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Abstract: Existence value refers to the value humans ascribe to the existence of something, 

regardless of whether it is or will be of any particular use to them. This existence value based 

on preference satisfaction should be taken into account in evaluating activities that come with 

a risk of species extinction. There are two main objections. The first is that on the preference 

satisfaction interpretation, the concept lacks moral importance, since satisfying people’s 

preferences may involve no good or well-being for them. However, existence value can be 

based on a restricted version of the preference satisfaction theory, which is not vulnerable to 

the skeptical arguments about the link between preference satisfaction and well-being. The 

second objection is that even if preference satisfaction can be linked to well-being, 

understanding existence value in terms of individual preference satisfaction is incoherent, 

since existence value reflects disinterested preferences that involve no benefits to the 

individual. However, the fact that existence value may involve disinterested preferences does 

not threaten the coherence of the concept, but suggests that it does not fit smoothly into the 

‘utilitarian’ or ‘welfarist’ framework it is commonly considered within. A pluralistic 

normative approach based on prima facie duties can be an alternative to standard utilitarian-

style approaches for considering existence value in concrete cases involving a risk of species 

extinction, such as deep sea mining.* 
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Introduction  
The current loss of biodiversity around the world is in large part due to human activity 

including deforestation, urbanization, agriculture, and mineral exploitation. Extinction rates 

are currently 100–1,000 times higher than the background natural rate.1 In this paper, the 

problem of anthropogenic species extinction is considered from an ethical perspective. The 

value that species are thought to have is crucial to their moral consideration. The question of 

the value of a species can be approached from an anthropocentric or non-anthropocentric 

perspective, i.e. we can ask about the value it has for humans, or the value it has 

independently of human desires or preferences. Moreover, it can be approached from a use or 

non-use perspective, i.e. we can ask whether it is useful or potentially useful for some 

particular human purpose, or whether it is valuable for some reason not related to use. In this 

paper, I consider the concept of existence value, which refers to the value humans ascribe to 

the existence of something, regardless of whether it is or will be of any particular use to them. 

The main research question is to what extent and under which conditions existence value 

should be used in evaluating activities that come with a risk of species extinction.2 

Existence value has been extensively discussed, but the concept has not received 

sufficient philosophical treatment. Methodological questions concerning how to determine 

and aggregate environmental values, including existence and other non-use values, have been 

widely discussed in the literature on environmental economics,3 as well as in related fields 

such as conservation biology.4 The role that different environmental value concepts can play 

in policy making has also been discussed by several authors.5 However, a systematic 

philosophical investigation of existence value is lacking in the literature.6 This gap in the 

literature is unfortunate, given the serious ethical questions raised by existence value in the 

environmental context. I endeavor to fill out parts of the gap in the current text. 

I focus on a preference-based conception of existence value, which can be found in the 

influential Millennium Ecosystem Assessment framework for considering ecosystem services.7 

Roughly, the idea behind this conception is that humans have preferences for the existence of 

things, and that satisfying such preferences may be good for them. This conception allows for 

a discussion of the role and importance of human preferences and preference satisfaction in 

moral deliberations about the environment, which is interesting from a philosophical and 

ethical perspective. Moreover, the dominating position the preference-based conception has in 

the discourse of ecosystem services suggests that it should be carefully scrutinized.8 

I discuss two main objections against preference-based existence value in the moral 

context. The first is that understood in terms of preference satisfaction, existence value lacks 



Postprint of article in Environmental Ethics Volume 41, Issue 2, Summer 2019 

 3 

moral importance since there is no (morally significant) link between preference satisfaction 

and actual well-being. The second is that even were there to be such a link, it does not extend 

to existence value, insofar as existence value reflects disinterested preferences. With regard to 

the first objection, I argue that we should base the concept of existence value on a restricted 

version of the preference satisfaction view, which is not vulnerable to the skeptical arguments 

about the link between preference satisfaction and well-being, and which is compatible with 

other major views on well-being. With regard to the second objection, I argue that the fact 

that existence value involves disinterested preferences does not threaten the coherence of the 

concept, but suggests that existence value involve preferences that do not fit smoothly into the 

‘utilitarian’ or ‘welfarist’ framework that is commonly used to consider the concept.  

