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ABSTRACT

Ongoing land use change, including both land abandonment and agricultural intensifica-
tion and expansion, not only present a threat for biodiversity and ecosystem health but
also for the persistence of cultural landscapes. However, farmland abandonment and the
resulting loss of traditional cultural landscapes is an under-researched topic in the
literature. Our work in a transdisciplinary action research project in the Spreewald
Biosphere Reserve suggested that challenges to preserve the cultural landscape are
rooted in diverging landscape understandings and future aspirations. Dealing with and
integrating different perceptions and viewpoints is a key challenge in landscape govern-
ance. Narratives as storylines about a topic or an issue have a structural and temporal
dimension and can help understand land-use conflicts and different viewpoints. We
adopted a social constructivist perspective on landscape to engage with meanings and
perceptions (including values) that constitute landscape to diverse stakeholders. To under-
stand these differences in meaning, we drew on Q-methodology and conducted 38
interviews with key stakeholders. We elicited three co-existing and partly overlapping
landscape narratives. These differ with regard to meanings of the term cultural landscape,
including how stakeholders characterise the landscape, how they appreciate it, and what
they perceive as threats. We show how such differences in meanings and values attrib-
uted to the landscape translate to different problem framings and future aspirations and
thus present a barrier for collaborative management and governance. We highlight how
participatory vision development could help address narrative tensions and argue that
a more integrative perspective would better include cultural aspects.
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1. Introduction
under appropriate management. Although land aban-

Land use changes are among the most important drivers
of ecosystem degradation and biodiversity loss (IPBES
2019). These changes not only threaten the persistence of
ecosystems but also that of cultural landscapes and thus
the many ways in which people relate to and value them,
which can contribute to a lack of awareness or even
disregard of peoples’ role in nature and the values of
nature (c.f. Beery et al. 2023). Both land abandonment
and agricultural expansion and intensification are drivers
of landscape changes in Europe (Plieninger et al. 2016),
which are accompanied by a range of interacting drivers
such as climate change or political changes shaping cul-
tural landscapes (Biirgi et al. 2017). Using the example of
semi-natural habitats, Herzon et al. (2022) highlight that
interconnected societal processes, including less atten-
tion in research and decreasing public experience of
these habitats, contribute to the decrease of the area

donment has been identified as a key driver for landscape
change, farmland abandonment and the concomitant
loss of traditional cultural landscapes is an under-
researched topic in the literature (Zscheischler et al.
2019). The term cultural landscapes refers to the co-
evolution of humans and nature and the broad range of
material and non-material values that people associate
with them (Schaich et al. 2010; Biirgi et al. 2017) -
emphasising subjectivity and plurality for understanding
landscapes (Stenseke 2018) and thus the myriad of ways
in which humans interpret and ascribe meaning to land-
scapes (e.g. Sandstrom and Hedfors 2018). For example,
van Putten et al. (2020) recently showed how landscape
associations vary between different languages. Cultural
landscapes therefore present a particularly interesting
type of landscape to explore challenges around differ-
ences in perceptions of landscape change processes.
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Our research aim was to explore different mean-
ings associated with a cultural landscape through
a narrative lens and understand how those create
challenges for landscape management and govern-
ance. This research aim emerged from the transdisci-
plinary action research project ginkoo in the
Spreewald Biosphere Reserve (BR) in eastern
Germany. ginkoo explored options for coordinated
landscape management and maintenance to preserve
the wet meadows, which are typical of the Spreewald
area, but which are threatened to disappear due to
land abandonment (Schifer and Koénig 2018). Three
innovative approaches were tested as part of ginkoo:
a biodiversity offset instrument (land pools) (Busse
et al. 2019), the thermal use of biomass from land-
scape maintenance, and financing landscape manage-
ment directly through the touristic sector, e.g. via
donations (K6nig et al. n.d.). Findings from the trans-
disciplinary project suggested that navigating the pro-
cess to co-develop and co-implement innovations to
address this challenge were rooted in diverging ima-
ginations of the sustainable future development of the
cultural landscape. In workshops with different sta-
keholders in the area, a question that kept coming up
repeatedly either explicitly or implicitly was ‘What
cultural landscape are we talking about?’. This ques-
tion pointed to differences in what cultural landscape
meant to different people and resulting challenges to
establish collaborative management of the cultural
landscape and co-creation of different innovative
approaches to address land abandonment. This cur-
rent paper therefore presents results from research
that sought to explore these differences.

Different meanings ascribed to and understandings
of environmental problems present an important gov-
ernance challenge (c.f. Ingold et al. 2019). Gorg (2007)
defined landscape governance as ‘deal[ing] with the
interconnections between socially constructed spaces
(the politics of scale) and “natural” conditions of
places’ (p. 954). Thus, landscape governance is con-
cerned with perceptions of problems related to bio-
physical aspects in particular locations (c.f. Buizer et al.
2016). Such landscape perceptions are influenced by
peoples’ experiences with them (van Putten et al.
2020). For example, perspectives on landscape devel-
opment are influenced by different interests (Barnaud
and Couix 2020; Frei et al. 2020) and landscapes are
valued by different people for various reasons - instru-
mentally, intrinsically or relationally (Bieling et al.
2020). Thus, how landscapes are perceived influences
management decisions as well as how inhabitants of
the landscapes take up these decisions. Further, land-
scapes are not stagnant but constantly evolving and
thus perceptions of landscape can change. How people
think about current changes of a landscape and the
future is influenced by how they perceive past changes
(Soliva 2007). Moreover, significant landscape changes

can alter how people relate to and value them
(Riechers et al. 2020), which is even more relevant
for cultural landscapes.

