reversibility concept in thermodynamics (life sciences) is applica-
ble to socio-economic systems. As workable definition is proposed:
“Reversibility is the ability to maintain and to restore the functional per-
formance of a system”, with the substantive words (ability, functional
performance, system) needing specification in practical applications,
where the values and perspectives of decision-makers matter. Highly
deployed concepts in ecological sciences (resilience, adaptability) are
related to reversibility. Hopefully this article contributes to the revival
of the concepts reversibility and irreversibility in the ecological eco-
nomics discussion.

Acknowledgment

This third version is the result of responding to several harsh com-
ments and many more gentle and constructive suggestions of two re-
viewers. Their contribution merits co-authorship of this article, although
remaining shortcomings are the sole responsibility of the author.

References

Arrow, K.J., Fisher, A.C., 1974. Environmental preservation, uncertainty, and irreversibili-
ty. Quarterly Journal of Economics 88, 312–319.

Arrow, K.J., Cline, W.R., Mäler, K.G., Munasinghe, M., Squitieri, R., Stiglitz, J.E., 1995.
Intertemporal equity, discounting, and economic efficiency. IPCC Climate Change
1995. Economic and Social Dimensions of Climate Change. Cambridge University
Press, pp. 125–144.

Arthur, W.B., 1989. Competing technologies, increasing returns, and lock-in by historical
events. The Economic Journal 99, 116–131 (March).

Asano, T., 2010. Precautionary principle and the optimal timing of environmental policy
under ambiguity. Environmental and Resource Economics 47, 173–196.

Ayres, R.U., Warr, B., 2009. The Economic Growth Engine. Edward Elgar, UK.
Baumgärtner, S., 2004. Thermodynamic models. In: Proops, J., Safonov, P. (Eds.),

Modeling in Ecological Economics. Edward Elgar, UK, pp. 102–129.
Baumgärtner, S., 2005. Temporal and thermodynamic irreversibility in production theory.

Economic Theory 26, 725–728.
Boulding, K., 1966. The economics of the coming spaceship earth. Environmental quality

in a growing economy. Resources for the future. In: Daly, H.E. (Ed.), 1973. Economics,
Ecology, Ethics. Essays Toward a Steady-state Economy.W.H. Freeman and Company,
USA, pp. 253–263.

Caron, J., Ohndorf, M., 2010. Irreversibility and optimal timing of climate policy. IED
(Institute for Environmental Decisions) Working Paper 14, Zurich. ([online] URL:
http://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=1746869).

Chakravarty, S., 1969. Capital and Development Planning. The MIT Press, Cambridge
MA.

26 A. Verbruggen / Ecological Economics 85 (2013) 20–27



Author's personal copy

Chapin, F.S., Zavaleta, E.S., Eviner, V.T., Naylor, R.S., Vitousek, P.M., Reynolds, H.L.,
Hooper, D.U., Lavorel, S., Sala, O.E., Hobbie, S.E., Mack, M.C., Diaz, S., 2000. Conse-
quences of changing biodiversity. Nature 405, 234–242.

Costanza, R., Cleveland, C., Cooperstein, B., Kubiszewski, I., 2011. Can nuclear power
be part of the solution? The Solutions Journal 2 (3) ([online] URL: http://www.
thesolutionsjournal.com/node/918).

Daly, H.E. (Ed.), 1973. Economics, Ecology, Ethics. Essays Toward a Steady-state Economy.
W.H. Freeman and Company, USA.

Dasgupta, P.S., Heal, G.M., 1979. Economic Theory and Exhaustible Resources. Nisbet
and Cambridge University Press, UK.

De Groot, R.S., 1992. Functions of nature. Evaluation of Nature in Environmental Planning,
Management and Decision Making. Wolters-Noordhoff.

Denbigh, K.G., 1989. The many faces of irreversibility. The British Journal for the Philoso-
phy of Science 40 (4), 501–518.

Dixit, A.K., Pindyck, R.S., 1994. Investment under Uncertainty. Princeton University
Press, Princeton, New Jersey.

Ekins, P., Simon, S., Deutsch, L., Folke, C., De Groot, R., 2003. A framework for the prac-
tical application of the concepts of critical natural capital and strong sustainability.
Ecological Economics 44 (2–3), 165–185.

Fisher, A.C., 2001. Uncertainty, irreversibility, and the timing of climate policy. Conference
on the Timing of Climate Change Policies. Pew Center on Global Climate Change.

Fisher, A.C., Krutilla, J.V., 1985. Economics of nature preservation. In: Kneese, A.V.,
Sweeney, J.L. (Eds.), Handbook of Natural Resource and Environmental Economics.
Elsevier Science Publishers, New York, pp. 165–189.

