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Abstract: Questions about park–people relationships and the understanding and handling of the
conflicts that may result from the creation and management of national parks in the surrounding area
are prerequisites for both successful park management and sustainable rural tourism development.
This paper analyzes the roles that research may play in relation to park–people relationships in the
context of the two oldest German national parks located in Bavaria. The different fields of action
of national parks are used to identify the potential for conflict, using detailed case studies from the
Bavarian Forest and Berchtesgaden National Parks using quantitative population surveys carried
out in 2018. The overall attitude towards both national parks is overwhelmingly positive, with trust
towards park administrations and the perceived economic benefits from rural tourism being the
attitudes most strongly correlated to the overall level of park–people relationships. Nevertheless,
some points of contention still exist, like the ecological integrity approach towards strict nature
conservation and related landscape changes (e.g., deadwood cover). A comparison over time shows
in both cases that the spatial proximity to the protected area negatively influences people’s attitudes
towards the parks, but less so than in the past. Recommendations for national park management
include communicating proactively and with greater transparency with locals and decision-makers,
to identify conflicts earlier and, where possible, to eliminate them. Furthermore, developing a
standardized method to monitor park–people relationships in Germany is a must and would benefit
integrated approaches in research and management based on conservation social science.

Keywords: park–people relationships; rural tourism; Germany; Bavaria; conflicts; national parks;
Berchtesgaden; Bavarian Forest

1. Introduction

Managing resources in terms of inter- and intragenerational justice and sustainable
living on a global scale is one of the greatest challenges facing humanity. In view of climate
change, population growth and increasing pressure on resources, the task of placing land
and water areas under protection is gaining importance worldwide. Therefore, the UNEP
goals for the Post-2020 Global Biodiversity Framework are ambitious: “By 2030, protect
and conserve through well connected and effective systems of protected areas and other
effective area-based conservation measures at least 30 per cent of the planet with the
focus on areas particularly important for biodiversity” [1]. But how can these lofty aims
be achieved?

National parks, as a prominent category of protected areas, play a key role in preserv-
ing biodiversity, providing ecosystem services and have strong links to the UN’s Agenda
2030 and Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) [2]. However, conflicts between national
parks and their adjacent populations have been globally recognized since the establishment
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of the first national parks [3]. Positive local attitudes towards national parks and other
protected areas are indispensable for their designation and expansion and for their ongoing
functioning and management [4–6]. These park–people relationships are also intricately
interwoven with issues surrounding rural tourism. Due to the spatial location of most
national parks in rural areas, their visitation by non-local guests fulfills the definitions of
rural tourism [7]. Successful rural tourism development in and around protected areas
is generally regarded as an important argument in favor of protected areas, potentially
mitigating disadvantages that parks might entail for local people [8–11]. However, the
effect and size of this pro-tourism argument is rarely analyzed. In addition, rural tourism
to protected areas could also lead to adverse effects for local people (e.g., traffic, noise,
crowding etc.), impairing park–people relationships [12].

This is true for Germany, where the history of its 16 national parks—classified as
IUCN Category II—is quite short. The first one was designated in the Bavarian Forest in
1970, followed in 1978 by Berchtesgaden, Germany’s only alpine national park. Both are
located on the very periphery of Bavaria and were created both for nature conservation
and to prevent the construction of large ski tourism infrastructure projects by offering less
intrusive nature-based rural tourism alternatives for promoting regional development [13].
Together, Germany’s national parks comprise a terrestrial share of only c. 0.6% of the
federal territory [14]; far less than the 2% wilderness areas target foreseen in Germany’s
federal biodiversity strategy [15]. In addition, many parts of Germany’s national parks do
not per se qualify as wilderness areas due to their long history of human land use.

Protected area designation conflicts with other land use interests. Several potential
national parks in Germany have been rejected. Bavaria is no exception: Efforts to create a
third national park failed in 2018 after two years of tough negotiations [16] and despite
overwhelmingly positive majorities in public opinion polls outside the directly surrounding
areas [17]. In particular, concerns about potential impacts on the land use rights of citizens
in the vicinity of the proposed park led to massive protests, even though the project would
have affected only state forest areas. The Bavarian Prime Minister concluded that such
parks must emerge from “decisions grown by the people” and not just “imposed” from
outside [18].

This apparent lack of support for future national parks on the local level raises ques-
tions about how Bavaria’s two existing parks are perceived by their local populations after
several decades. This also includes the analysis of park–people relationships from the per-
spective of rural tourism and the determination of the roles tourism plays for park–people
relationships compared to other factors.

Three main research questions arise:

1. What determinants have a critical impact on attitudes toward national parks?
2. How do these factors influence park–people relationships?
3. What is the influence of the perceived benefits and disadvantages of rural tourism on

park–people relationships?

This article begins by critically analyzing the term ‘park–people relationships’. It
provides a synopsis of the existing research on this topic in German national parks. Two
case studies are then presented, with a description of the study design, a presentation of
results and a comparative discussion. Finally, conclusions are drawn, and desiderata are
pointed out.

2. Park–People Relationships: Terms, State of Research, Predictors

The term ‘park–people relationships’ has no clear equivalent in the German language.
Analyses of these relationships in German-speaking countries have mostly used the term
“acceptance”. However, there is no uniform definition of this concept either, not even for
purposes of nature conservation [19–23], but v. Ruschkowski and Nienaber [24] defined
it as:
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• a latent variable operationalized sociologically as an attitude that, in contrast to values
and norms, can be spatially and temporally volatile (that is, depending on events such
as large-scale bark beetle infestation in a forest national park).

• a continuum on a scale ranging from rejection through neutrality to agreement.
• a symptomatic expression of (dis)satisfaction based on a complex network of causal

factors of the protected area as the object of park–people relationships (including
formal legal foundations and actions by the decision-makers responsible) that are
weighed individually by actors in a park region in the light of their sociocultural
reference system (see Figure 1).

Although acceptance refers only to the positive aspects of park–people relationships,
we use it in accordance with the international literature. We need informed discussion
of whether this concept needs to be renamed in German-language research to include all
aspects of individual and public perceptions of protected areas [4,25].
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Figure 1. Park–people relationships and attitudes (Source: elaborated from [19] (p. 89), [26] (p. 15f.)
and [22] (p. 61ff.).
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Initial research on park–people relationships in Germany focused exclusively on na-
tional parks [26,27], though it later expanded to include nature conservation as a whole.
Research expanded its remit because the entire concept of nature conservation, not only
protected areas, met with public resistance [28]. Recently, analyses of park–people rela-
tionships have also been carried out in less strictly protected areas, including biosphere
reserves, nature parks, etc. (e.g., [29–32]).

Since Rentsch’s first study in the surroundings of the Bavarian Forest National
Park [28], analyses of local population attitudes towards national parks have also taken
place in other countries as well (see [33–36]). Studies of park–people relationships are
available for ten of Germany’s 16 national parks (see Table 1). Many pertain to the ‘gray’
literature; published only in excerpts or long after data collection or only available as
graduate theses. Others are judged unscientific because they lack data or are methodologi-
cally inadequate and, therefore, unreliable. In addition, they can be extremely diverse in
research design and have only a modest empirical basis impeding comparisons or their
use in benchmarking. Their content varies widely depending on regional situations: some
studies focus on nature tourism, while elsewhere this issue is not addressed at all in terms
of its perception by locals or even the acceptance of the park by tourists themselves. This
impacts their value for park management and for rural tourism development.

Table 1. Synopsis of studies of park–people relationships in German national parks (Source: own
compilation).

