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How can local populations be won over to protected areas?
What can the scientific literature tell us about the social acceptance of large-scale protected areas? Which recommendations for practice does it offer, and how can research help to advance our understanding of the social acceptance of protected areas in the future? These questions were investigated in a synthesis study. A key factor for
the acceptance of large protected areas like national parks or nature parks is communication that is tailored to the
various target groups and happens through locally anchored people. Clear and transparent information about goals,
plans, and opportunities for participation is equally crucial. The aim must be to develop a common vision with which
local people can identify. This vision should be incorporated into the objectives of a protected area and implemented
through concrete projects.

Numerous studies have addressed the acceptance of large
protected areas, such as national parks or nature parks, especially in connection with topics like participation and regional development. Swiss Park Research, a working group
of the Forum Landscape, Alps, Parks of the Swiss Academy
of Sciences, has worked intensively on this topic and commissioned a synthesis study. In this study, existing scientific
literature on the situation in Europe was compiled and evaluated. The present fact sheet summarizes the most important
findings for practical application and provides an overview of
the state of the art (see Box 1 for methodology).

Diverse discussions on parks
Large protected areas and parks of national importance such
as regional nature parks or national parks not only contribute
to nature and landscape conservation, but also play an im-

portant role in regional development. Parks are, for example,
considered to stimulate the economy and support tourism
and agriculture. Cultural values are another important focus.
Park managements often encourage cultural activities that
help to strengthen regional identity. Economic benefits and
social engagement are considered to be key factors in promoting acceptance.
Nevertheless, local populations are often critical of park projects. In Switzerland, for example, since 2016 two prominent
initiatives for new national parks, Parc Adula and Parco Locarnese, have failed in municipal votes. Switzerland’s strong
direct democracy is not the only reason for this, as cases from
other European countries show. They, too, are struggling for
acceptance of new and existing parks. The reasons why local
populations reject new parks are many. Often they fear restrictions, for example on land use and access to certain areas
(e.g. due to requirements to stay on official trails). In most

cases, a lack of trust in the park management or in public
administration, along with communication that is perceived
as inadequate, also play a decisive role.
The synthesis study evaluates 121 publications. Most of them
investigate which factors influence the acceptance of large
protected areas, in particular national parks and nature parks,
and how this acceptance can be promoted. Many of the studies present acceptance as a desirable state (see Box 2) or, in
other words, a normative goal: the population should accept
parks. Most studies describe the challenges of achieving this
goal through planning and management. Recommendations
outline possible measures for promoting acceptance.

Recommendations for practice
Based on the results of the synthesis study, recommendations for practice can be subsumed under three key topics:

1. Tailor communication and encourage participation
Communication and participation are the most important
factors influencing opinion on parks. Tailor-made communication is therefore essential. Multiple channels and targeted
contents are needed to successfully address the various actor groups. Transparency regarding achieved and planned
objectives and implemented projects gives people the feeling
that they are well informed and makes a park tangible.

How can acceptance be promoted?
In-depth analysis of 37 publications made it possible to derive seven factors that promote acceptance (Table 1). Good
communication coupled with transparent processes in planning and decision-making was the most frequently cited one,
followed by opportunities for public participation. The more
actively people can get involved, the greater their acceptance.
Acceptance levels also increase if a park is perceived to benefit regional development. In addition, studies conducted over
the past decade have increasingly described identification
with a park or a region as a central factor for acceptance. How
identification and engagement influence acceptance is also
discussed in detail in a comparative study of eight biosphere
reserves (see Box 3). The main factor reducing acceptance is
the fear of restrictions due to the park.

Factors promoting acceptance

Mention
in publications

Good communication / transparency

18

Opportunities for participation

14

Identification wirth park / region

9

Regional development régional
(e. g. tourism promotion)

7

Consideration of different values / perceptions

6

Gurarantee of resource use / access

3

Management adjustments

2

Table 1: Factors promoting acceptance and the number of publications
in which they are mentioned (among the 37 publications included
in the in-depth analysis).