Narratives provide a conceptual lens to identify dif-
ferent perceptions of issues and to reveal underlying
beliefs, preferences and values. Central to narratives is
a sequence of events or actions (Roe 1994) and thus
a temporal dimension (Soliva 2007; Bryman 2016).
Narratives are about something, e.g. an issue, phenom-
ena or topic, such as land abandonment (Soliva 2007;
Frei et al. 2020). Narrative research has examined ten-
sions and conflict around current and future landscape
development. For example, Stanley (2021) contrasted
narratives about cemeteries’ material-symbolic meaning
in Icelandic culture and contrasted them with an ima-
gined futures narrative by an external consulting firm.
Similarly, Masterson et al. (2019) demonstrate how dif-
ferent narratives in a study area in South Africa draw on
different place meanings and how the full breadth of
meaning is not incorporated into dominant conservation
narratives. Tensions between narratives were also high-
lighted by Kopsel et al. (2017) who contrasted a policy
narrative with different local landscape narratives about
Cornwall. Contrasting landscape narratives can also help
understand conflicts around future land use and devel-
opment priorities (Plieninger et al. 2018). These exam-
ples show that a narrative lens provides a nuanced
understanding of conflicts related to different meanings
and perceived changes and trade-offs related to land use
and development. Thus, narratives do not only constrain
but also enable thinking (Veland et al. 2018) and what is
perceived to be the right course of action or management
(e.g. Kopsel et al. 2017).

In this paper, we took a social constructivist
approach that considers constructions of landscape in
relation to physical or material elements of the environ-
ment, the interpretation of which differs between dif-
ferent people or groups (c.f. Gailing 2012; Kopsel et al.
2017). The materialities of landscape, e.g. landscape
elements, thus provide the ‘raw material’ to which
meanings are ascribed (Stedman 2016). We understand
narratives not as tools of communication to achieve
a certain objective but as shared interpretations and
meanings assigned to the notion of cultural landscape.
To address our research aim, we sought to explore how
the Spreewald cultural landscape is conceptualised by
local actors and how this relates to perceptions of
threats and landscape values. To this end, we used
a mixed methods approach, namely Q-methodology
(Watts and Stenner 2012). We interviewed 38 stake-
holders from different sectors, including agriculture,
nature conservation and tourism in the Spreewald. We
identified three cultural landscape narratives which dif-
fer with respect to problem framings, landscape mean-
ings and values. We highlight how this creates narrative
tensions resulting in both a lack of a shared problem
framing and future imaginations which create a barrier



for management and governance. Findings from this
research are also relevant for other cultural landscapes
where stakeholders seek ways to collaboratively pre-
serve traditional cultural landscapes.

2. Material and methods
2.1. The study area

The Spreewald area is located approximately 100 km
southeast of Berlin in the Federal State of
Brandenburg in Germany (Figure 1). It was awarded
the status as Biosphere Reserve in 1990 just after the
German unification. The Spreewald is characterised
by an interplay of an extensive network of the river
Spree, small and fragmented agricultural areas and
(floodplain) forest. Extensive, small-scale farming in
the area resulted, for example, in species-rich wet
meadows. Due to their ecological significance, three
water-dominated habitat types with representative
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character in the Spreewald are protected under the
European Union’s Habitats Directive. Further, the
Sorbs, a Slavic tribe, settled in and cultivated the
Spreewald as early as the 6™ century. Their language,
customs and influence on e.g. architecture are today
considered cultural heritage. These co-evolving pro-
cesses have shaped a landscape that demonstrates
unique characteristics. Thus, the Spreewald is
known for both its biological diversity but also high
cultural significance which forms the basis for the
regional identity (Schifer and Konig 2018). This
resulted in the decision to award it the status of
UNESCO Biosphere Reserve as a way to protect the
cultural landscape. Today, the Spreewald is particu-
larly known for gherkins cultivated there, which
received the status as protected geographical indica-
tion, but also horseradish. With over 800,000 visitors
in 2019, tourism is a key sector in the regional econ-
omy. The traditional, extensive management that cre-
ated the cultural landscape is highly labour-intensive
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Figure 1. Map of the Spreewald Biosphere Reserve in eastern Germany. The figure shows the extensive river network of the Spree and
the characteristic mix of the river with agricultural and forest areas. The photo shows a wet meadow and a hay stack, a symbol of
traditional land management in the area. Grass that was mowed with a scythe was stored on wooden beams to dry and served as fodder
for cattle especially in winter. Data sources: © 2022. Map created by Tamara Schaal-Lagodzinski with ArcGIS version 10.6.1; GeoBasis-DE/
LGB, 2019 (district boundaries); Landesamt fiir Umwelt Brandenburg (biosphere reserve boundaries); GeoBasis-DE / BKG, 2020 (land
cover data); WasserBLIcK/BfG und Zustandige Behorden der Lander, 22.10.2021 (watercourses); GeoBasis-DE / BKG 2018 (German federal
state boundaries). All Rights Reserved. Reproduced under Data licenceGermany - attribution — Version 2.0.
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and requires skills such as using a scythe that today
few people in the area possess. This contributed to
this type of farming no longer being economically
viable, in addition to the lack of new technologies
available for an adapted land management, which
leads to land abandonment and subsequent natural
reforestation and the loss of wetland biodiversity.

2.2. Photo-based Q-methodology

We used Q-methodology as a way to understand
landscape narratives in a structured, holistic and qua-
litatively rich way (c.f. Watts and Stenner 2012). In
Q-methodology, a set of representative items are
selected from a particular subject area or topic of
interest and participants rank the items relative to
each other, e.g. from what they most agree with to
what they most disagree with, based on a sorting
question (Brown 1980; Watts and Stenner 2012;
McKeown and Thomas 2013). All participants were
asked to place the items in the same fixed symme-
trical sorting layout, with a decreasing number of
items permitted towards the two extremes of the
layout, forcing participants to prioritise items.
Through the activity of sorting, participants express
their own (subjective) point of view relative to the
focus topic (Brown 1980). Following the sorting, an
interview with each participant serves to understand
the personal interpretation of the items and rationale
for the sorting in more depth. Central to
Q-methodology is its holistic nature (Watts and
Stenner 2012), whereby the entire sorting of items
by each participant (Q-sort) is considered because all

items are ranked relative to each other based on each
participant’s viewpoint. In the analysis stage,
researchers search for patterns in the Q-sorts thus
identifying prevalent social perspectives or discourses
(Watts and Stenner 2012).