On the basis of this discussion, a concept of existence value is developed which is 

based on a restricted preference satisfaction theory and three kinds of preference: self-

regarding, other-regarding and non-anthropocentric. I argue that this concept should be taken 

into account in evaluating activities that come with a risk of species extinction.  

The final part of the paper deals briefly with the question of the importance of 

existence value in concrete cases. The main purpose is to show that taking existence value 

into consideration does not require a utilitarian approach or adherence to ‘welfarism’, i.e. the 

view that individual welfare ‘is the only thing with final or ultimate ethical value, the only 

state of affairs which we have moral reason to promote for its own sake’.9 I suggest that an 

alternative approach is to consider existence value within a pluralistic normative framework 

based on the concept of prima facie duties. 

The discussion of the importance of existence value in concrete cases uses the 

example of deep sea mining. Deep sea mining involves retrieving minerals such as copper, 

gold, silver and zinc from the ocean floor at great depths in ecologically complex and 

biologically rich environments. Deep sea mining is relevant because it is considered to 

involve a risk of species extinction.10 We have very little knowledge of many of the species 

thought to be at risk, and to that extent cannot say much about their actual or potential use-

value. This makes the case an interesting testing ground for the concept of existence value. 

 

Conceptual framework 
An interesting conception of existence value can be found in the Millennium Ecosystem 

Assessment (MA).11 MA was coordinated by UNEP (United Nations Environment 

Programme), and is an important framework for considering ecosystem services, a concept of 
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growing importance in environmental policy.12 The framework has formed the background 

for numerous environmental assessments and analyses. Recently, it was used as a basis of an 

environmental analysis by Earth Economics of what aspires to become the world’s first deep 

sea mining project for copper minerals: the Solwara 1 project, headed by the Canadian mining 

company Nautilus Minerals Inc. and located in the Bismarck Sea, off the coast of Papa New 

Guinea.13 

Ecosystem services are described in the MA as the products and benefits obtained 

from and provided by ecosystems.14 The MA groups ecosystem services into four broad 

categories according to how they benefit humans: 1) provisioning goods and services, which 

provide physical goods and materials, 2) regulating services, which provide regulation of e.g. 

climate and water quality, as well as keep disease organisms in check,  3) supporting services, 

which include primary productivity (natural plant growth) and nutrient cycling (e.g. carbon 

cycles), and are the basis of the vast majority of food webs and life on the planet, and 4) 

cultural services, which are functions that allow humans to interact meaningfully with 

nature.15  

Existence value is placed under the heading of cultural services – together with 

aesthetic, recreational and spiritual values, as well as medicinal, educational and scientific 

values. Existence value is distinguished from these other cultural values by being understood 

as a non-use value. While use value stems from the satisfaction or well-being that people 

might get – directly or indirectly – from the use of nature or natural resources (including such 

things as ecosystems and biodiversity), non-use value does not involve using something in 

nature for any particular purpose. Non-use value is not to be confused with ‘option value’, 

which according to the conceptual framework of the MA is the value we place on something 

that is not currently in use, but that might be used for some defined purpose in the future 

(such as biological material for medicinal use).16  

The MA suggests that existence value is to be understood as a ‘utilitarian’ concept, 

based on ‘a principle of human preference satisfaction (welfare)’.17 The idea seems to be that 

an agent may get ‘utility’, or an increase in welfare, from having a preference for the 

existence of something satisfied. No explanation is given in the MA of how the distinction 

between use value and non-use value is to be understood with respect to preference 

satisfaction. However, this can be clarified with reference to a distinction between intrinsic 

and extrinsic preferences. 

Let me first say something about how I understand ‘preference’ and ‘preference 

satisfaction’ in this context. In the context of choice, ‘preference’ is commonly taken to refer 
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to a stated or revealed ranking or rating. In a discussion of value and well-being, however, it 

is natural to understand preferences to refer (more substantively) to the wants and desires of 

individuals.18 That is how I understand the concept of a preference here. Apart from the 

preference itself, a preference implies a preferring subject, which can be a human being or 

some other creature capable of having preferences, and a preferred object. The object of a 

preference can be either a thing, expressed in terms of preference for, or a situation (event, 

state of affairs, or the like), expressed as preference that.19 In the context of existence value, it 

is natural to presume that what is preferred is a certain situation, namely that some X exists.20 