Funtowicz, S., Ravetz, J., 2003. Post-normal science. ([online] URL: http://www.ecoeco.
org/education_encyclopedia.php).

Georgescu-Roegen, N., 1971. The entropy law and the economic problem. In: Daly, H.E.
(Ed.), 1973. Economics, Ecology, Ethics. Essays toward a steady-state economy. :
University of Alabama Distinguished Lecture Series, 1. W.H. Freeman and Compa-
ny, USA, pp. 49–60.

Goldstein, B.E., 2009. Resilience to surprises through communicative planning. Ecology
and Society 14 (2), 33 ([online] URL: http://www.ecologyandsociety.org/vol14/
iss2/art33/).

Harberger, A.C., 1972. Project Evaluation. MacMillan, London.
Harremoës, P., Gee, D., MacGarvin, M., Stirling, A., Keys, J., Wynne, B., Guedes Vaz, S.,

2002. The Precautionary Principle in the 20th Century. Late Lessons from Early
Warnings. Earthscan, London.

Henry, C., 1974. Investment decisions under uncertainty: the “irreversibility effect”.
The American Economic Review 64, 1006–1012.

Hof, A.F., van Vuuren, D.P., den Elzen, M.G.J., 2010. A quantitative minimax regret ap-
proach to climate change: does discounting still matter? Ecological Economics
70, 43–51.

Holling, C.S., Walker, B., 2003. Resilience defined. Internet Encyclopedia of Ecological
Economics. ([online] URL: http://www.ecoeco.org/education_encyclopedia.php).

Homer-Dixon, T., 2011. Complexity science. Oxford Leadership Journal 2 (1), 15.
Hueting, R., 1980. New Scarcity and Economic Growth. North-Holland Publishing Com-

pany, Amsterdam.
IPCC, 2007. Climate change 2007. Fourth Assessment Report of the Intergovernmental

panel on Climate Change (Working Groups I, II, and III). Cambridge University Press.
Jacobs, M., 1997. Environmental valuation, deliberative democracy and public decision-

making institutions. In: Foster, J. (Ed.), Valuing Nature? Ethics, economics and the en-
vironment. Routledge, London, pp. 211–231.

Kolstad, C.D., 1996. Fundamental irreversibilities in stock externalities. Journal of Pub-
lic Economics 60, 221–233.

Krutilla, J.V., 1967. Conservation reconsidered. The American Economic Review 54,
777–786.

Krysiak, F.C., 2006. Entropy, limits to growth, and the prospects for weak sustainability.
Ecological Economics 58, 182–191.

Layard, R. (Ed.), 1972. Cost–Benefit Analysis. Penguin Books, England.
Lempert, R., Collins, M., 2007. Managing the risk of uncertain threshold response: compari-

son of robust, optimum, and precautionary approaches. Risk Analysis 27, 1009–1026.
Lenton, T.M., 2011. Early warning of climate tipping points. Nature Climate Change 1,

201–209.
Lesourne, J., 1975. Cost–Benefit Analysis and Economic Theory. North-Holland Publish-

ing Company, Amsterdam.
Ludwig, D., Walker, B., Holling, C.S., 1997. Sustainability, stability and resilience. Con-

servation Ecology 1 (1), art.7 ([online] URL: www.consecol.org/vol1/iss1/art7/).
Mäler, K.-G., Xepapadeas, A., de Zeeuw, A., 2003. The economics of shallow lakes. Envi-

ronmental and Resource Economics 26 (4), 603–624.
Manne, A.S., Richels, R.G., 1991. Buying greenhouse insurance. Energy Policy 19, 53–62

(July/August).
Manson, N.A., 2007. The concept of irreversibility: its use in the sustainable develop-

ment and precautionary principle literatures. The Electronic Journal of Sustainable
Development 1 (1), 3–15.

Matheson, J.E., Howard, R.A., 1968. An Introduction to Decision Analysis. Stanford
Research Institute, Menlo Park, CA, USA.

Munasinghe, M., Meier, P., Hoel, M., Hong, S.W., Aaheim, A., 1995. Applicability of techniques
of cost–benefit analysis to climate change. IPCC Climate Change 1995. Economic and So-
cial Dimensions of Climate Change. Cambridge University Press, pp. 145–177.

Neumayer, E., 1998. Preserving natural capital in a world of uncertainty and scarce fi-
nancial resources. International Journal of Sustainable Development and World
Ecology 5 (1), 27–42.

Neumayer, E., 1999. Global warming: discounting is not the issue, but substitutability
is. Energy Policy 27, 33–43.

Nilsson, M., Persson, A., 2012. Can Earth system interactions be governed? Governance
functions for linking climate change mitigation with land use, freshwater and bio-
diversity protection. Ecological Economics 75, 61–71.