We used a photo-based Q methodology according
to the steps outlined in Figure 2. Our focus was on
identifying different landscape narratives and how
different landscape elements, i.e. landscape material-
ities, are interpreted within those narratives.
Photographs are useful in eliciting values, beliefs
and attitudes towards a topic and engaging with
different meanings (Prosser and Schwartz 1998). We
therefore decided to use photos as items as a way to
elicit participants’ subjective interpretations of the
items, rather than the more common statement or
text-based approaches. Photos have been used for
example to understand perceptions of abandoned
farmland in landscapes (Benjamin et al. 2007) and
landscape aspirations among rural communities
(Milcu et al. 2014). In our case, the photographs
were used (1) as prompts to get participants to dis-
cuss different aspects of the landscape but also (2) as
data in that they were numbered and the ranking of
statements was the basis for our quantitative analysis
(c.f. Bryman 2016).

2.3. Interview process

To explore different conceptualisations of the
Spreewald cultural landscape and related perceptions
of threats and landscape values, we first sought to
identify the ‘concourse of communication’, i.e. the

Research question (developed in the transdisciplinary research project) |

¥

Identifying ,concourse of communication’: inductive qualitative content analysis (after Mayring 2015) of interviews and workshop

notes
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Figure 2. Steps in the Q-method approach. The three types of data collected as part of the interviews are highlighted in yellow.



range of perspectives on the topic (McKeown and
Thomas 2013). We did an inductive qualitative con-
tent analysis (after Mayring 2015) of 18 interviews
with key informants that had been conducted at early
stages of the project, minutes of three project work-
shops between 2016 and 2018, and two interviews
with tourism organisations. Based on the identified
objectives and intensive discussions among the co-
authors, we made an initial selection of photos fea-
turing motifs that represented these objectives. To
identify different viewpoints, we decided to include
photos that we expected to provoke strong qualitative
reactions among participants, e.g. a rape seed field.
We also developed a framework for the items that
covered the key topics and to ensure that it was
balanced between different types of land use, ecosys-
tems and cultural elements. We discussed and piloted
the interviews which resulted in a final Q-set consist-
ing of 37 photos (supplementary material I).

To answer our research question, we selected par-
ticipants that play a role in shaping and influencing
landscape development and whose perspectives there-
fore matter for the topic (c.f. West et al. 2016).
Landscape development of the Spreewald is influ-
enced by a range of different formal institutions
focusing on different areas including tourism, rural
development and nature conservation (Gailing 2012).
We selected participants purposively based on an
initial contact list developed in the ginkoo project
team and expanded our list through a snowball sam-
pling approach (c.f. Bryman 2016). We included par-
ticipants from the key areas agriculture, forestry and
hunting, water management and fishery, nature con-
servation, tourism and culture and from different
types of organisations (governmental, private, non-
governmental organisations) (supplementary mate-
rial II).

Before each interview started, we provided partici-
pants with a project summary and introduced the
research project and interview process. Participants
then had the opportunity to ask questions and they
subsequently signed a consent form agreeing to par-
ticipate in the research and to be audio-recorded.
These measures were included to ensure that the
research met best practice for ethics in research, and
were discussed and agreed at the level of work pack-
age lead before research commenced. All the inter-
views were conducted following the same interview
guide (supplementary material III). First, participants
were asked to outline their role, responsibilities and
the key objectives of their organisation regarding the
Spreewald. Second, participants were given the
photos in random order and asked to rank them on
a grid representing a quasi-normal distribution based
on the sorting question “What should the Spreewald
cultural landscape look like?” from most positive (+4)
to most negative (—4). We did not use photo labels or
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explained the photos to participants because they
ascribe meaning to the items (c.f. Watts and Stenner
2012). We answered questions about the photos’ con-
tents as briefly as possible. Third, depending on the
participants’ preference, we interviewed them during
or after the sorting of the photos to understand the
meanings attributed to the photos and the overarch-
ing rationale behind the sorting (Watts and Stenner
2012). Fourth, we asked participants to categorise
photos into those they perceived to be positive, neu-
tral and negative. At the end of the interviews, parti-
cipants were asked to fill out a short questionnaire to
obtain demographic information regarding age and
gender.

In total, we conducted 38 interviews, which took
place between February and March 2019 and each
lasted approximately one hour. In one case, two
employees from the same organisation decided to
do an interview together. Over half of the participants
were 55 years or older, 64% of them were male and
36% female. Approximately a third of participants
were associated with the areas of water management
and fishery and agriculture and another third of
participants were associated with multiple areas of
expertise. All recorded interviews were subsequently
transcribed verbatim. The transcripts and the respec-
tive Q-sorts were sent to the participants with the
possibility to rephrase anything that participants felt
might be misinterpreted by the researchers or to add
explanations.

2.4. Narratives and data analysis

We took a convergent mixed method approach to
analyse the three types of data we had collected: 1)
ranking of the photos in the grid that participants
were presented with, 2) evaluation of the photos
(negative, neutral, positive) and 3) transcripts of the
interviews.