On the situation interpretation, moreover, we can say that a preference that X is (roughly 

speaking) satisfied if and only if X actually holds.21 Following philosophical convention, I 

will refer to preferences regarding particular situations as ‘local’, while preferences regarding 

situations in a broader sense, such as a life or part of a life, will be referred to as ‘global’.22 

Extrinsic preferences are characterized by the subject or agent preferring something 

not for its own sake, but because of some ‘extrinsic’ reason – or, as von Wright puts it, 

characterized by the fact that ‘a non-circular reason can be given for why x is preferred to y’.23 

I can prefer a hammer over a rock because it is more useful for hammering nails. But in that 

case, I do not prefer the hammer for what it is in itself, i.e. not for its intrinsic properties. I 

prefer it for an extrinsic reason, namely its usefulness. Intrinsic preferences, on the other hand 

– which are what mainly preoccupy us in this paper – involves preferring something for its 

own sake, and not because of its usefulness or relation to other preferences.  

With this rough understanding of preferences and preference satisfaction in mind, let 

us now consider some basic challenges faced by existence value as conceived of in terms of 

human preference satisfaction. We will revisit the ‘utilitarian’ aspect in the final section. 

 

The moral importance of preference satisfaction 
The main objection to preference-based existence value in the moral context is that 

preferences and preference satisfaction lack moral importance.24 What can it mean for 

something to have moral importance? As we have seen, existence value is connected to the 

idea of promoting human well-being (or welfare). The general idea that human well-being is 

good or has intrinsic value,25 and that promoting it (or pursuing it, striving for it, or the like)26 

is morally important, is fundamental to much of the ethical literature in the western tradition 

(from Aristotle’s conception of eudaimonia to modern philosophers such as James Griffin and 

Derek Parfit).27 I will take this general idea as my starting point. The assumption is that if 



Postprint of article in Environmental Ethics Volume 41, Issue 2, Summer 2019 

 6 

preference satisfaction can be linked to well-being in the relevant way, this is an important 

step towards establishing the moral importance of (preference-based) existence value. 

The preference (or desire) satisfaction theory is one of the major theories of well-

being.28 The core idea is that getting or achieving what we want is intrinsically important for 

our well-being, or for how well our lives go. This may be intuitively plausible. However, 

many authors argue that we should be suspicious of the idea that well-being consists in having 

preferences satisfied. A common line of argument is to point out that some preferences seem 

to be at odds with our self-interest or welfare. As Alexander Sarch puts it in a recent article:  

 

In some cases, our preferences are based on faulty information. In other cases, even when not 

misinformed, we prefer things that intuitively would not enhance our welfare. For instance, 

when our preferences are manipulated or otherwise not formed autonomously, their 

satisfaction does not always seem to enhance well-being […].29 Moreover, even when our 

preferences are autonomous, we might still prefer things that intuitively do not make a positive 

contribution to welfare – as in certain cases of self-sacrifice or masochism.30 

 

These cases suggest that it is problematic to take the satisfaction of preferences as such to 

indicate well-being. However, this view is compatible with the view that well-being can 

consist (at least partly) in the satisfaction of preferences of a certain kind. For instance, we 

can say that only the satisfaction of what John Broome calls ‘high grade’ preferences, i.e. 

preferences that pass some test of quality,31 should be taken to indicate well-being.32  

To be sure, such a test of quality can be difficult to develop in a general manner. But it 

would presumably not be an impossible task to set up some criteria for existence value. 

Taking into consideration the problems cited above as well as the well-known problem of 

morally objectionable preferences (e.g., sadistic ones), they could inter alia include that 

preferences should be well-informed, non-adaptive, and not in conflict with common or 

widely accepted moral standards (e.g., should exclude sadistic preferences). Although it 

would be difficult to admit only high-grade preferences into our evaluations or deliberations 

on matters of species extinction/protection, it would presumably not be impossible to ensure 

that at least most preferences taken into account are approximately of this sort. Though not a 

perfect solution, it is preferable to excluding all consideration of preferences on the ground 

that some of them may not be high-grade. 