National Park Year Author Methodology

Bavarian Forest
1988 Rentsch, G. quantitative survey

(direct)
2008 Mayer, M., Woltering, M. quantitative survey

(postal) with (tourism)
entrepreneurs

2011 Liebecke, R., Wagner, K., Suda,
M.

expert interviews +
quantitative survey (by
telephone)

Berchtesgaden 1990 Rentsch, G., Kuhn, H. expert interviews +
quantitative survey
(direct)

Black Forest 2015 Blinkert, B. quantitative survey (by
telephone)

Eifel
2007 Sieberath, J. expert interviews +

standardized written
survey (postal)

2015 Hillebrand, M., Erdmann, K.-H. expert interviews +
quantitative survey
(postal)

Hainich 2003 Hendel, E. –

Harz
1996 Job, H. quantitative survey

(direct)
2010 Ruschkowski, E. v. quantitative survey

(without interviewer
present) + participatory
observation

Jasmund 1998 Lichtenberg, T., Wolf, A. quantitative survey
(direct)

Lower Oder Valley 2001 Müller, U. –
Lower Saxony Wadden
Sea

1996 Meemken, P. –
2003 Beckmann, O. expert interviews +

quantitative survey
(direct)

Saxon Switzerland
2000 Leipzig Student Agency

Initiative
–

2006 Leipzig Student Agency
Initiative

–

2012 Leipzig Student Agency
Initiative

–

Western-Pommeranian
Bodden Landscape

1998 Krieger, C. quantitative survey
(direct)

2001 Katzenberger, M. –
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As early as 2002, the SRU (=Sachverständigenrat für Umweltfragen) identified sig-
nificant deficits regarding the acceptance of nature conservation in Germany on the basis
of a meta-analysis [28]. Five main park–people relationship problems were identified:
1. economic disadvantages or unfavorable financial and organizational frameworks 2. lack
of familiarity with the objectives of nature conservation; 3. opposing values and beliefs;
4. forms of communication that participants perceive as unsatisfactory or authoritarian;
5. fear of behavioral restrictions, paternalism and heteronomy. To date, however, no gen-
erally valid theory for explaining park–people relationships has been developed [12,37].
Nevertheless, two paradigms are prominently represented in relevant research. One
prevailing assumption is that (regional) economic incentives determine park–people re-
lationships in national parks. Stern [8] describes this theoretical approach as “economic
rationalism”, which normally centers economic effects like revenues from rural nature-
based tourism. It is postulated that these revenues will benefit—directly or indirectly—local
people, (over)compensate for any opportunity costs and, hence, encourage a better under-
standing of nature conservation measures [8].

An alternative view emphasizes that it is the quality of participation and communica-
tion in the relationship between park management and local populations leading to mutual
trust that ultimately determines the degree of acceptance [8]. Stoll [21] (see also [38–40])
identifies four factors that may affect park–people relationships: First, the emotional level,
fed by fear of restrictions and the loss of freedom of action and decision The Theory of Psy-
chological Reactance [41] describes the connection between restrictions (e.g., prohibitions
on entry to national parks) and the resulting attitudes. This theory originated in psychology
and was first applied by Stoll [21] in research on the causes of the problems of acceptance of
protected areas. Second, perception barriers are a cause of poor park–people relationships.
Third, the ways that information is transmitted and received is strongly related to cultural
aspects and values that can act as perception filters. Hence, traditional values that conflict
with the objectives of nature conservation are a cultural issue in park–people relationships.
Finally, communication barriers and group processes affect these relationships in any given
area, because they are influenced by interpersonal interaction. Successful communication
and reduced social distance are thus recognized as fundamentals for creating effective
park–people relationships.

Beckmann [22] supplemented Stoll’s assumptions by adding the aspect of ‘user inter-
ests’, since conflicts over land use are multidimensional and can be evaluated as economic,
emotional or cultural predictors, depending on the point of view adopted. In the case of
restrictions on forest exploitation, for example, increased heating costs due to a lack of local
timber production (economic), limits on people’s freedom of action (emotional) and the
threat of losing the familiar image of the working forest (cultural) may all be important.

Generally, the predictors of park–people relationships identified in empirical research
to date can be summarized as: economic, emotional, interpersonal and sociocultural.
However, the need to include a spatiotemporal predictor of park–people relationships is
given too (cf. Table 2), because diverging spatial-structural contexts regarding national
park regions and local traditions are indispensable for understanding conflicts. Therefore,
‘geography matters’ when it comes to the acceptance of parks. This approach shifts the focus
to examining the importance of spatial distance as a predictor of park–people relationships
in the tradition of Tobler’s first law of geography and its inherent distance-decay effect [42].

Thus, Rentsch [27] provides a fundamental insight by describing a ‘crater’ in park–
people relationships; that is, a significantly worse level of relationships in areas adjacent to
the Bavarian Forest National Park compared to communities located only a few kilome-
ters further away. This ‘crater’ of acceptance does not emerge only after the designation
of a park, as the many examples of failed national park projects show. Hillebrand and
Erdmann [43] provided further insight into the spatial as well as temporal effects on
park–people relationships in their study of the 2004-designated Eifel National Park, which
compared the results of an initial and a follow-up study and found higher levels of pos-
itive attitudes in places that had high levels earlier. In contrast, a community that had



Sustainability 2021, 13, 8984 6 of 27

manifested low levels of park–people relationships in the initial study was found to have
even lower levels in the follow-up analysis. Thus, this paper examines the time factor
in detail. Associating the assumption of spatial distance with this time factor leads to
the hypothesis that—ceteris paribus—the farther away people live from the protected area
and the longer a protected area exists, the lower the issue salience of conflicts, the lower
the perceived disadvantages and the better the habituation and thus, performance of the
park–people‘relationships.

Table 2. Theoretical foundations, research criteria and assumptions according to predictors of attitude
(hypotheses on park–people relationships). (Source: based on [13] (p. 48)).

Predictor Theoretical Basis Research Criteria Assumption
Economic
predictors - Economic

rationalism
- Perception of effects

of the national park
on tourism
development

- Levels of attitudes
of groups
potentially
benefiting from
national park
tourism

Attitude towards the
national park is
controlled by
economic
losses/incentives.

Emotional
predictors - Theory of

psychological
reactance

- Restriction
- Reactance
- Participation

deficits

Restrictions on the
freedom of decision
and action have a
negative impact on
attitudes.

Interpersonal
predictors - Social identity

theory
- Theory of

symbolic
interaction

- Communication
basis (information)

- Social distance and
perception of the
communication
partner

Missing or
inadequate
communication and
social distance
between the actors
have a negative effect
on attitudes.

Sociocultural
predictors - Lifestyle

approach
- Cultural theory
- New

environmental
paradigm

- Sociodemographic
characteristics

- Leisure behavior
- Values relating to

nature and human-
environment
relations

- Tradition vs. nature
conservation

Consistency with
(process nature
conservation) values
of the national park
promotes positive
attitudes.

Spatio-temporal
predictors - Park-people

relationship
crater

- Park-people
relationship gap

- Nimby-effect

- Geography matters:
spatially-
differentiated
research

- Seniority with
regard to the
existence of a
national park

- Generation change

With increasing
spatial distance and
duration of existence,
ceteris paribus, the
park–people
relationship of the
national park
improves.
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Regarding the complex and multi-faceted nexus of protected areas, park–people re-
lationships and rural tourism, it can be argued at least in theory that there is a positive
relationship between protected areas and rural tourism as the parks are important attrac-
tions, relevant or even decisive for visitors’ trip decisions. Tourism leads to income and
tangible financial and service provision benefits for surrounding communities, increasing
their quality of life and compensating for the potential opportunity costs of protection mea-
sures. Positive attitudes towards the parks follow, through economic rationalism [44–46].
Nevertheless, there might be problems and issues impeding those positive effects: too few
protected area visitors can limit the economic impact and job creation, poor marketing
due to protected area administrations prioritizing protection over regional development
or simply a lack of tourism management skills (see [5,47–49]) Tourism may generate in-
come, but the local population might not profit adequately due to high leakages and/or
uneven distribution while many experience the disadvantages of park tourism [50]; the
park–people relationships are negative so that local tourism operators face difficulties of
convincingly marketing a protected area they do not support (or worse), which contradicts
an authentic experience for the guests [22,51]. It may be that the local population does not
support tourism at all (or at least no further increase) and criticizes the protected area for
attracting even more visitors (overtourism problem) (see Section 4); if the local people reject
a protected area or its management for cultural or other reasons, it does not matter how
positive economic benefits from park tourism are [8]. In other words, park tourism benefits
cannot easily overshadow (all) other potentially negative perceptions and attitudes of local
people towards protected areas.