We first wrote memos for all the photos based on
our recollection of the different meanings and inter-
pretations of the items to understand which photos
stood out and why, e.g. because of contrasting inter-
pretations between participants. After familiarisation
with the transcripts, we wrote brief case summaries
for the interviews based on key terms such as wild-
erness or land management and summarised differ-
ent understandings of cultural landscape. One
participant placed several photos outside the grid
which is why we could not consider their Q-sort in
the analysis. Despite not being part of the formal
analysis, this transcript helped inform our under-
standing of the narratives. We analysed the Q-sorts
statistically. Factor analysis is a method of data
reduction helping to identify patterns in the data
and thus latent or underlying variables (factors)
(Watts and Stenner 2012). We analysed the Q-sorts
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using the PQMethod software version 2.35
(Schmolck 2014). Whilst each Q-sort reflects
a unique perspective, factor analysis identifies groups
of participants who share a perspective based on
similar rankings of the photos (e.g. Brown 1980).
All eight factors in the unrotated factor matrix had
an eigenvalue of >1. Factors 4-8 all had only one or
no significant factor loading in the unrotated factor
matrix, which is one criteria for not considering
them further (see Watts and Stenner 2012). For the
remaining three and two factor solutions, a principal
component analysis and varimax rotation were
applied to identify a ‘best’ or preferred solution
(Brown 1980). Simultaneously, we conducted
a thematic narrative analysis which focuses on the
content, i.e. what is said, and not e.g. to whom
something is said (Riessman 2008). Therefore, we
coded text segments under themes relating to the
broad categories of land use, threats and negative
aspects, characteristics and general aspects using
MAXQDA version 2020.4.1 in an inductive-
deductive approach.

We compared the two and three factor solutions with
the case summaries and preliminary coding of the data to
understand how well the qualitative and quantitative
analysis complemented each other. We decided on
a three factor solution due to the subjective meaning
and unique perspective of each extracted factor (c.f.
Watts and Stenner 2012). Our interpretation of the nar-
ratives was based on three elements: a model Q-sort for
each narrative (so-called factor array), the assessment of
the photos (supplementary material IV) and the themes
that were identified in the transcripts. To put the themes
into context, the factor arrays helped us understand
particularly salient photos in the narratives and the
assessment helped us uncover areas of (dis-)agreement
over the interpretation of the photos. This was supple-
mented by the case summaries to help avoid dissecting
the interviews based on the themes and remain focused
on how the themes are embedded within and relate to the
overall landscape interpretations. Based on the photo
interpretations and meanings, themes and assessments
of photos, we identified key landscape values for each
landscape narrative during the interpretation of our find-
ings (Figure 2). We understand values here broadly to
refer to the importance or appreciation of the landscape
thus including intrinsic, instrumental and relational
values (Chan et al. 2016). This notion of values thus
includes biophysical aspects (e.g. forest) but also place
meanings (e.g. home) and landscape aesthetics (e.g. tidi-
ness) (c.f. Raymond et al. 2016).

Preliminary findings were presented at a workshop in
the study area in October 2019. Workshop participants
were asked to provide feedback on the findings and align
themselves with one of the three perspectives. Some of
the people we interviewed also participated in this work-
shop. How they aligned themselves with the narratives,

without any knowledge of which narratives their Q-sort
was associated with, as well as their questions and feed-
back on the findings were vital for the further interpreta-
tion and distinction between the narratives.

3. Results

We identified three landscape narratives which repre-
sent different perceptions of what the landscape is
and what it should look like. The three narratives
accounted for 61% of the variance and the Q-sorts
of 26 people loaded significantly onto the narratives
(supplementary material V and VI).

In the following, we start by pointing out the land-
scape conceptualisation underlying each narrative. We
then present (groups of) photo motifs that were con-
sidered to be particularly positive as well as their
interpretation. We subsequently point out perceived
threats and photo motifs that were considered to be
negative and how they were interpreted. The three
narratives are presented by referring to the photo
numbers, which are preceded by the # symbol. The
names of the three narratives are based on expressions
used by participants associated with the narratives.

3.1. Nature narrative: cultural landscape as
landscape close to natural

The nature narrative recognised that the cultural
landscape was created and shaped by humans, and
the landscape was conceptualised as the connection
between the traditional use of the landscape and
nature, understood by participants as areas and ele-
ments showing little or no human intervention.
Despite human influence on the landscape, the pro-
tection of nature in terms of species and habitats was
an important goal (Figure 3).

It is certain that the cultural landscape was planted at
some point but it also has a high degree of closeness
to nature, this symbiosis between protection and
utilization goals so to speak. (126)

The two photos showing birds (white stork, kingfisher)
had the highest ranking and reflected this symbiosis (#7
& #30: +4) (Figure 4. The kingfisher was seen as a symbol
or ‘indicator’ (I21) of a generally good ecological condi-
tion of the landscape and the white stork as
a synanthropic bird reflected how humans and nature
co-exist and are compatible through traditional land use.

[...] and the stork for me is also such a symbol of
how nature and humans can be reconciled with each
other [...]. (I25)

Traditional land use played a central role in this narrative
and related to two key aspects: First, small scale agricul-
tural production and extensive management were seen as
reflecting a careful use of the land (#19 & #33: +3, #13 &
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Figure 3. Venn diagram displaying the three narratives with related themes, negative aspects and landscape values. The phrases

originate from the qualitative analysis.

#28: +2). Second, management also referred to forestry
and hunting as a way to create ‘beautiful forests’ (I19).
However, participants associated with this narrative did
acknowledge that small-scale, traditional agriculture is an
ideal and that it is threatened because it is not economic-
ally viable. Related to the appreciation of traditional land
management were elements that represent ways of tradi-
tional living in the landscape such as the haystack (#34:
+3, #8: +1, #+6: 0). The marketing of regional products,
including through organic farming labels (#36: +1,
#22: 0), was considered an important economic aspect.
Despite a preference for the production and sale of local
products, two participants noted that the production of
gherkins takes place outside the Biosphere Reserve,
which explained the lower ranking of this motif (#4: —1).