However, some authors are not content with excluding preferences that are 

objectionable in some way from their conception of well-being, but hold the more radical 
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position that there can be no (non-contingent) relation at all between preference satisfaction 

and well-being. In a recent article, Hausman and McPherson invoke Derek Parfit’s argument 

against the so-called Unrestricted Desire-Fulfillment Theory of well-being (or prudential 

value) to show that the claim that well-being can consist in the satisfaction of preferences 

(understood in terms of desire-fulfilment) is implausible.33 Parfit’s argument proceeds by way 

of an example:  

 

Suppose that I meet a stranger who has what is believed to be a fatal disease. My sympathy is 

aroused, and I strongly want this stranger to be cured. We never meet again. Later, unknown 

to me, this stranger is cured. On the Unrestricted Desire-Fulfillment Theory, this event is good 

for me, and makes my life go better. This is not plausible. We should reject this theory.34 

 

Hausman and McPherson take Parfit’s argument to suggest that there can be no more than a 

contingent relation between preference satisfaction and well-being (or feeling satisfied).35 It is 

important to notice, however, that Parfit’s argument is directed against an unrestricted desire-

fulfillment theory, which says that whenever a desire is fulfilled, this increases well-being. 

But in the context of existence value, there is no need to assume an unrestricted theory of 

preference or desire satisfaction. Existence value, as we have defined it above, is based on the 

presumption that the subject (A) knows or is aware that the object of her preference (X) 

exists. Hence, we need not assume that we can have preference satisfaction without knowing 

or being aware of it. All we need to claim is that insofar as (1) A prefers X, (2) X holds (the 

preference is satisfied in the ‘situational’ sense), and (3) A is aware that X holds36, this will 

involve a form of well-being for A – on the condition that the preference is prudentially high 

grade. 

In other words, we can hold a restricted view that says that to the extent that our 

preferences are high grade, and as long as we are aware that they are satisfied when they are, 

well-being can consist in having such preferences satisfied. This view does not imply that 

well-being consists only or always in having preferences or desires satisfied. That is, the 

restricted view can be combined with the view that well-being can also consist in the fact that 

certain objective goods obtain – i.e. with so-called objective list theories – or in pleasurable 

experiences, i.e. with hedonistic theories.37 (On such a mixed view, we could say that other 

things being equal, it is better if these goods and experiences are also desired; and, perhaps, 

best if X is both pleasurable, desired, and on the positive objective list).38 
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To sum up, the discussion in this section suggests that the skeptic, insofar as she wants 

to deny that there is any (non-contingent) relation whatsoever between preference satisfaction 

and well-being, has to do a better job than merely providing a list of objectionable preferences 

and to questioning the plausibility of the unrestricted desire-fulfillment theory (which I agree 

is implausible). If there are no better objections, we can safely hold on to the (intuitively 

plausible) view that there is a link between (high-grade) preference satisfaction and well-

being (given certain restrictions).  

Before we conclude about the moral importance of the link between preference 

satisfaction and well-being, a final objection should be considered. It could be held that even 

if there is a connection between preference satisfaction and well-being, it is so ‘minimal’ as to 

have no important role to play in the moral context. In short, it could be maintained that only 

the satisfaction of preferences regarding ‘basic needs’ (such as security and subsistence),39 

and perhaps possibilities (or structural ‘capabilities’)40 to for example move and speak freely, 

or for democratic participation, have moral standing. Such needs and capabilities, it can 

plausibly be argued, are more appropriately considered within a rights framework than a 

preference satisfaction framework. Therefore, there is no need to consider preferences.  

Granted that basic needs and capabilities should be considered in terms of rights and 

duties, and that preferences have little relevance with regard to such needs and capabilities, it 

is problematic to say that no preferences other than those concerning basic needs or 

capabilities can have moral importance. The ‘smaller things’ in life arguably make up a 

substantial part of our well-being. Consider my (local) preference for Jim Jarmusch films over 

Hollywood blockbusters. On the basis of my arguments so far, we have reason to believe that 

getting this (presumably) high-grade preference satisfied is good for me. If we find the well-

being of individuals morally important, it follows that the satisfaction of such preferences has 

moral importance. Next, consider my (global) preference for leading a certain type of life, for 

instance the life of an academic philosopher. If we agree that high-grade preference 

satisfaction can have moral importance, I cannot see any reason why this sort of preference 

should not be granted such importance (under the right conditions).41 

Assuming that human well-being is morally important and worth promoting, we can 

conclude that there are cases (other than those concerning basic needs and capabilities) where 

preference satisfaction (as a source of well-being) should be promoted. To the extent that 

existence value with regard to species extinction is such a case, there are reasons to promote 

it.42 
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Disinterested preferences 
Even if we grant that high-grade preferences matter morally, we can still ask whether the kind 

of preferences involved in existence value are conducive to well-being. In the context of a 

critique of preference-based contingent valuation (CV) methods to measure existence value, 