Despite the relatively large number of park–people relationship studies available, only
a few provide reliable information on the actual influence of tourism on attitudes towards
large-scale protected areas. Seven of the studies conducted in German protected areas
contain correlation analyses that relate local people’s perception of park tourism benefits to
their overall attitudes towards the parks.

For the Harz National Park where 53.6% of the locals surveyed believe that the
existence of the park promotes tourism in the region, von Ruschkowski and Mayer [52]
(p. 163) confirm a moderately strong correlation of this statement (0.509 ***) with their
overall attitude towards the park. However, subjects’ reactions (−0.591 ***) in terms of
(perceived) restrictions and participation (0.567 ***) reach a slightly higher correlation
strength. The tourism argument is also put into perspective by the fact that 73.6% of the
respondents are neither personally nor through family members economically affected by
the national park (11.2% positively affected, 13.7% negatively). The fact that tourism exerts
an influence on overall attitudes but is not its dominant influencing factor is underlined
by a regression model by Mayer and Stoll-Kleemann [12], based on Ruschkowski’s [25]
Harz dataset: Agreement with the statement that the national park promotes tourism has a
positive effect on overall attitude. However, the assessment that only a few stakeholders
benefit from park tourism has a more negative effect on the overall attitude. Nevertheless,
these relations are much stronger compared to Job’s study [20] in the same park, which
revealed only a weak correlation (Cramer’s V 0.253) between overall approval of the park
and the statement “the National Park creates jobs”.

Sieberath [53], as well as Hillenbrand and Erdmann [43], found for Eifel National
Park that the overall assessment of the park correlates positively with moderate strength
(C = 0.405 resp. C = 0.446) with the assessment of the importance of the national park
for tourism. However, the causality is not clear as a positive overall attitude towards the
national park that might lead to a positive assessment of the park’s role for tourism.

Regarding Bavarian Forest National Park, Liebecke et al. [54,55] found out that the
factor “tourism” shows the highest correlation results with the dichotomous overall attitude
towards the national park (between 0.491 and 0.575 for the old part and the extension part
of the park, respectively). According to the authors, the high approval of national-park-
induced tourism explains the overall positive voting result in favor of the park, which was
not expected given the criticism of the park’s forest management (see Section 3).
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Von Ruschkowski and Mayer [52] also examined the attitude of tourism operators
towards the Bavarian Forest National Park (see also [51]). The negative correlation between
the overall attitude towards the park (negative scale) and the statement “Without the
National Park more tourists would come to the region” (−0.408 ***) indicates that the
park’s perceived attractiveness for tourist is related to a positive attitude towards the
park. The negative correlation between overall attitude and the importance of direct and
indirect business relationships with the park (−0.377 ***) similarly suggests a possible link
between positive attitudes towards the park and economic benefits due to the park. Tourist
operators with a positive attitude toward the park are also much more inclined to use the
protected area in their marketing efforts (0.466 ***).

Finally, Stoll-Kleemann et al. [56] also report positive, highly significant correlations
of weak to medium strength between the question about the continued existence of four
German UNESCO biosphere reserves and the statement: “Due to the Biosphere Reserve
the region also becomes interesting for many who otherwise would not come here at all.”
(Cramer’s V 0.342 [Schaalsee], 0.312 [Schorfheide-Chorin], 0.212 [South-East Rügen], 0.279
[Middle Elbe]).

However, to put the tourism argument into perspective, Sacher and Mayer [16] reveal
in their news media discourse analysis that the pro-park argument of the regional economic
impact of protected area tourism is nowadays also used by opponents/critics of new
national parks in Germany but with the aim of diffusing its power. This is done by
highlighting the economic impacts of alternative land-uses (instead of a national park) by
efforts (also relatively high investments) to vitalize rural tourism (to showcase that rural
tourism could be promoted also without a strict protected area) and finally by arguing that
the local population neither wish for nor need an increase in tourism activities.

To sum up, several studies has been conducted to analyze park–people relationships
in German national parks and other protected areas. However, their results are mostly
not comparable due to widely differing methodological approaches. To close this research
gap, we present in this paper a broadly applicable methodological approach that covers
the majority of potential sources of park–people conflicts and that allows intertemporal
comparisons with earlier studies. Furthermore, this park–people relationship research also
attempts to measure the often-overlooked social dimensions of rural tourism sustainabil-
ity [57] in protected area destinations [5,49] and contributes to the literature, fulfilling the
notion of Lane and Kastenholz [44] (p. 1144) who found that the “role of protected areas
[is] . . . surprisingly underrepresented” in rural tourism research.

3. Study Areas

Why does the present study focus on the two Bavarian cases? First, by German
standards, both national parks are old, so the time factor could play a role in questions of
people’s attitudes. Secondly, we have comparable earlier studies for both areas [26,27,55].
Thirdly, both parks are controlled by the Bavarian Ministry of the Environment and have
the same administrative conditions of their establishment; in Germany, nature conservation
is a responsibility of individual federal states. Both study areas are located in border regions,
near Austria and the Czech Republic. The counties of Freyung-Grafenau and Regen in
the Bavarian Forest are structurally weak rural areas on the sparsely populated Bavarian
periphery (see Figure 2). The county of Berchtesgadener Land is also rural and peripheral
but has better transport connections and a somewhat stronger economic position.

In terms of tourism intensity (overnight stays per 1000 inhabitants), the county of
Berchtesgaden reports slightly higher tourism importance (28,136.8, rank nine in Germany)
compared to the two national park counties of Freyung-Grafenau (17,579.6, rank 25) and
Regen (28,224.2, rank eight) in the Bavarian Forest (2019 values) [58]. In both national
park regions, tourism plays an important though not a dominant role in the regional econ-
omy. Both national parks record more than one million visitor days each (Berchtesgaden:
1.58 million in 2014; Bavarian Forest: 1.36 million in 2018 [59]). The role of national park
status is evident; both parks serve as major tourist attractions with 27.7% (Berchtesgaden)
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and 55% (Bavarian Forest) of park visitors being explicitly motivated by the protected area
status to come to the park region [60,61]. The remarkable difference between both parks is
due to the much longer tourism history of the Berchtesgaden region, dating back to the 19th
century when the extraordinary scenic beauty of Lake Königssee began to attract visitors.
In the Bavarian Forest, in contrast, especially in the district of Freyung-Grafenau where
the original part of the park is located, tourism only began in parallel to park designation
in 1970.
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The specific cultural landscape and associated traditions (especially alpine pasture
management in Berchtesgaden) also differ. In addition, the natural area of the high alpine
mountains in the Berchtesgaden National Park (21,000 ha) contrasts significantly with the
mid-mountain range landscape of the Bavarian Forest in terms of recent morphodynamics
and the proportion of forest cover. In the latter, the proportion of forest is significantly
higher (99%), which explains why disturbances by the spruce bark beetle are much more
virulent [62]. In the past, these beetle-induced forest disturbances (leading to vast areas
of deadwood) were a crucial source of heated and emotional conflicts between the local
population, the national park administration and environmentalists in local and regional
politics. The main trigger of these conflicts was that the park’s aims were abruptly changed
in the 1980s in a top-down manner from taking a traditional cultural landscape preserva-
tion approach, concentrating on regional development through tourism, to an ecological
integrity approach with drastically reduced human interferences, which also meant not
intervening in bark beetle outbreaks. The latter policies were completely at odds with
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the local populations’ traditions and environmental worldview but were also only barely
communicated and explained [52,63–65].