Nature, in the sense of untouched areas, was con-
sidered to be important in and of itself, in addition to
its value as a habitat. Participants considered natural
and wilderness areas, i.e. motifs appearing less orga-
nised and displaying little or no human intervention,
(including flora, fauna and wildlife) as essential parts
of the landscape. This explains why photos displaying
natural areas or dead wood were considered to be
positive (#16: +2, #9 & #21: +1). For example, views

towards the beaver were generally positive, and it was
mostly viewed as belonging to the landscape (#12: 0).
Sustaining biological diversity, referring primarily to
species diversity, in the landscape is important, and
this was mentioned in particular in relation to wet
meadows which were seen as a key characteristic of
the Biosphere Reserve (# 27: +2).

[...] the species-rich wet meadows are, so to speak,
THE symbol of the Spreewald cultural landscape. (126)

Some participants argued that it is because of nature that
tourists come to the Spreewald. Notions of ‘nature-
friendly tourism’ (I25) or ‘nature-oriented tourism’
(I27) highlighted that tourism needs to be compatible
with the protection of areas with little or no human
intervention.

With regard to threats or negative aspects, this narra-
tive reflected a strong apprehension towards large-scale,
intensive agriculture which was perceived to be a threat
to the typical landscape (#5: —4, #11 & #18: -3, #15 &
#23: —2). The intensive use also related to intensive live-
stock management and the damage to the soil from large
numbers of animals on wet meadows (#1: —1).
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Figure 4. Model Q sort for the nature narrative. The ranking of the photos is based on the weighted averages of the Q sorts
associated with the narratives. Photo credit: © 2022. Photo collage created by Tamara Schaal-Lagodzinski; Michael Petschick
(photos #1, #4, #15, #20, #23, #26, #28, #33); Tamara Schaal-Lagodzinski (photos #2, #35, #37); Tom Noah (photos #3, #12);
Stefan Fussan (photo #5); Biosphere Reserve Spreewald (#6, #9, #13 #19, #21, #25, #32, #34, #36, #16); Frank Kuba (photos #7,
#30); Spreewald-Touristinformation Liibbenau e.V. (photo #8); Andreas Traube (photo #10); Nico Heitepriem (#11, #14, #17, #27,
#22 [photo was cropped], #24, #29, #31); Andreas Gobel (photo #18). All Rights Reserved. Reproduced with permission and

under Data Licence CC BY-SA 3.0 (photo #5).

[...] that is really my image of the enemy as far as the
Spreewald is concerned: heavy tractor, super heavy
technology, with thick, big tires, making everything
flat, huge areas if you see the straw rolls in the
background, a disaster. (124)

The lack of water management and maintenance of

the streams was seen as something negative (#14: —2).
However, participants agreed that not all streams
need to be cleared of dead wood but they should be
well-maintained. Whilst natural areas and areas of
wilderness in the cultural landscape are important,
no management at all was not considered to be posi-
tive which is why bush encroachment as a result of
land abandonment was perceived to be a problem.
Forest dying was another theme that appeared pro-
minently in this narrative. This related to flooding of
areas during the summer months and infections of trees
with Phytophthora alni pathogens. These two aspects
are key issues for alder trees but also ash trees. A picture
that appeared to be displaying signs of unhealthy trees
was therefore assessed predominantly negative (#31:

—1). Finally, participants considered sediment ocre in
the Spree (#25: —4) and mass tourisms (#3: —3) to be
threats, particularly with regards to habitat protection.

[...] the invasion of bipeds in the Spreewald, or in
such close to natural areas in the long run and in this
mass will sooner or later bring it down. (123)

3.2. People narrative: cultural landscape as
humans in nature

In the people narrative, humans and their use and
interaction with nature created the cultural landscape
which continues to be the basis for life and produc-
tion. Nature was valued for the way people relate to
their environment. The cultural landscape was viewed
as a place to live and important for peoples® liveli-
hood by making an income from agriculture but
especially from tourism (Figure 3).
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Figure 5. Model Q sort for the people narrative. The ranking of the photos is based on the weighted averages of the Q sorts
associated with the narratives. Photo credit: © 2022. Photo collage created by Tamara Schaal-Lagodzinski; Michael Petschick
(photos #1, #4, #15, #20, #23, #26, #28, #33); Tamara Schaal-Lagodzinski (photos #2, #35, #37); Tom Noah (photos #3, #12);
Stefan Fussan (photo #5); Biosphere Reserve Spreewald (#6, #9, #13 #19, #21, #25, #32, #34, #36, #16); Frank Kuba (photos #7,
#30); Spreewald-Touristinformation Liibbenau e.V. (photo #8); Andreas Traube (photo #10); Nico Heitepriem (#11, #14, #17, #27,
#22 [photo was cropped], #24, #29, #31); Andreas Gobel (photo #18). All Rights Reserved. Reproduced with permission and

under Data Licence CC BY-SA 3.0 (photo #5).

Spreewald cultural landscape is a colourful bou-
quet of demands and the Spreewald cultural land-
scape, without humans, is not a cultural
landscape. (I05)

Traditional management of the landscape is important in
this narrative as it reflects the historical context in which
the landscape was created. Therefore, the hay stack and
gherkins stood out particularly due to their symbolic
meanings (#4 & #33: +4) (Figure 5). This reflected an
appreciation of the hard work that humans put into
creating and sustaining the cultural landscape (#28: +1).

The hay stack is THE symbol of the Spreewald cul-
tural landscape and served our previous generations
to keep livestock in the Spreewald [...]. (109)

Land care and management of the landscape were
perceived to be essential components to preserve the
cultural landscape (#7: +3, #1: +2; #5, #13, #23 &
#18: 0). The small-scale character of the landscape
was appreciated but participants did acknowledge

that traditional, small-scale agriculture is not eco-
nomic under the current conditions.

A farmer who limits himself to transporting his hay
and straw on barges cannot work in a way that earns
him money. (I13)

This narrative also reflected a strong appreciation for
the cultural heritage of the landscape. This included the
typical architectural style of the houses but also tradi-
tional handicraft techniques and lived culture by e.g.
wearing traditional costumes (#34: +3, #8 & #6: +2).

