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ABSTRACT 
This dissertation explores how diverse rural stakeholders in Scotland understand and assess the concept of a “healthy ecosystem”. The term has become central to policy and academic debates; however, its meaning remains contested and value-laden, shaping ecological indicators and land management choices. Drawing on eleven semi-structured interviews with land managers, conservationists, and policy professionals, the study employs a qualitative, interpretivist approach and thematic analysis to capture multiple perspectives. 
Findings reveal that participants converge on key principles of diversity, interdependence, and resilience, but differ in emphasis on cultural values, economic viability, and scientific evidence. Stakeholders highlight tensions between national policy targets and local realities, as well as the need to balance production and conservation priorities. Knowledge integration, trust, and governance structures emerge as central to whether ecosystem health assessments are considered legitimate and actionable. 
The study concludes that ecosystem health in Scotland cannot be reduced to a single definition or metric. Instead, inclusive, stakeholder-informed approaches are required to navigate contested values and support more legitimate and effective rural land management. These insights contribute to ongoing policy debates by emphasising pluralism in environmental decision-making.