4. Study Design

Data was gathered using a representative written household survey in 2018 with no
participation by interviewers. This method was deemed suitable not only because of a
huge sample size but also to avoid both interviewer errors and social desirability bias, as
respondents could choose an appropriate time and concrete circumstances to complete the
questionnaire. Unlike a telephone interview, for example, respondents had the questions at
hand in written form, giving them sufficient time to respond. No conceivable representative
online survey would have been feasible due to insufficient panel sizes in the remote study
areas (see [66]). The elaboration of the actual survey instrument was guided mainly by
previous studies in the Bavarian Forest National Park region, especially Liebecke et al. [55].
Thus, the questionnaire takes into account all the common predictors of attitudes towards
national parks, as shown in Table 2.

To obtain as valid a statement as possible from the municipalities with specific spatial
concerns, the local areas directly adjacent to the parks were deliberately overrepresented
in the distribution of the questionnaires (60% local area to 40% long-distance area) even
though they had lower overall numbers of inhabitants. These local areas were defined
as those municipalities that bordered a park directly or whose boundaries overlapped
with it. By measuring sample cases, the numerical superiority of the local area was again
adjusted in favor of a uniform representation based on actual numbers of inhabitants.
These measures helped ensure the reliability of the local area results.

The number of surveys distributed in each municipal district was set in relation to
the number of inhabitants. In Berchtesgadener Land county (approx. 104,000 inhabitants),
8000 questionnaires were sent randomly, based on the official population register. In
contrast, in the two affected counties of the Bavarian Forest National Park (Freyung-
Grafenau and Regen), with a total population of 155,000 inhabitants, 12,000 surveys were
distributed using the random walk method. Each household theoretically had the same
probability of being sampled in both research areas. Within each household, the adult with
the most recent birthday was asked to respond. This ensured that the final participants
formed a random sample in the best possible sense. Respondents were given a time window
of one month to respond and return the forms. The response rate in both survey areas was
just below 20%: It was significantly higher in municipalities immediately adjacent to the
parks but slightly lower in the “long-distance” areas. Altogether, 1582 usable surveys for
the study area in Berchtesgaden and 2333 for Bavarian Forest were returned.

In order to evaluate park–people relationships within the two national park surround-
ings, the following analysis essentially focuses on a specific aspect, which is surveys of the
so-called “Sunday Question” (referring to the identically named regular national election
polls in Germany). It was posed as: “Let us assume that next Sunday there will be a
vote on the continued existence of the Bavarian Forest/the Berchtesgaden National Park.
Would you be in favour or against?” The analysis is intended to show what influence
each of the predictor levels listed above has on answering this question. For this reason,
the attitude predictors were reduced to one representative variable for each analysis. For
multi-layer predictors, one variable per factor level was selected. The attitude predictors
were measured using different Likert scales due to their origins in earlier studies for the
two national park areas. Since the “Sunday Question” was a nominally scaled variable,
Cramér’s V was used as correlation measurement. Spearman’s Rho, on the other hand,
was applied for the intercorrelations with only ordinal scaled variables.

5. Results
5.1. Sociodemographic Characteristics

Both samples represent the local population in the two national park regions very
well. In the Bavarian Forest National Park region the average age is 54.6 years (respondents



Sustainability 2021, 13, 8984 11 of 27

younger than 18 years were not included); male respondents are slightly overrepresented
(57 vs. 43%), which also holds true for the base population (53.4 vs. 46.6%); more than three
quarters of the sample (83.4%) can be interpreted as locals: the respondents either grew
up in the survey area or moved there before 1981. In terms of professional background,
respondents working in agriculture and forestry are clearly overrepresented (18.5 and
18.4%, respectively) which might be explained by their high issue salience regarding the
national park (e.g., bark beetle infestations etc.). Slightly fewer respondents, 14.1%, have
a professional background in tourism/hospitality. In total, 37.7% of the respondents
indicated owning forests in the survey area, which is not uncommon given the very high
number of small-scale forest owners in the Bavarian Forest (see [66]).

In the Berchtesgaden National Park region, the average age is 54.9 years; women
make up 52.7% of the sample. Professional backgrounds in agriculture (13.6%) and forestry
(7.8%) are less pronounced compared to the Bavarian Forest, while tourism and hospitality
(19.1%) are more prominent, corresponding to the long tourism tradition dating back to
the 18th century and its higher intensity in the county of Berchtesgaden. In comparison
with the Bavarian Forest, 70.3% of the respondents can be classified as locals. Regarding
the spatial distance to the national parks, 15.8% of the respondents in Berchtesgaden are
living in close-range municipalities, and in the Bavarian Forest, 19.4%.

5.2. Open Associations with the Two National Parks

To gain some initial insights into the local public’s opinion about their national parks,
it is interesting to look at the answers to the open question about possible messages directed
to the national park administration. The example of Berchtesgaden shows that, first, a
large majority of respondents seem obviously satisfied with the work of the national park
authority, simply pleading: “Keep going” (see Figure 3). In addition, different aspects of
the topics “communication” and “tourism” are mentioned, both with positive and negative
connotations. In the case of tourism, for instance, the need for more sustainable tourism is
addressed, linked to curbing the phenomenon of overtourism manifesting itself in extreme
congestion during high season.
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Figure 3. Word cloud to the question “Is there anything else you would like to tell the national park
administration?” for Berchtesgaden National Park.

The situation is quite similar for the Bavarian Forest National Park: here, also a
great majority wants to “Keep going”, and there is a desire for an increased exchange of
information related to park activities. However, instead of naming tourism-related issues,
the buzzword “bark beetle” with all its considerable effects on the visual, very densely
forest covered landscape, clearly stands out. This is due to the historical development of
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the park, where leaving windthrows and simultaneously tolerating the bark beetle has been
highly controversial for nearly 40 years (see above). However, a majority is in now favor of
leaving nature undisturbed, not removing the constantly rising heaps of deadwood and
letting the bark beetle follow its course (see Figure 4).
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Figure 4. Categorized responses to the statement to be completed, “Dead trees should be . . . ” for
Bavarian Forest National Park.

5.3. Overall Attitudes towards the Two National Parks

The local population’s attitudes on various issues related to the national parks ulti-
mately manifest themselves in the Sunday Question about its future. In both cases, a very
large majority favors their continued existence. For Berchtesgaden, the share is 96.1%, with
only 1.6% in favor of abolition and 1.3% abstaining. The Bavarian Forest, on the other hand,
falls off somewhat, but still shows a very good result of 85.8% for continuation and 8.6%
for dissolution (with 3.8% abstention).

In light of the acceptance crater hypothesis, it is interesting to analyze these results on a
spatial level, very clearly exemplified for the Bavarian Forest. In neighboring municipalities,
83.1% of local residents support the national park, while from a distance of more than
15 km from the national park, very positive attitudes are evident with nearly 90% approval
rates for its future presence. For a distance of more than 20 km, national park opponents
are already negligible in number: c. 95% are in favor of the parks (Figure 5).
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Regarding the Bavarian Forest National Park, there are statistically significant dif-
ferences regarding the Sunday Question between the old part in the county of Freyung-
Grafenau and the recent extension area in Regen county. In the surroundings of the original
park 90.4% of respondents would vote for the national park, but only 81.3% would do so in
the extension area (Cramér’s V 0.140, p < 0.001).