Mark Sagoff claims that the view that existence value implies benefits to individuals in the 

form of preference satisfaction involves a ‘logical problem’. Allegedly, the problem arises 

because existence value implies ‘disinterestedness’, and thus may provide no direct or even 

indirect benefit to the individual: ‘If the individual supports the policy option for disinterested 

reasons, the benefits CV is supposed to measure are not there’.43 

Leaving aside for now the question of measurement (I will discuss it briefly in the 

final section), Sagoff’s objection seems to assume that there is a contradiction between doing 

something for ‘disinterested reasons’ and getting benefits in the form of preference 

satisfaction from it. It is not entirely clear what Sagoff means by ‘disinterested reasons’ here. 

However, his objection seems to be a version of Sumner’s disinterestedness-objection to 

desire theories, so I will take it to mean roughly what Sumner says – namely, that 

disinterested preferences involve no ‘anticipated payoff for oneself’.44  

Taken in this way, it is not obvious what the logical problem is. Suppose that I prefer 

to support a policy of protecting an endangered species over another policy providing no such 

protection. That the species is protected can then in fact benefit me by satisfying my 

preference. But my preference for protecting it need not have been formed on the basis of 

self-interest. As Sumner himself points out, ‘we are capable of finding enjoyment or 

satisfaction in doing good to others’.45 In other words, we need to distinguish between the 

preferences we have, and our reasons or motivations for having those preferences. If I prefer 

that X, getting my preference satisfied can be good for me – even though my reason for 

preferring X is not that it will be good for me (to satisfy my preference) that X.  

It may be (assuming that it makes sense to speak in this atomistic way) that the gain in 

well-being I get from having disinterested preferences satisfied can be less than the loss of 

well-being resulting from letting the interests of others come first – so that in the end I will be 

worse off. But that does not show that there is a contradiction or a logical problem involved. 

It only shows that there can be both gains and losses involved, and that the loss can be greater 

than the gain. 

 To the extent that Sagoff’s claim is directed against the widespread assumption in 

cost-benefit analysis and neo-classical economics that all preferences are, ultimately, entirely 

self-regarding – i.e. that our motivation for ascribing existence value is solely the satisfaction 
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of our own preference, not the welfare of others – it is fairly obvious that he has a point. It 

seems a mistake to assume that existence value is always and only a reflection of individual, 

self-regarding preferences. It is highly plausible that existence value can reflect concerns 

about the well-being of others, the justice of our actions, whether our actions and attitudes 

express certain virtues, and so forth. The claim that our preferences are often other-regarding 

is moreover supported by empirical research.46 Although this does not mean that existence 

value cannot also involve self-regarding preferences – in the sense that I prefer the existence 

of a species because the situation in which the species exists is best for me – it points to the 

need for methods that can take into account other-regarding aspects of existence value.47 

Finally, it can be pointed out that when we say that species have existence value, this 

may have little or nothing to do with the value we think the existence of the species has for 

humans. As Sagoff notes, one can prefer to protect the existence of a species not because it 

benefits ourselves or other people, but because we think it is worthy of moral consideration or 

respect in its own right.48 This is (of course) plausible. But again, it does not imply that 

existence value cannot involve benefits to individuals in the form of preference satisfaction, 

as Sagoff seems to suggest. It only means that the preference may not be self-regarding (and 

this need not exclude individual benefit, as we have seen). 

 There are nevertheless good reasons to consider non-preference-based values in the 

context of species extinction. As has been argued for decades by environmental philosophers, 

making the value of non-human nature fully dependent upon human needs, preferences or 

desires can be morally problematic. At least for individual non-human beings, it is plausible 

that they have a ‘good of their own’, and so have a form of objective or ‘inherent’ value, in 

the sense of a value independent of human preferences.49 I will suggest some ways in which 

objective (non-preference-based) values can be considered in conjunction with subjective or 

preference-based values (such as existence value) in the final section. 