But at the end of the day, I think it's important to
focus on originality and to continue to live these
traditions as they were created in the past. (I01)

Apart from these cultural elements, participants
appreciated biodiversity in the Spreewald, which in
this narrative was mostly associated with the presence
of different species and wet meadows (#27: +2,
#30: +1).
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Another key element in this narrative were
humans and people still living in the landscape.
This was tied to the role of infrastructure which
allows inhabitants, tourists and land managers to
access the fragmented landscape (#35: +1; #24: 0).
Thus, language and local knowledge were intri-
cately linked to landscape understandings.

[...] an old Spreewald saying is that the soul of the
Spreewald lies at the bottom of the stream. (109)

In this narrative, local products and local value chains
were seen as an opportunity to create an income (#22:
+1). This included organic farming as a means to pro-
duce products that can be sold at a higher price (#36:
+3). Moreover, the economics of tourism in the land-
scape were considered to be important because tourism
is a key source of income in the Spreewald (#37: 0, #3:
—1). Additionally, tourists appreciate and experience
the nice landscape.

Of course, there should also be romanticism in the
Spreewald and it should also be developed for tour-
ism, because the people there also need sources of
income. (I13)

However, this narrative reflected an ambivalent relation-
ship with tourism. On the one hand, it is an important
economic factor but on the other hand, mass tourism or
‘Walt Disney (World)’ (105, 133) were believed to lead to
conflict between tourism and conservation but also e.g.
between canoers and boatmen. In particular, participants
mentioned the increased volume of paddle boats.
Therefore, participants were strongly in favour of regu-
lating and channelling tourism.

but the canoes, the damage they cause at the river-
banks and so forth, that is a catastrophe. [...] There
are days when you hardly see the water for the
canoes. (102)

Threats to the cultural landscape related to iron ocre
in the Spree (#25: —4) and the beaver due to its
damage to the landscape (#12: —2). Two other nega-
tive aspects related to land use and management:
Large scale farming was considered negative and not
a fit for the Spreewald. However, the loss of land care
or agriculture was seen as a problem as it changes the
appearance and character of the Spreewald.
Therefore, too much wilderness in the sense of unma-
naged areas in the landscape was seen as something
negative (#9 & #29: -2, #16 & #32: -3).

What I consider to be negative is the shrubbery and
bush encroachment in the Spreewald. We have the
typical bay willows which are growing bigger and
bigger and we lose agricultural areas. (I33)

Connected to that, the lack of water management was
considered a key issue (#14: -3, #21: —4) due to the
reduction in the use of streams by humans but also

negative impacts from muddy streams on wildlife and
trees dying from too much water.

3.3. Land use narrative: cultural landscape as
usable nature

In the land use narrative, the cultural landscape was
created through human use of the landscape and
management continues to sustain the Spreewald.
The use of the land in a nature-friendly way was
central to this narrative (Figure 3).

This is a cultural landscape, it is used in the front [of
the photo]. This is the harmony with nature. (I114)

The importance of land use was reflected by the
prioritization of photos that show motifs relating to
agriculture and land use (#13 & #23: +4, #1 & #15:
+3; #18: +2; #11 & #17: +1) (Figure 6). In this con-
text, participants mentioned small-scale farming as
characteristic of the landscape. There were two main
arguments why land use is important. First, agricul-
tural land use was considered to be pivotal to sustain
the cultural landscape. If agricultural management
stopped, the cultural landscape would change and
lose its characteristics. For example, participants
whose Q-sorts significantly loaded onto this narrative
explained that the period after the designation as
Biosphere Reserve exemplified that land use instead
of a protectionist approach is needed to sustain the
cultural landscape.

[...] without (land) management it won’t work [...]
And management, I see that actually embedded in
this whole concept. (I32)

Second, people actively managing the landscape and
therefore the appealing or ‘tidy landscape’ (114)
attract tourists to come visit the area.

[...] tourists don’t want to see a meadow that hasn’t
been mowed for five years when they pass by on the
barge but they want to see a person who lives in the
Spreewald and farms there. (I30)

This narrative was about achieving a harmony or recon-
ciliation of agriculture and nature. Nature here referred
to the presence of non-agricultural areas and has its
place in the cultural landscape (#7: +2). This explains
why photos showing motifs with no human presence or
intervention in the landscape were assessed positively
(#20: +3, #16: +1; #21: 0). Organic farming was consid-
ered to be the status quo in the Spreewald. One partici-
pant argued that European Union organic farming
regulations were not strict enough (#36: —1) compared
to the much stricter organic farming practices in the
Spreewald area.

We have hardly any farmer in the Spreewald who
practices conventional agriculture, in fact no one at
all. We all farm ecologically, extensive, we abstain
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Figure 6. Model Q sort for the land use narrative. The ranking of the photos is based on the weighted averages of the Q sorts
associated with the narratives. Photo credit: © 2022. Photo collage created by Tamara Schaal-Lagodzinski; Michael Petschick
(photos #1, #4, #15, #20, #23, #26, #28, #33); Tamara Schaal-Lagodzinski (photos #2, #35, #37); Tom Noah (photos #3, #12);
Stefan Fussan (photo #5); Biosphere Reserve Spreewald (#6, #9, #13 #19, #21, #25, #32, #34, #36, #16); Frank Kuba (photos #7,
#30); Spreewald-Touristinformation Liibbenau e.V. (photo #8); Andreas Traube (photo #10); Nico Heitepriem (#11, #14, #17, #27,
#22 [photo was cropped], #24, #29, #31); Andreas Gobel (photo #18). All Rights Reserved. Reproduced with permission and

under Data Licence CC BY-SA 3.0 (photo #5).

from fertilizer as far as possible, without pesticides in
the Spreewald and it works. (130)

Economic aspects related to land use were promi-
nent themes in this narrative. It was considered vital
that those who manage the landscape, in particular
forestry and agriculture, can make an income from
their activities (Figure 3). Two approaches were
mentioned in that regard. First, subsidising or finan-
cing farmers who have to manage land under diffi-
cult circumstances in the Spreewald. Second,
branding, marketing and selling of products coming
from the area present an opportunity to make an
income (#4: +2, #22: 0).