Nordhaus, W., 1994. Managing the Global Commons: The Economics of Climate
Change. MIT Press, Cambridge.

Nordhaus, W., 2007. The Challenge of Global Warming: Economic Models and Environ-
mental Policy. Yale University, New Haven, USA.

Perkins, R., 2003. Technological “lock-in”. Internet Encyclopaedia of Ecological Eco-
nomics. ([online] URL: http://www.ecoeco.org/education_encyclopedia.php).

Perrings, C., Brock, W., 2009. Irreversibility in economics. Annual Review of Resource
Economics 1, 219–238.

Pindyck, R.S., 2000. Irreversibilities and the timing of environmental policy. Resource
and Energy Economics 22, 233–259.

Portney, P.R., Weyant, J.P. (Eds.), 1999. Discounting and Intergenerational Equity.
Resources for the Future, Washington, DC.

Raiffa, H., 1970. Decision Analysis. Introductory Lectures on Choices under Uncertainty.
Addison-Wesley, Reading, MA.

Reynolds, W.C., Perkins, H.C., 1977. Engineering Thermodynamics. McGraw-Hill Book
Company, USA.

Rosenhead, J., 1998. Complexity theory and management practice. Science as Culture.
([online] URL: http://human-nature.com/science-as-culture/rosenhead.html).

Ruhl, J.B., 2007. More on Irreversibility and its Importance. ([online] URL: http://
jurisdynamics.blogspot.com).

Scheffer, M., Carpenter, S., Foley, J.A., Folke, C., Walker, B., 2001. Catastrophic shifts in
ecosystems. Nature 413, 591–596.

Schneider, S.H., 2003. Abrupt non-linear climate change, irreversibility, and surprise.
OECD Workshop on the Benefits of Climate Policy: Improving Information for Policy
Makers. ENV/EPOC/GSP(2003)13/FINAL.

Söderbaum, P., 2007. Issues of paradigm, ideology and democracy in sustainability as-
sessment. Ecological Economics 60, 613–626.

Solomon, S., Plattner, G.-K., Knutti, R., Friedlingstein, P., 2009. Irreversible climate
change due to carbon dioxide emissions. PNAS 106 (6), 1704–1709 ([online]
URL: www.pnas.org/cgi/doi/10.1073/pnas.0812721106).

Spash, C.L., 2012. New foundations for ecological economics. Ecological Economics 77,
36–47.

SRI, 1977. Readings in Decision Analysis. Stanford Research Institute International,
Menlo Park, USA.

Stern, D.I., 1997. Limits to substitution and irreversibility in production and consumption:
a neoclassical interpretation of ecological economics. Ecological Economics 21,
197–215.

Stirling, A., 1997. Multi-criteria mapping. Mitigating the problems of environmental
valuation? In: Foster, J. (Ed.), Valuing Nature? Ethics, economics and the environ-
ment. Routledge, London, pp. 186–210.

Stirling, A., 1999. On Science and Precaution in the Management of Technological Risk.
SPRU, University of Sussex.

Stirling, A., 2010. Keep it complex. Nature 468, 1029–1031.
Taleb, N.N., 2007. The Black Swan: The Impact of the Highly Improbable. Random

House, USA.
Ulph, A., Ulph, D., 1997. Global warming, irreversibility and learning. The Economic

Journal 107, 636–650.
UNDP, 2007. Fighting climate change: human solidarity in a divided world. Human De-

velopment Report 2007/2008. United Nations Development Programme.
Unruh, G.C., 2000. Understanding carbon lock-in. Energy Policy 28, 817–830.
Verbruggen, A., 2012. Financial appraisal of efficiency investments. Why the good may

be the worst enemy of the best. Energy Efficiency http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/
s12053-012-9149-7.

Verbruggen, A., Al Marchohi, M., Janssens, B., 2011. The anatomy of investing in energy
efficient buildings. Energy and Buildings 43, 905–914.

Voss, J.-P., Bornemann, B., 2011. The politics of reflexive governance: challenges for de-
signing adaptive management and transition management. Ecology and Society 16
(2), 9 ([online] URL: http://www.ecologyandsociety.org/vol16/iss2/art9/).

Walker, B., Gunderson, L., Kinzig, A., Folke, C., Carpenter, S., Schultz, L., 2006. A handful of
heuristics and some propositions for understanding resilience in social-ecological sys-
tems. Ecology and Society 11 (1), 13 ([online] URL: http://www.ecologyandsociety.
org/vol11/iss1/art13/).

Weitzman, M.L., 1998. Why the far-distant future should be discounted at its lowest
possible rate. Journal of Environmental Economics and Management 36, 201–208.

27A. Verbruggen / Ecological Economics 85 (2013) 20–27