 

Three kinds of preference 
Based on the discussion so far, let me now try to systematize the different aspects of the 

concept of existence value. I have suggested that existence value can reflect self-regarding 

preferences. That is, I think it makes sense to say that I prefer the existence of X because it 

will be better for me that X exists (and that it can in fact be good for me to have this 

preference satisfied). Moreover, the argument made by Sagoff and others that existence value 

may reflect social or shared values is convincing for reasons explained above. On this basis, I 
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propose that the concept of existence value can be taken to involve (1) self-regarding 

preference (what I want to be the case for my own sake), and (2) other-regarding preference 

(what I want to be the case for the sake of society or other people).  

As we have seen, preferences for preserving species regardless of the effect this has on 

human welfare can arguably be reflected in the concept of existence value. Against this 

background, I propose that existence value can also involve (3) non-anthropocentric 

preference – understood in the context of existence value as a preference one may have for the 

existence of something, regardless of its effects (or lack of effects) on human welfare or well-

being.  

Our other-regarding preferences can, I have argued, at least in an indirect way affect 

our well-being. The same goes for non-anthropocentric preferences. I may have preferences 

for the existence of species without any regard to human welfare, and it seems possible that 

satisfying such preferences can be at least indirectly (or derivatively) good for me. However, 

as noted above, satisfying such preferences may also involve a ‘sacrifice’ of well-being.50 

Hence, there is a need to separate aspects of existence value that fit within a classical 

‘welfarist’ framework, based on self-interest or self-regarding preferences, from those that do 

not, such as other-regarding and non-anthropocentric ones. Even if this may be difficult to do 

in a perfectly consistent manner, it should not be impossible to maintain the separation in a 

rough sense, which can be adequate for practical purposes. 

In any case, the fact that having other-regarding and non-anthropocentric preferences 

satisfied may not be conducive to the subject’s own well-being, and hence can imply 

challenges with regard to the measurement of existence value with methods such as CV, does 

not diminish the moral significance of the concept. That existence value may involve other-

regarding and non-anthropocentric preferences rather suggests – unless one holds something 

like the radical view of ‘ethical egoism’ – a wider moral significance of the concept. 

 

The importance of existence value 
My main argument so far has been that (1) preference satisfaction can have moral importance, 

and (2) the preference satisfaction interpretation of existence value is coherent. However, I 

have not said anything specific about how important existence value is in the context of 

species extinction. How can we evaluate this? It can be difficult to do in a general manner. In 

the following, I will discuss it in relation to the case of deep sea mining (DSM). After 

pointing out some well-known problems with the standard ‘utilitarian’ approach, I will 
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suggest some alternative directions evaluation can take in cases involving existence value, 

such as DSM. 

 Defined as the area beyond the continental shelf, where water depths vary from 200 

meters to 11,000 meters, the deep sea constitutes the world’s largest biome and covers about 

87 per cent of the ocean floor. The poorly documented deep-sea benthic ecosystems are 

thought to contain the deep ocean’s largest reservoir of biomass and largest number of 

undiscovered species.51 Species residing in hydrothermal vent environments on the ocean 

floor are currently thought to be threatened by prospects of ‘deep sea mining’, which involves 

retrieving minerals such as copper, gold, silver and zinc from the ocean floor at great depths. 

Deep sea mining has at the time of writing this paper not been carried out on a commercial 

scale, but many companies have received licenses to explore,52 which raises concerns over the 

risk of species extinction.53  

An interesting fact about the DSM case is that there is great uncertainty about the 

species in question and the habitats and ecosystems they are part of.54 Some mining sites 

considered for deep sea mining are located at depths of several thousand meters. We know 

very little about the species that live there – about ecological and biological factors, but also, 

and to some extent related to that, about their use- and option-value. However, given that 

there are reasons to believe that some of them may be at risk of extinction from DSM, it 

would be natural to ask whether we have reasons to protect them, even if they are of no direct 

use to us.  