Answers to the statement “It was a bad idea to establish a national park in our cultural
landscape” also serve as a measure of overall attitudes towards the parks. In Berchtesgaden,
(92.7%) disagrees with this statement, while in the Bavarian Forest, the level of rejection is
slightly lower, at 81.6%. The answers to this statement consequently correlate with a very
high level of significance and with medium strength to the results of the Sunday Question
(Bavarian Forest: Cramér’s V 0.539, p < 0.001; Berchtesgaden: Cramér’s V 0.403, p < 0.001).

5.4. Attitudes towards the Two National Parks: Descriptive Results

Table 3 presents descriptive results regarding local people’s attitudes towards both
national parks. The first group of attitudes focuses on socio-economic topics, including
national park tourism. Over 80% of respondents in both park regions agree that the
national parks will bring many more tourists to the region; in the Bavarian Forest, the level
of agreement is slightly higher (mean value in the Bavarian Forest: 1.66; Berchtesgaden:
1.70). An identical pattern exists for the question whether the regions have become better
known, nationwide and internationally, due to the national parks (Bavarian Forest: 88.8%
fully and rather applies, mean value 1.66; Berchtesgaden: 83.4%, 1.81). The image effect of
the protected area is strongly recognized. When asked if the parks increased the quality of
life of local residents, the great majority agreed (Bavarian Forest: 74.7% fully and rather
agree, mean value 2.06; Berchtesgaden: 88.3%, 1.41). This might relate to respondents’
differing attitudes towards the emerging “wild” landscape due to the parks’ ecological
integrity approach. In Berchtesgaden, 77.9% fully or rather agree to the statement that
the emerging secondary forest wilderness attracts many tourists to the region (mean
value 1.68), while in the Bavarian Forest, the level of agreement is considerably lower
(66.4%, 2.00), although still positive. Asked about who do they think benefits most from
the national parks, a relative majority of the respondents in both survey areas answered
“nature” (Bavarian Forest: 35.7%; Berchtesgaden: 45.9%), followed by “locals and tourists”
(Bavarian Forest: 26.9%; Berchtesgaden: 38.4%), tourists only (Bavarian Forest: 14.3%;
Berchtesgaden: 7.1%), no benefits at all (Bavarian Forest: 9.2%, Berchtesgaden: 2.0%) and
locals (Bavarian Forest: 2.3%; Berchtesgaden: 3.4%). Thus, respondents in the Bavarian
Forest are more skeptical regarding the park’s benefits, which is also reflected in a much
higher share of “do not know” answers compared to Berchtesgaden, and they tend to
attribute these benefits to the tourists than to themselves. This corresponds to their less
positive attitude towards the park’s effect on their quality of life. Considerable differences
are also obviously related to the perceived frequent visits to the park region by tourists:
While in the Bavarian Forest, nearly half of the respondents rated the number as “just
right” (49.1%), 14.8% deem the number as too little and only 7.5% as too high, but the
situation is quite different in Berchtesgaden, where almost a third (32.4%) rate visitor
levels as too high, only 3.3% as too little, while 41.1% deem it as just right. In conclusion,
local socioeconomic attitudes towards the two national parks are mostly overwhelmingly
positive, which includes attitudes regarding rural tourism in the parks and the perception
of its economic effects.
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Table 3. Selected descriptive statistics for the two case study regions (Source: authors).
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Table 3. Cont.
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The second series of questions refers to interpersonal attitudes and, among them, to the
communication basis between the local population and the protected area administrations.
A slight majority of the respondents in the Bavarian Forest fully or rather agrees that
the national park administration almost always makes its decisions without consulting
the affected population (55.0%, mean value 2.05), whereas in Berchtesgaden, the level
of agreement with this statement is much lower (38.3%, 2.31). In both parks, the share
of locals rejecting this notion is much smaller (13.4% for Bavarian Forest and 13.5% for
Berchtesgaden), while a much bigger part of the sampled locals answer with “do not know”:
34.6% in Berchtesgaden and 18.2% in the Bavarian Forest. In general, respondents in both
survey areas feel quite well informed about the work of the national park administrations
(38.0% in Berchtesgaden, 49.3% in Bavarian Forest for the three positive levels of the scale,
while 29.1% in Berchtesgaden and 24.2% in the Bavarian Forest answered the negative
levels of the scale). Again, a third of the locals in Berchtesgaden is either neutral or does
not know.

Another part of the interpersonal attitudes questioning focuses on the social distance
and perception of dialogue partners. It reveals that nearly three quarters in Berchtesgaden
(73.8%) and nearly two thirds (62.4%) in the Bavarian Forest declare themselves satisfied
with the work of the national park administrations. Again, 15.1% (Bavarian Forest) and
19.7% (Berchtesgaden) were “do not knows”. When asked about their trust in park admin-
istrations, the local population show quite positive results for both parks at 63.6% (Bavarian
Forest) and 68.9% (Berchtesgaden). Negative results were 14.9% (Bavarian Forest) and 4.5%
(Berchtesgaden), with 21.4% (Bavarian Forest) and 26.5% (Berchtesgaden) staying neutral
or “do not know”.

The third important group of attitudes covers emotional aspects with regard to the
national parks. It is represented here by the locals’ reactions to restrictions and regulations
set up by the park authorities. In both park regions, it is only a minority of 17.6% (Berchtes-
gaden) and 30.2% (Bavarian Forest) who fully or rather agree with the statement that, in
the national park, many things are forbidden that should be allowed, while 57.8% Berchtes-
gaden) and 47.0% (Bavarian Forest) do rather not or not agree at all. These values reflect a
much higher locals’ reaction level in the Bavarian Forest compared to Berchtesgaden.

Finally, the fourth group of park–people relationship attitudes are sociocultural is-
sues. The first sociocultural aspect deals with the local population’s perceptions of na-
ture. Regarding the perceived stability of nature, respondents from Berchtesgaden have
a slight tendency towards instability (46.4% stable or rather stable vs. 51.2% unstable or
rather unstable), whereas in the Bavarian Forest the opinions tend more towards stability
(58.8 vs. 38.9%).

Furthermore, the sociocultural dimension analyzes the human–environment relation-
ship which is operationalized with a statement from the New Environmental Paradigm
scale trying to detect anthropocentric environmental worldviews, namely “People have the
right to intervene in the environment.” Respondents reacted with a pronounced middle
tendency with about half of the answers stating “partly” (49.8% Berchtesgaden, 51.2%
Bavarian Forest), but overall 41.2% in Berchtesgaden and 34.8% in the Bavarian Forest do
not agree or do not agree at all with this statement. Thus, anthropocentrism seems to be
more prominent (on a very low level) among the inhabitants of the Bavarian Forest.

Finally, a final sociocultural variable asked for the locals’ perception of landscape
development in the national parks by measuring the level of annoyance provoked by the
ecological integrity approaches pursued in both national parks. In both survey areas, the
majority of the local population questioned in our study does rather not agree or does
not agree at all with the statement “I’m annoyed they let nature be nature in the national
park.” (77.7% Berchtesgaden vs. 63.3% Bavarian Forest). However, between a fifth (20.9%
Berchtesgaden) and more than a third (35.9% Bavarian Forest) of the respondents rather or
fully agree. In the Bavarian Forest, the issue of deadwood in the densely forest-covered
landscape in the park still seems to be the biggest point of contention.
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5.5. Correlations between Predictor Variables and Overall Attitude towards the National Parks

Apart from the perception of nature as more or less stable, all considered predictors
exerted a notable influence on park–people relationships as operationalized with the
“Sunday Question”. The strength of the relation was examined by means of a correlation
analysis, as described in the following (Table 4).

Table 4. Correlation of the predictors with attitudes toward the national park according to the “Sunday Question” (Source:
authors).