Box 1 : Systematic analysis
The acceptance of large protected areas, particularly
parks, has been investigated in many individual case
studies. Up to now, a systematic overview of their results and of insufficiently addressed issues had been
lacking. For this reason, Swiss Park Research, a working
group of the Forum Landscape, Alps, Parks of the Swiss
Academy of Sciences, commissioned a synthesis study
to review and analyse the comprehensive body of existing scientific literature.
The authors searched various online portals (e.g. Google Scholar, ISI Web of Science) and public research
databases for studies investigating the acceptance of
parks and opinions about such large protected areas
in Europe. The analysis included studies published
in scientific journals, scientific reports and books, as
well as dissertations and master’s theses from Swiss
universities. To be included in the analysis, the work
had to be published in 2000 or later. This period was
chosen because the establishment of the UNESCO Biosphere Entlebuch in 2001 enabled more comprehensive
park research, especially in Switzerland. The search
was conducted in German, English, and French.
The analysis considers 121 publications. They were examined in terms of content and divided into thematic
categories, which simplified analysis of the text corpus.
The 37 publications in the categories “Acceptance” and
“Attitudes” were selected for further in-depth analysis
and comparison. They were examined and compared
not only with regard to their main statements, but also
specifically with regard to their aims, research questions, methods, results, and recommendations.
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Furthermore, it is important not only to practise one-way
communication, but to establish a genuine dialogue. Active
listening on the part of the park management promotes their
understanding of local concerns, such as sustainable regional development. Often, supposedly park-specific interests are
relevant for a region regardless of the park. Accordingly, they
must be given special attention.
The local population should also be addressed at the level
of their identification with the region. This requires involving locally anchored and respected people as ambassadors,
networkers, and experts. They lend the park a face and encourage people to identify with it – which, in turn, promotes
people’s willingness to get personally involved. However, opportunities for active engagement must be advertised, and it
should also be made clear how the park management intends
to show its appreciation of voluntary work. Engagement on
behalf of a park project can be amplified by linking its objectives to other voluntary activities in the fields of ecological,
economic, or social sustainability.

2. Formulate a shared vision and cultivate differences
A park often spans several municipalities or even regions. A
park project must therefore emphasize commonalities, such
as similar challenges, a shared history, or the concerns of future generations. This requires a common vision for the entire
region. Such a vision promotes identification with the park: it
creates a sense of belonging. The vision should become an
important part of the park strategy. Concrete projects should
make it more tangible and point up the pathway to its implementation. In the rejected Parc Adula, the planning process
was complicated by the lack of a common vision for the future and a thematically overly broad argumentation by the
proponents.
Nature conservation and sustainable regional development
are successful when they are supported by the population. A
literature review of 2016, for example, shows that protected
areas that enjoy the population’s support achieve better biodiversity conservation outcomes (Oldekop et al. 2016). However, populations often perceive a park as something that is
independent of them and has little to do with their everyday
lives. This hampers their identification with it. In order to overcome this dualism, it is important to present a park as being
supported and shaped by the people of the region. The community must be put centre stage, not individual actors such
as the park management or the park association.
Furthermore, parks should be planned as heterogeneous
and changeable entities that take up diverse demands of
municipalities and regions, for example with regard to land
use or development goals. In Switzerland, this is provided for
by the ten-year operating period. It ensures that the charter
(park contract including management plan) is evaluated and
adapted at regular intervals. The population votes on each
new charter at the municipal level. This makes it possible to
respond to changes and incorporate lessons from past experiences into each subsequent park contract.

Box 2 : What is acceptance?
Many studies consider acceptance as a state. In reality, however, it is gradual in nature, with the spectrum
ranging from reactance (active defensive reaction)
to tolerance, approval, and, finally, acceptance in the
true sense. The degree of acceptance or rejection is
influenced by: (1) a cognitive process, which in turn
is influenced by various perceptions and values (e.g.
rational approval of environmental protection); (2) feelings (e.g. a feeling of attachment to the region); and
(3) behaviour (e.g. active involvement in park activities)
(Depraz 2005).
Actual acceptance is closely linked to identification
with the park. Very often, however, people remain
passive towards a park. Within the above spectrum,
this corresponds to tolerance or approval. In this state,
citizens base their decision to vote against or in favour of a park primarily on rational considerations.
They have no particular feelings and do not engage in
helping to shape the park.

3. Encourage a sense of home and strengthen regional
identity
When it comes to developing a common vision for the future, people’s feelings and concepts of home and identity are
crucial. Many people connect feelings of home with specific
cultural landscapes, for example. As von Lindern et al (2019)
show, a sense of belonging and a sense of home are important elements encouraging the population to identify with a
region or a park (Box 3). Park projects should therefore take
up aspects of this regional identity and link them to the park
objectives. Projects to preserve traditions demonstrate the
benefits of a park and make them tangible. This strengthens
people’s engagement. Traditions are also well suited to convey the idea of sustainable development.