[...] on the one hand everything that has to do with
nature, which I consider to be very positive, and every-
thing that I associate with sustainable management
[...] if I want to preserve nature, I need revenues and
I can only get that from the economy. (I32)

Photos representing traditional land management
practices were mainly described as ‘show’ (I14), not
reflecting current land management and thus gener-
ally ranked low (#19: —4, #10: -3, #28: -2). The
sentiment that the landscape should be actively man-
aged was expressed most strongly by one participant’s
opposition to an ‘open air museum’ (I14). Whilst
participants were not against preserving cultural tra-
ditions, those did not occupy a very prominent role
in this narrative (#33: +1, #6 & #34: 0, #8: -2).

Perceived threats in this narrative were iron ochre
in the Spree (#25: —4) and damages as a result of
beaver activities, e.g. flooding due to water blockages,
(#12: —1). Whilst the beaver was not seen as negative
per se, some people had negative attitudes towards
how the beaver is treated.

[...] I am not against the beaver but I am against
how it is spoilt. (130)
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3.4. Consensus photos

Five of the photos were consensus items, i.e. which
had similar rankings across all narratives (c.f. Watts
and Stenner 2012; see also supplementary material
VII). Sediment ocre in the river Spree (#25) was
considered to be negative across all three narratives.
The photo displaying a river (#2) is general in nature
and did not evoke any particularly strong positive or
negative associations. The horseradish jar (#22) was
mostly interpreted as representing local products and
value chains which was something that was important
in all narratives. The white stork (#7) as
a synanthropic bird was interpreted as representing
the management of the land by humans, and at the
same time it was perceived to represent the presence
of nature, explaining its overall positive ranking. The
flowering meadows (#27) were mostly interpreted to
represent biodiversity and were also appreciated due
to their aesthetic value. Finally, cyclists in the land-
scape (#24) were not perceived to cause any particu-
lar damage to the landscape such as canoers and were
therefore considered mostly favourably.

4. Discussion

Our findings highlight how the cultural landscape of
Spreewald BR is interpreted differently in the three
narratives regarding what it means, what charac-
terizes it, how it is threatened but also appreciated.
This reflects different underlying understandings of
how humans relate to nature. The nature narrative
can be understood as a more ecocentric viewpoint
where nature is valued for its own sake independent
of human use (intrinsic value). Both the people and
land use narratives represent more anthropocentric
viewpoints where humans and how they interact with
the landscape are the focus of attention (instrumental
and relational values). The beaver provides a good
example for this difference because it was described
as an ‘amazing builder’ (I23) in the nature narrative
and a ‘problem animal’ (I32) in the land use narra-
tive. Despite the context-specific nature of our narra-
tives, there are some similarities with other landscape
narratives in the literature. The nature narrative is
comparable to other pro-nature narratives that value
biodiversity, wildlife and vegetation (e.g. Plieninger
et al. 2018; Frei et al. 2020; Barnaud and Couix 2020).
For example, Kopsel et al. (2017) identified a ‘natural
landscape’ narrative that constructs the landscape in
relation to elements of nature. This is similar in
concept to closeness to nature in the nature narrative.
Analogous to the people and land use narratives,
other narratives conceptualise the landscape primar-
ily as a place where people live (e.g. Kopsel et al.
2017), where human intervention through sustainable
use or management is vital (e.g. Plieninger et al.

2018) or where management needs to be sustained
(Frei et al. 2020). Apart from reflecting different
human-nature relationships, the narratives also con-
struct the landscape around different core values
(Figure 3). Existing classifications of landscape values
in the literature demonstrate the myriad of ways in
which landscapes are appreciated by people (e.g.
Raymond et al. 2016; Garcia-Martin et al. 2017;
Plieninger et al. 2018). Our findings highlight three
archetypal ways of viewing and relating to the cul-
tural landscape based on different landscape mean-
ings and values.

The narratives we identified reflect differing land-
scape conceptualisations and problem framings that
need to be addressed in governance approaches to the
area. Other examples from the literature show how
the process of land abandonment is interpreted dif-
ferently depending on the viewpoint and interests.
For example, it might be perceived negatively by
farmers (Benjamin et al. 2007) but more positively
from a conservationist’s perspective (Frei et al. 2020).
In the nature narrative, bush encroachment as
a result of land abandonment was perceived as
a threat because it changes the ecosystems and threa-
tens the diversity of species. In the people narrative,
however, the lack of land management or use was
perceived negatively based mostly on the aesthetic
value of the landscape. The different ideas about or
approaches to engage with nature reflected through
the narratives can be seen as an expression of human-
nature disconnection (Beery et al. 2023). The narra-
tives are representations of peoples’ different ideas
about desired land use trajectories where understand-
ings of the role and meaning of nature differ. This
points to the difficulties to decide on the ‘right’ man-
agement and conservation approach. Thus, our find-
ings explain why land abandonment in our case study
is not considered an issue by everyone (c.f. Schifer
and Konig 2018) which results in challenges for col-
laboration to tackle this ‘issue’.

Understanding how place meanings vary among
narratives can help elucidate commonalities but also
conflicts (Masterson et al. 2019). Such ‘narrative ten-
sions’ (c.f. Veland et al. 2018) became visible through
our narrative approach and point to challenges for
effective management. For example, wet meadows
were highlighted in the nature narrative due to their
meaning as places with high biological diversity and
thus natural value. In the people narrative, the hay-
stack was interpreted as a symbol for the historical
links between people and nature and thus the value
that traditional land management practices such as
manual hay making have in maintaining and preser-
ving the landscape. In contrast, the land use narrative
focused on utilisation of the landscape and opposed
the preservation of the landscape in the form of
a museum for consumption by tourists (c.f. Sandell



2016). Whilst the innovation approaches to protect
wet meadows developed in our transdisciplinary pro-
ject resonate with some of the narratives, e.g. land
pools with the land use narrative, they do not resolve
or explicitly address any of the underlying narrative
tensions. A next step could thus be to relate narra-
tives and physical landscape elements with the inno-
vative approaches as a means to handle ,narrative
tensions® in a spatially explicit and differentiated
way. Increased participation in innovation
approaches might provide an opportunity to incor-
porate different priorities and viewpoints, e.g. how
and where to target income from tourism for mana-
ging wet meadows.