Predictor Variable Cramérs-V
Bavarian Forest

Effect on attitudes
toward the
national park
according to the
“Sunday question”

Cramérs-V
Berchtesgaden

Effect on attitudes
toward the
national park
according to the
“Sunday question”

Economic

“I think the
national park will
bring more tourists
to the region.”

0.371 *** positive 0.270 *** positive

Emotional

“In the national
park, many things
are forbidden that
should be
allowed.”

0.283 *** negative 0.123 *** negative

Interpersonal a)
→communication
basis

“Degree of
information on the
work of the
national park
administration.”

0.255 *** positive 0.121 *** neutral

Interpersonal b)
→ social dis-
tance/perception
of dialogue
partners

“Trust in the work
of the national
park
administration.”

0.462 *** positive 0.372 *** positive

Sociocultural a)
→ perception of
nature

“Nature is stable.“ 0.050 neutral 0.056 neutral

Sociocultural b)
→ human-
environment
relationship

“People have the
right to intervene
in the
environment.”

0.180 *** negative 0.094** neutral

Sociocultural c)
→perception of
landscape
development

“I’m annoyed they
let nature be
nature in the
national park.”

0.300 *** negative 0.109 *** neutral

Spatial
Close-range vs.
long-distance
range

0.108 *** positive 0.140 *** positive

Temporal Age categories 0.032 neutral 0.044 neutral

The correlation is significant at the level of 0.05 (2-sided); The correlation is significant at the level of 0.01 (2-sided); *** The correlation is
significant at the level of 0.001 (2-sided); Positive: The stronger the agreement or the higher the expression of a variable, the greater the
support for the national park.; Negative: The stronger the agreement or the higher the expression of a variable, the lower the support for
keeping the national park.; Neutral: No trends discernable.

In both park regions, the variable trust in the work of the national park administration
as part of the interpersonal predictors is most strongly correlated with respondents’ answers
to the “Sunday Question” regarding the continued existence of the national park (Bavarian
Forest: Cramér’s V 0.462, p < 0.001; Berchtesgaden: Cramér’s V 0.372, p < 0.001). That means
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that, the higher the trust in the park authority, the lower the inclination of respondents to
hypothetically vote against the national parks.

The second highest correlation could be found for the economic/tourism predictor
(“I think the national park will bring more tourists to the region.”) for both national
parks (Bavarian Forest: Cramér’s V 0.371, p < 0.001; Berchtesgaden: Cramér’s V 0.270,
p < 0.001). Thus, for these two German national parks, the alignment with the argument
that protected areas foster tourism development positively influences the overall attitude
towards the park.

Ranked 3rd in the Bavarian Forest is the sociocultural predictor of landscape devel-
opment with Cramér’s V 0.300 (p < 0.001), which measures the degree of agreement with
the ecological integrity philosophy of nature protection. It has a negative influence on
the overall attitude. That means that the more the respondents are annoyed about the
ecological integrity approach, the higher the share of them voting for the dissolution of
the national parks. On a quite similar level are the emotional and another interpersonal
predictor: The emotional predictor ranks 4th, i.e., the more the restrictions of a national park
are perceived as restrictive, the worse the overall attitude towards the protected area. This
is followed by the degree of information on the work of the national park administration,
which is positively correlated to the overall attitude towards the park (Cramér’s V 0.255,
p < 0.001). The anthropocentric environmental worldview is also correlated to the overall
park attitude (Cramér’s V 0.180, p < 0.001) in the Bavarian Forest but in a negative direction,
similar to the landscape development variable.

In contrast to the results in the Bavarian Forest, there are no other correlations at a
similarly high level for Berchtesgaden besides the values presented for the interpersonal
and economic predictor. The remaining predictors listed so far all rank at relatively similar
very low levels, with Cramér’s V values between 0.094 (human-environment relationship)
and 0.123 (emotional). The effects of spatial distance and habituation over time get smaller
and smaller, and only for the former are there still statistically significant but very weak
correlations with the overall attitude toward the national parks according to the “Sunday
Question” (see Table 4).

5.6. Correlations between Attitude Variables

We also analyzed the extent to which these attitude variables correlated with each
other. For the examination of this intercorrelation, the item which correlated most strongly
with the overall attitude towards the national parks was selected from the multi-layered
attitude groups (see Table 5).

Table 5. Intercorrelation of the predictors in the study areas Bavarian Forest and Berchtesgaden (Source: elaborated by the
authors).
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The highest (positive) correlation in both national park regions is between the emo-
tional and the sociocultural predictor: The stronger respondents oppose the ecological
integrity approach, the higher also their sense of feeling restricted by the park regulations
(Bavarian Forest: Spearman’s Rho 0.483, p < 0.001; Berchtesgaden: 0.209, p < 0.001). For
the Bavarian Forest, some other correlations follow at a similar strength level: the sec-
ond highest correlation was found between the economic predictor (the national park
fosters tourism development) and the perceptions of forest management (respondents
are annoyed about the ecological integrity approach) with a Spearman’s Rho of −0.478
(p < 0.001). Thus, the higher the perceived economic benefits of national park tourism,
the lower the level of annoyance about strict nature protection measures, or the other
way around, as causalities cannot be clarified. Ranked third is the positive correlation
between the interpersonal and again the sociocultural attitude with Spearman’s Rho 0.404
(p < 0.001). This is hardly surprising as it means that the more respondents are opposed
to the ecological integrity paradigm, the less they trust the national park administration.
This is followed by two more negative correlations with the economic attitude, one by the
emotional attitude (Spearman’s Rho −0.324, p < 0.001) and the other by the sociocultural
attitude (Spearman’s Rho −0.315, p < 0.001). This indicates that the more the respondents
believe in the positive effects of the National Park for tourism activities, the more they are
willing to accept restrictions and support the idea of future secondary wilderness. Spatial
and temporal differences are reflected in the correlation analyses with only comparatively
low values.

This looks quite different for Berchtesgaden where the age of the respondents definitely
shows an influence on the response behavior: the second highest correlation is between
the temporal and the sociocultural predictor (Spearman’s Rho −0.267, p < 0.001), i.e., the
younger the population, the more they accept the ecological integrity paradigm in terms
of wilderness development. If the previous results for Berchtesgaden are in any way
lower compared to the Bavarian Forest, further correlations drop significantly. Besides the
temporal predictor, only the interpersonal attitude with Spearman’s Rho values slightly
below 0.2, but still highly significant, could be mentioned.

6. Discussion

Our results reveal that the interpersonal attitude trust towards the national park
administrations is most strongly correlated to the overall attitude towards the national
parks as measured with the Sunday Question. This confirms Stern’s [8] notion of the
“power of trust” in park–people relationships. Even though the level of trust towards the
park administration is high in both Berchtesgaden and the Bavarian Forest National Park
regions, the relatively lower amount of trust expressed by the population in the Bavarian
Forest may be explained through the much higher share of small private forest owners
and, even more important, can traced back to conflicts in the 1980s and 1990s when the
park administration misinformed people about the spread of bark beetle in the park and,
in general, followed a much more top-down approach with less open and transparent
communication [52,55].

The second highest correlation was found between perceptions of positive regional
economic impacts of the national parks on tourism and positive attitudes towards the
park. This confirms the hypothesis that, according to economic rationalism, economic
incentives positively influence park–people relationships [67,68]. This is in line with
the relevant regional economic impacts that national park-induced tourism generates in
both the Bavarian Forest and Berchtesgaden. However, compared to earlier studies in
German national parks, the strength of the correlations is relatively weak [12]. Additionally,
compared to studies by Liebecke et al. [55] and von Ruschkowski and Mayer [52] in the
Bavarian Forest, the correlation between the overall attitude towards the park and the
tourism argument is considerably smaller. Differences between Bavarian Forest and the
Berchtesgaden national park regions regarding these socioeconomic attitudes are mostly
due to the varying evolution of tourism in those survey areas. In Berchtesgaden, tourism
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has a much longer tradition and far more international visitors compared to the Bavarian
Forest, where the level of awareness was considerably increased by the park designation.