How can future research contribute?
The synthesis study has shown that many of the case studies
asked very similar research questions. This section points up
questions that have scarcely or not at all been examined, and
shows where conceptual approaches might be particularly
worth expanding.

Maintaining a public presence is a good way of addressing the population. Photo : Argovia Jurapark

1. Overcome the dualism between park and population
Most of the 121 studies included in the analysis focus on the
dualism between a park and its local population. “Park” is
used in different ways; it usually refers to a large protected
area, but often also to the park management. The sometimes
vague definition of the term and the separation of park and
population make it difficult to examine conceptual and empirical issues in a more nuanced manner. Strikingly, studies
from French-speaking areas tend not to focus on acceptance
as such. Instead, they investigate different perceptions and
how they influence park discussions and the attribution of
meanings to places or events. These studies consider a park
and its local population not as opposing entities, but as parts
of each other. In order to better understand this interplay,
conceptual approaches need to be expanded – especially in
German-speaking areas – so as to overcome the dualism between park and population, as they are difficult to separate.

2. Include feelings and values
Debates about park projects are often very emotional. Confrontations between different visions, perceptions, and values trigger strong feelings and shape discussions. However,
the evaluated publications rarely examined feelings more
closely from a scientific perspective. Particularly the relations
of feelings to landscapes and places and the ways in which
they influence discussions are important topics to investigate. More research is also needed specifically on feelings
of home, to investigate the extent to which a park evokes
and influences such feelings. Likewise, in addition to feel-

ings, the various societal values that influence park discussions require further investigation – both in case studies of
individual parks and in larger comparative studies. How are
these values expressed? What are these values? How do
they influence attitudes towards parks or the implementation of park objectives?

3. Analyse communicated contents and communication
channels
Finally, there is also a need for research on communication.
While many studies recommend an improved communication strategy, hardly any of them take a closer look at communication channels, communicated contents, and their linguistic representation. Not only the messages are important,
but also the way in which they are communicated. Linguistic
studies and visual analyses of communication material and
media coverage could provide insights into ways in which
communication promotes or hinders acceptance. In addition, analyses of communication channels could show how
effective individual communication strategies are. This also
includes the question of who communicates and to what extent this reflects local or regional power structures and social
networks.
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Children from Grisons took their folk custom of Chalandamarz to the square in front of the national parliament in Bern as part of the
2019 Swiss Parks Market. Keeping up traditions promotes regional identity. Photo : Janosch Hugi, Swiss Parks Network

Box 3 : Acceptance, identification, and engagement – Views and participation
of local populations in UNESCO biosphere reserves
Xenia Junge and Eike von Lindern
UNESCO biosphere reserves (BRs) are model regions for
sustainable ecological, economic, and social development.
Key prerequisites for such a model region’s success are that
the local population accepts the BR, identifies with its objectives, and engages actively in implementing these objectives.
This study is one of few studies that focus on more than
one park. For this project, surveys were conducted in eight
BRs in Germany, Austria, and Switzerland to investigate the
levels of acceptance, identification, and engagement among
the local populations regarding their respective BR. In addition, the study examined the links between the three phenomena, as well as what factors influence them.
All eight BRs show positive levels of both acceptance and
identification (the latter being divided into sense of belonging and sense of home). There is a relatively high willingness to engage on behalf of the BR or its goals; the level of
actual engagement, however, is fairly low.
The evaluation shows that the levels of acceptance, identification, and engagement increase the better people feel
informed about the BR. Events and newsletters had a particularly positive effect. The acceptance of a BR is higher if
people perceive it as effective and if it meets their expectations, for example with regard to marketing of regional
products or conservation of nature and landscapes. In this
respect, communication about whether a BR is achieving its
goals, and which goals exactly, is decisive.

Development of a common vision for the future of the entire region promotes identification by creating a stronger
sense of belonging. Participation and feedback on what has
already been achieved are important components of the
process.
Low levels of engagement are linked not so much to lack of
willingness as to low awareness of opportunities. Engagement is diminished if people perceive relatively little appreciation for it from the BR management. Local populations
see economic and ecological sustainability as the primary
goal and task of a BR. Social sustainability seems to be less
well known, although people engage on its behalf all the
time, for example through voluntary work.
The study results show a strong connection between acceptance and identification: greater acceptance of a BR is
associated with stronger identification with it – and vice
versa. The connection to engagement is weaker, but here
too, higher acceptance and stronger identification tend to
be linked to stronger engagement.
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