Our findings also uncover different underlying nor-
mative assumptions about how the cultural landscape
should develop. Bieling et al. (2020) highlighted how
ethical arguments based on different values can result in
competing framings of landscape stewardship. They
argue that the diversity of values which leads to different
objectives and future pathways needs to be made visible
and communicated. This suggests that there is a need to
bring the different narratives in conversation especially
around the key questions of how the landscape is cur-
rently valued and how the cultural landscape of the
future is envisioned. Including the perspective of ‘nat-
ure as culture’ from the Nature Futures Framework
(PBL 2018) could provide a useful addition to the
debate on future landscape development. Developing
a joint vision can help provide direction for decision-
making, actions and behaviours (Wiek and Iwaniec
2014). For example, scenarios in landscape planning
help diverse stakeholders to explore plausible changes
and agree on common objectives (Albert et al. 2019).
They can be helpful to develop a shared vision for the
future and to explore opportunities and barriers for
collective action towards that vision (Nieto-Romero
et al. 2016). Moreover, exploring future visions and
pathways towards them in a participatory manner can
help empower rural communities to take action (Schaal
et al. 2023). Developing a joint vision for the cultural
landscape and exploring opportunities for change could
thus help with collective sensemaking about the issue of
land abandonment and resulting loss of biodiversity-
rich wet meadows and provide direction for change.
This could help local communities identify levers for
change, including for the governance and management
of the cultural landscape.

The BR Spreewald is an example of integrated land-
scape management, promoting multifunctional land
use and selling regional products under the common
label ‘Spreewald” (Mann and Plieninger 2017).
However, the different perceptions of landscape
reflected through the narratives point to a disconnect
between physical and socio-cultural aspects of land-
scape. For example, cultural elements referring to
Sorbic minority language and traditions played
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a dominant role only in the people narrative. Both
natural and cultural diversity were adopted as goals of
UNESCO Biosphere Reserves in the 1990s (UNESCO
1996). However, we found that both linguistic and
cultural on the one hand and biological diversity on
the other hand emerged during the interviews, they
remain somewhat fragmented among the narratives.
None of the narratives considered the cultural land-
scape holistically in the sense that they considered
how both aspects could co-evolve and jointly shape
future landscape trajectories. Based on synthesized
insights from Biosphere Reserves across the globe,
Reed and Price (2020) recently argued that increased
emphasis on the concept of biocultural diversity could
help shift perceptions away from seeing biosphere
reserves as protected areas, an association often evoked
by the term ‘reserve’. The designation of the Spreewald
cultural landscape as UNESCO Biosphere Reserve
heavily influenced the way people manage the land-
scape. According to the interviews, management initi-
ally followed a more restrictive approach to
conservation compared to today where extensive,
organic farming is the main approach.

Biosphere reserves are model regions for sustain-
able development (e.g. Reed and Price 2020) and
practitioners interpret the concept of biosphere
reserve differently, connected to the institutional con-
text and activities in the respective biosphere reserves
(Schultz et al. 2018). In our case study we found that
whilst land abandonment and thus the loss of biodi-
versity was considered an issue by many people, the
loss of the Sorbic minority language and cultural
traditions was mentioned less often by participants.
Civically engaged landscape stewardship in the
Spreewald engages with both biological and cultural
aspects. However, our findings point to the need to
broaden the term diversity as part of the Biosphere
Reserve to include both biological diversity and cul-
tural heritage. However, whilst for example the
importance of plural values of biodiversity is increas-
ingly recognized in biodiversity research (Pascual
et al. 2021), such value plurality is limited by current
policy frameworks. In particular, in the current gov-
ernance system sectoral policies prevail and environ-
mental policy tends to conceptualise nature and
humans as two separate entities (Biermann 2021).
Based on findings from this research, we argue that
better integration of socio-cultural aspects into exist-
ing landscape management initiatives would be
important in the governance of cultural landscapes.

5. Conclusions

Cultural landscapes are changing due to a range of
different, interacting drivers (e.g. Biirgi et al. 2017),
making their management and the preservation of
their biological and cultural values urgent priorities.
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Our study demonstrated substantial differences in
how a cultural landscape is perceived and valued by
different stakeholders. The three identified narratives
represent archetypal ways of viewing and relating to
the cultural landscape. The nature, people and land
use narratives reflect different meanings of the cul-
tural landscape, landscape values and perceived
threats. This leads to different land use and develop-
ment priorities, differing problem perceptions and
imaginations about the cultural landscape of the
future. We show how this creates challenges for col-
laborative management and for developing innova-
tive approaches to address the impacts of farmland
abandonment. Our findings point to the need to
develop differentiated visions of future development
in a participatory approach as a way to bring different
landscape narratives in conversation and to provide
direction for future planning and management. In
a future step, the narratives and physical landscape
elements could be related to innovation approaches
that were developed as part of the research project to
allow for better engagement with tensions between
the narratives. Our study also reveals a fragmentation
of biological and sociocultural aspects among the
narratives and we suggest better integration among
these notions of diversity which can be informed and
supported by realist contributions on spatial distribu-
tion of bio-physical characteristics of cultural land-
scapes. Insights from this case study are particularly
relevant for researchers and policy makers involved
in cultural landscape development and protected
areas, especially Biosphere Reserves.
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