However, persons to whom such economic advantages can be attributed do not
necessarily perceive these effects, as underlined by the fact that the local population does
not attribute most park benefits to themselves but to nature and tourists. Thus, it can
be concluded that, first and foremost, a clear understanding of the regional economic
possibilities of a national park and its tourism must be obtained, as it is only based on
this information that profiteers can build their attitudes in terms of economic rationalism.
This provides a clear argument in favor of future economic impact studies of protected
areas tourism.

Our study further revealed that the tourism benefits of national parks do not nec-
essarily have to focus just on quantitative increases. In the Berchtesgaden study area,
many citizens do not necessarily wish for more such benefits, especially those in the mu-
nicipalities neighboring the park, where about 40% of the respondents opposed more
tourists in the national park region. For them it is of crucial importance that national park
administrations recognize residents’ interest in more sustainable rural tourism and seek to
form additional synergies with their goals, for example, not expanding existing mountain
hut provision or making them more luxurious [13]. During the high season, overtourism
phenomena [69,70] with traffic problems, such as long traffic jams, wild parking, etc. could
sometimes be observed there before the COVID-19 crisis. This is often due to day-trippers
arriving by private transport, affecting the recreational satisfaction of overnight visitors,
as well as displacing local visitors (from the county). However, it could be argued that
protected areas like national parks at least have some means of visitor management com-
pared to other landscapes attractive for outdoor recreation and tourism, which might have
the same “overtourism” (overcrowding in the German Alps due to the proximity of the
agglomeration of Munich) problems. For instance, in Berchtesgaden National Park, the
administration recently barred access to a waterfall popularized by social media leading to
landscape degradation and visitors endangering themselves [71,72].

The positive perceived effects of the national parks related to the quality of life of the
local population is similar to the results of other studies in a protected area context [46].

The assumption of the theory of psychological reactance [38–41] in the sense that
restrictions on the freedom of decision and action influence overall park–people relation-
ships can also be confirmed. Both research areas showed a (relatively weak) statistically
significant connection between perceptions of limitations and overall attitudes towards
the parks. However, the strength of these perceptions depends on various other predictors
as well, such as perceptions of participation (see Section 5.6), preferred leisure behaviors
and their spatial impacts [13]. The specific restrictions that are perceived as undesirable
or inappropriate depend heavily on regional and cultural contexts. Residents around the
Berchtesgaden National Park, for instance, do not adequately understand the regulations
on alpine pastures as cultural landscapes, while in the Bavarian Forest, it is mainly the ban
on picking mushrooms and berries that is perceived as restrictive. The latter perception has
not really changed over time, if we consider the earlier acceptance studies [27,55]. Thus,
the higher levels of perceived restrictions in the Bavarian Forest reported in Section 5.4
make sense.

These general prohibitions primarily affect emotional predictors and—due to their
nature—seldom gain approval among inhabitants. In practice, one example of a more
flexible handling of this problem is the permission to pick mushrooms and berries in
certain areas of the Harz National Park [25]. Through such adaptive park management,
pressures on the use of the total area can be channelled and one reason for local resis-
tance can be avoided. However, the potential impacts of such uses must be subject to
permanent monitoring.

The effects of inadequate information and negative perceptions of national park
authorities as partners in communications on park–people relationships are also clearly
indicated in our results. In addition, the interpersonal predictors correlate with most
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other attitude measures considered (except for “nature is stable” and partly the spatial
variable in Bavarian Forest and reactions and human interferences in nature for the case of
Berchtesgaden). Economic benefits are less likely to be recognized if there is poor perceived
communication, nor does participation or the communication of nature conservation
values work. However, the results referring to non-adequate communication of the park
administration has to be taken with a grain of salt as rather high shares of the respondents
were not able to answer these questions. This could either indicate that those locals
answered the questions who might be unhappy with the park authorities’ communication
or that the respondents just do not care about the parks’ outreach and have nothing to
complain about.

Hence, timely, effective, ongoing and transparent proactive communication can be
regarded as being fundamental to positive park–people relationships. This factor must be
given the highest priority.

The assumption that agreement with specific environmental worldviews and the
values of nature conservation promotes more positive park–people relationships was con-
firmed, although with rather weak correlation strength. Similarly to Liebecke et al.’s [55]
and von Ruschkowski and Mayer’s [52] studies, the perception of landscape development
in the national parks significantly influences the overall park–people attitude. In other
words, if the local population does not appreciate and/or understand the ecological in-
tegrity approach to nature protection, which leads to more deadwood or other forms of
gradual “rewilding”, this could potentially undermine the overall support for protected ar-
eas (see also [64,65] for the case of the Bavarian Forest). The much more critical stance of the
population in the Bavarian Forest towards ecological integrity compared to Berchtesgaden
reflects the long-lasting conflicts that have occurred there since the mid-1980s. This issue
was never a major point of contention in Berchtesgaden. In a similar vein, anthropocentric
approaches to nature represent a barrier for positive park–people relationships. The con-
crete transfer of these value patterns into topics of regional conflict like forest management,
landscape development and deadwood is also fundamental for the formation of attitudes
towards national parks.

However, our measurement of overall park–people attitudes with the help of the
dichotomous Sunday Question is also bound to have some important limitations. First,
from the perspective of the parks, the very high level of pro-park votes is of course very
positive but leads to problems in measuring correlations or in building more complex
regression models due to the relatively low number of contra-park votes. Second, there are
some considerable doubts in the literature regarding the validity of such a simple yes/no
operationalization of park–people attitudes [52,55], because there is, most likely, not just
one overall attitude towards a complex socio-ecological system like a national park. It is
more likely that there are different attitudes towards various issues and topics that can also
be contradictory and not always consistent, as illustrated by our results (e.g., the attractivity
of the parks for tourism is viewed positively, while forest (non-)management might be
seen negatively). Nevertheless, the Sunday Question clearly illustrates that, despite several
points of contention like landscape development and communication or restrictions, there
is, crucially, overwhelming support for the continued existence of the parks.

We cannot confirm the existence of the formerly deep ‘crater‘ in park–people relation-
ships. Attitudes towards both national parks have converged over time at an overall better
level across both study areas. In accordance with the existing morphological nomenclature,
the former crater now appears only as a ‘depression’. The example of the Bavarian Forest
shows the ‘depression’ particularly clearly (see Figure 4). Overall attitudes towards the
park improve with increasing distance to the park, which conforms to the existence of a
distance-decay effect in Tobler’s [42] tradition. Von Ruschkowski and Mayer [52] likened
this phenomenon to the well-known NIMBY (not in my backyard) effect. The assumed
gap—that is, a decline of approval ratings for the national park in areas with pre-existing
deficits and an improvement of these values in areas that already have positive attitudes
and values—was not seen in the present study, although the difference in the Sunday
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Question between the original and extension parts of the Bavarian Forest National Park
remained exactly at 9.1 percentage points if we compare our results with those of Liebecke
et al. [55]. However, the overall attitude towards the park has improved considerably in
the last decade in parallel with the gradual calming down of conflicts.