 According to my arguments above, one reason for protecting them may be that people 

prefer that the deep sea species exist. How do we evaluate the strength of this reason? One 

approach, described in the MA as ‘utilitarian’, is to measure the preferences people have for 

the existence or protection of the species in monetary terms, by asking what they are willing 

to pay to protect them. The importance of these preferences will then be determined by how 

they compare to other economic values. This approach may have the virtue of theoretical 

simplicity. However, as has been pointed out by a great number of authors, it is difficult to put 

the approach into practice in a sound manner, given (among other things) that different types 

of preferences and values are often at play that can be hard to measure on a single scale or 

criterion such as monetary value. While self-regarding preferences for material gains from 

mining may be measured in economic terms, it is doubtful (or at least highly uncertain) 

whether the other-regarding or non-anthropocentric preferences people may have for the 

existence of a deep sea species can be adequately measured by asking how much they are 

willing to pay to protect them.55  
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Moreover, if we take a pluralist view and assume that there are different ‘basic’ values 

and considerations at play as well – such as subjective (preference-based) values on the one 

hand, and objective (in the sense of non-preference-based) values, such as inherent value, on 

the other – then the utilitarian approach, to the extent that it assumes the complete 

commensurability of values, seems even more problematic.  

I will not take a stand on whether some form of utilitarian or welfarist approach may 

be appropriate after all. But if we do not want to make the controversial assumption of 

commensurability – that is, if we want to start out from a more pluralistic view – what can we 

do? If we want to remain in the vicinity of decision theory, an alternative could be to use 

techniques based on Multiple Criteria Decision Making (MCDM), where options are ranked 

on the basis of multiple scales or criteria to generate information about relative weights.56 

Alternatively, we can take a more substantive normative approach. Let me suggest in general 

terms how this can be done. 

We can, for instance, start out from the idea that the different values and normative 

factors involved are grounds for prima facie duties of relevant actors. These are duties that 

hold other things being equal, but that can be overridden – although not cancelled out – by 

stronger duties in particular cases.57 Suppose we believe that public institutions have a prima 

facie duty to promote human well-being (including high-grade preferences). On the other 

hand, we also think they have a prima facie duty to protect nature (for its own sake). Against 

this background, existence value can be one factor in deciding what the actual or all-things-

considered duty of the relevant actors should be. Its importance as a factor will depend on the 

strength of the relevant preferences.58  

For example, suppose that a certain deep sea mining project can provide society with 

substantial amounts of copper, which is important for the development of renewable energy 

sources. At the same time, the project threatens a deep sea species. The species is considered 

to have negligible use- and option-value, which implies that from a use perspective, we have 

no (or – factoring in inevitable uncertainty – at least very weak) reasons to protect it. On the 

other hand, let us presume, the ‘good’ or inherent value of the (members of the) species is a 

pro tanto reason to protect it. It seems that in this case, we have reasons both to mine and not 

to mine, and it may not be clear what we should do. In this situation, if people’s preferences 

regarding the existence of the species are strong, then this consideration could provide a 

stronger reason not to mine. If preferences are weak, then existence value provides a weaker 

reason not to mine.59  
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 Of course, this general approach needs to be fleshed out further. The point is that there 

are viable alternatives to monistic, utilitarian-style approaches for considering existence value 

in particular cases. The sketched prima facie approach shows that one does not have to be a 

preference-utilitarian or a proponent of welfarism to take existence value seriously in the 

context of species extinction. We may instead, for example, be pluralists or pragmatists who 

recognize the value of human preference satisfaction in the moral context, but do not think 

that environmental issues can or should be solved by purely utilitarian or economic means. 

 

Conclusion 
This paper began by asking to what extent and under which conditions existence value should 

be used in evaluating activities that come with a risk of species extinction. I have argued that 

existence value can involve benefits for human individuals in the form of preference 

satisfaction. Assuming that human well-being should be promoted, this suggests that 

existence value should be taken into account in evaluating activities that come with a risk of 

species extinction.  

I proposed that existence value can be understood to involve self-regarding as well as 

other-regarding and non-anthropocentric preferences. This suggests that the concept has 

moral significance beyond concerns for individual human well-being. It also suggests that the 

concept is ill-suited for consideration within a purely welfarist or utilitarian framework based 

on self-interested preferences. Using deep sea mining as an example, I sketched an alternative 

approach for considering existence value in concrete cases, based on the notion of prima facie 

duties. The approach can accommodate ‘objective’ values, such as inherent value, which may 

be an advantage from the perspective of environmental ethics. 
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