Growing appreciation and changes in attitudes towards the national parks can be
expressed by different verbal associations. The comparison of the two latest studies
about the Bavarian Forest National Park clearly highlights this. Whereas in 2007, the
terms “deadwood areas/bark beetles”, which are strongly emotional and traditional, were
the ones that were most frequently mentioned [55]; in 2018, the associations “nature”,
“animals” and “tourism/recreation” are mentioned more often. This shows a mitigation of
the deadwood situation in the Bavarian Forest, leading to more positive attitude values.
The appreciation of a national park using a temporal comparison is illustrated by the
Berchtesgaden case, since approval ratings show that the national park raises the awareness
of the region over time and helps to improve the region’s popularity. The changing image
of nature is continuously accepted and internalized. Nevertheless, in both national parks,
there remains a residual group of “inconvincible” national park opponents, which, while
becoming smaller, seems to be persistent. This was also found in other analyses, e.g., [25].
There was a clear improvement of attitudes toward the national parks over time in all
sub-regions examined. This fact further confirms the assumption of improved park–people
relationships through the habituation processes that we might call ‘park seniority’. The
positive development of park–people relationships can be illustrated by the “Sunday
Question” (Figure 6). Although the temporal effect depends on regional conditions, it
seems to be generally valid. That is why the Berchtesgaden National Park has experienced a
greater increase in its positive perception compared to the newer part of the Bavarian Forest
National Park, which has only existed since 1997, though it still performs significantly
worse than the 1970-part in the county of Freyung-Grafenau (similar to the studies of
tourism operators by Mayer/Woltering [51] and v. Ruschkowski/Mayer [52]).
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7. Conclusions, Implications and Further Research

National parks are very often the subject of controversial discussions, before, and
most often after, their establishment. The state-of-the-art scientific research on park–
people relationships in German national parks is still incomplete in terms of thematic
coverage, topicality and, above all, research design and the standard and rigorousness
of the methodologies applied. In addition, most studies still seem to “scratch at the



Sustainability 2021, 13, 8984 23 of 27

surface” only—while current symptoms of negative attitudes or even resistance towards
the parks are usually identified in the studies, the exact causes often remain unknown.
However, every management strategy can only be as good as its evidence basis. In general,
park–people relationships should be considered a sublevel dimension of conservation
conflicts [73]. As suggested earlier, no common theory has been developed to explain park–
people relationships. However, supplementary to the prevailing paradigms, a look into the
disciplines of conservation social science [74] and the human dimensions of wildlife [75]
might deliver some additional theoretical basis to improve both research and management
in the context of park–people relationships. While the influence of values and norms in this
context have been recognized before, recent publications in the field of wildlife conflicts
(e.g., [76,77]) suggest the much higher importance of conflicting values and social norms as
the root cause for conservation conflicts. Skogen et al. [77] provide strong evidence that the
true cause behind wolf-related conflicts are conflicting social norms and values in rural
areas and an increasing urban-rural divide. Despite maybe a differing level of emotional
context, it seems possible that protected areas as a source for conflicts serve the same proxy
function as wolves (or other conflicting issues associated with conservation).

Hence, a different approach to the integration of park–people relationship issues into
the management of protected areas in Germany should be applied on two levels: First, it is
necessary to conceive park–people relationships as a permanent and ongoing monitoring
task of equal importance as ecological and socio-economic monitoring. Second, current
management planning focuses on ten-year cycles. While it is undoubtedly of importance to
have a long-term planning document as a baseline, recent challenges such as climate change
or the COVID-19 pandemic illustrate that external influences may be highly dynamic. Thus,
the management of protected areas under these and other influences requires a shift from
rather static to more adaptive management cycles and methods.

Analyzing the development of park–people relationships in our case studies reveals
that the overall attitudes of the local population towards both parks are overwhelmingly
positive, with 96% of the respondents in Berchtesgaden national park region versus nearly
86% in the Bavarian Forest national park region hypothetically voting in favor of the
continued existence of the protected area. Compared to earlier studies by Rentsch [27]
and Liebecke et al. [55], the overall attitude towards the Bavarian Forest National Park has
improved considerably (though starting from a rather unfavorably low level).

Furthermore, the spatial-temporal differences between the adjacent municipalities
of the two Bavarian national parks vary less today than in the early years after their
establishment (or expansion in the Bavarian Forest case). The crater that once existed
in park–people relationships has shrunk to a simple depression. Nevertheless, there
remains a shrinking group of reluctant park neighbors, where the attitudes towards the
parks are low. Economic, emotional, inter-personal and sociocultural attitudes were also
examined, with the interpersonal predictors (e.g., trust) showing the strongest statistical
effect. Greater transparency, pro-active communications and a more open participation
in national park management by the administrations and rangers as opinion-formers
are, therefore, necessary measures [24,78]. Possibilities include informal “park regulars’
tables” in enclaves or neighboring communities (a classic, popular and well-tested German
approach to relationship building). The coherent and supportive involvement of state
and—especially—regional politicians will also promote better park–people relationships,
particularly in relation to the authorities responsible for park administration [79]. The
attitudes referring to the perception of regional economic benefits induced by rural park
tourism showed clear correlations with positive overall attitudes towards the national
parks. Consequently, analyses of the regional economic effects of nature-based tourism in
the rural national park regions are an absolute necessity, but by no means sufficient, criteria
for the positive development of park–people relationships [12].

For this reason, regional economic studies must identify more clearly than before
who (which actors, companies and visitors to the park) benefits directly and indirectly
(monetarily) from the park and its visitors and what opportunities exist [80]. The communi-
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cation of these benefits must also become more accessible and emotional to better connect
to local people’s realm of experiences. It seems that the locals within the national park
region do not want to be steamrolled by day trippers and tourists staying just one night
who only want to make a check on their sights-list or on the most fashionable ‘Instagram’
postings. Moczek et al. [71] show that such visitor groups exist in Berchtesgaden National
Park. These tourists are also less enthusiastic about the idea of a national park and the
destination itself, because there is no time for that during a visit of only a few hours,
which then threatens to drive away the regular guests in the small businesses of the locals
(such as farmstay holidays). More quality instead of quantity in rural nature tourism also
corresponds much better with national park management and its nature conservation
concerns (do not extend or enlarge huts and paths but rather the reverse). This also requires
keeping an eye on the digital social media world and implementing appropriate visitor
management measures [81].

This paper began its life because of a long-established research interest in protected
areas. It became apparent that there were very close and growing links between protected
areas and rural tourism development and management. Those links can be traced back
to the early 21st century work of Paul Eagles [82]. The links were developed by later
researchers and commentators—see [5,49]. Lane and Kastenholz [44] made a strong case for
better rural tourism governance and management. This paper highlights the complexities of
linking protected area and rural tourism management, of understanding the links between
both groups and of communications with politicians and with tourists themselves. That
work of creating better understanding needs ongoing research. There are important roles
for the academic community here. Those roles need academics to understand the special
requirements of working with practitioners and public sector regulatory agencies (see [83]).

Having said that, scholars must be aware that the comparability of park–people
relationship research between specific parks or even within the same protected area region
over time is difficult to achieve due to both different baseline conditions and the respective
issues at stake. Thus, it is also impossible to simply transfer the results for the two Bavarian
case studies to the other terrestrial national parks in Germany without having conducted
independent surveys on park–people relationships in the respective regions. For the same
reason, our findings cannot be transferred to the situation in German marine protected
areas, such as the national parks in the Wadden Sea region, which is also a UNESCO
Natural World Heritage Site. The latter example shows that a transfer of site-specific
results to other types of protected areas is by no means possible without adaptations of
the survey instruments and independent surveys in the respective park surroundings.
Finally, to gain full insight into the complexity of park–people relationships, a qualitative
in-depth analysis of local conditions is needed in addition to the quantitative perspective,
as it is presented here for the two case study regions. Only in this way can park–people
relationships and recommendations for management action based on their analyses be
adequately considered [84]. Without any doubt, these limitations do not only apply to
comparisons within Germany between individual regions or types of protected areas but
at the international level, where these problems of transferability and generalizability of
results pose even greater challenges due to multiple socio-cultural differences. Thus, a
meta-analysis of park–people relationships controlling for socio-cultural background and
types of protected areas might be a challenging but nevertheless worthwhile endeavour.
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