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Abstract: In addition to providing benefits to people, protected areas are valued in ways that go
beyond the tangible. A sense of place, and the collection of values, feelings, and meanings associated
with a place, can illuminate people-place relationships. Understanding how people relate to a place
is essential in acquiring support for protected areas. This research investigates tourists’ and residents’
sense of place in Knysna, an open-access section of the Garden Route National Park, South Africa.
Data was collected through questionnaires and semi-structured interviews. The sense of place was
characterised using five variables: physical, cultural, social, dependent, and ideological. Although
‘physical’ was the dominant variable for both tourists and residents, the ‘ideological’ for residents and
the ‘cultural’ for tourists came second, highlighting the importance of safe places and recreational
activities, respectively. The physical environment influences sense of place, and the importance of
protected areas to stakeholders offers an opportunity for management to engage with the public.
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1. Introduction

How people relate to a place reflects their experiences and their feelings towards
it [1,2]. Sense of place, understood as the collection of values, feelings, meanings and beliefs
that an individual or group associate with a particular place, develops through personal
interactions or perceptions one holds about a specific locality [2,3]. Sense of place has
emerged as particularly important in helping understand people-place relationships, by
revealing key places for people and the meanings they attach to them [4,5]. Understanding
these relationships can play a role in landscape management; people’s feelings and experi-
ences towards a place can support conservation, as the growing body of research on sense
of place in protected areas demonstrates [1,4,6,7].

Although there exist notable exceptions, the literature on sense of place in protected
areas in South Africa is limited. Sense of place, a cultural ecosystem service, is derived from
different sources and can be unpacked to determine the key characteristic or variables that
shapes one’s sense of place. Protected areas attract different stakeholders, namely residents
that live nearby and tourists. In open-access protected areas, residents and tourists enjoy
the space, sometimes not even realising they are in a protected space, making these areas
interesting case studies. This, together with a growing interest in incorporating cultural
ecosystem services into environmental management strategies, reveals the need for such
a study in the country. The aim of this study is to characterise tourists’ and residents’
sense of place by unpacking the key variables that shape these groups’ sense of place and
to explore the management implications of sense of place for nature conservation. This
research project was conducted in Knsyna, a town situated on the Garden Route in the
Western Cape of South Africa, surrounded by open-access protected areas. The paper is
divided as follows: the next subsections present a literature of sense of place, sense of place
and protected areas, and sense of place research in South Africa. The subsequent section
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discusses the study area and methods, followed by results, discussion and final remarks,
and future research.

1.1. Unpacking Sense of Place

Despite its long establishment, the sense of place research field is filled with diverse
definitions, which can lead to confusion [8–10]. In general, sense of place brings together
‘place attachment’ and ‘place meaning’ [11]. ‘Place attachment’ refers to the emotional bond an
individual or a group has with their environment [12], and it can be conceptualised as having
two dimensions: place identity and place dependence [13–15]. Place identity comprises ‘those
dimensions of self that define the individual’s personal identity in relation to the physical
environment’ [16] (p.155). ‘Place dependence’ speaks to an individual’s or group’s ‘perceived
strength of association between him or herself and specific places’ [9,17]. ‘Place meaning’
refers to the descriptive statement of what a place is like and what images it evokes [18,19].
The meaning of the place can be conveyed by adjectives that describe the place, but also by
nouns that denote its symbolic meaning, such as ‘roots’, ‘home’, and ‘peace’.

This article focuses on the formation of sense of place in an attempt to understand the
different constructs that shape it. Sense of place has been argued to be a social construction,
which emphasises its subjective nature [20], and the shared social behaviour and cultural
processes in a particular setting [21]. Culture, and the social connections individuals or
groups experience in a particular setting, play a central role in sense of place formation, as
does the place itself [22,23], which speaks to the biophysical environment of a place [24].
Thus, sense of place is shaped both by personal experiences and social, cultural and physical
elements [19,25]. Places gain special meaning, and depending on the experience, might
become a space to be valued and protected [26]. Because these experiences change people’s
sense of place, this concept can contribute to people’s future behaviour [27].

Sense of place is a complex and difficult to determine concept [26]. Methods usually
used to assess sense of place, such as attachment scales, leave out cultural and biophysical
features [28]. Sense of place is usually seen as an umbrella concept that includes other con-
structs [29]. To unpack the concept and determine its sources, we focused on the different
characteristics or variables of sense of place. There are several characteristics or variables
that are observed as sources of place formation, i.e., creating one’s sense of place, that have
been discussed in the literature [2,7,30,31]. Multiple variables occur simultaneously in the
construct of sense of place [32], making it a complex, multi-dimensional concept; thus,
in order to obtain a more complete picture of someone’s sense of place, it is necessary to
explore the different aspects that shape that sense of place.

Of all the characteristics of sense of place, the following five are the most commonly
used: cultural sources, social elements, physical features, dependent sense of place, and
ideological sense of place (see Table 1 for the variables and their references). Cultural
sources of sense of place can include personal experiences of a particular location, past
historical affiliations, or events at a certain place [30]. Social elements of sense of place are
similar to those of cultural sources, but also involve personal values, and often, a shared
meaning or value of a particular place [32], such as traditional family holiday destinations.
Physical features include the physical attributes of a place; its landscape, setting, and
natural features [32], and the biophysical attributes, such as its ecosystems, and rare or
endemic species [2]. Dependent sense of place refers to the lack of choice or easiest option,
for example, a person going to a specific locality because it is closer and more convenient
than other localities further away [30]; thus, where the choice is established on a person’s
situation rather than on personal preference. Ideological sense of place is built on personal
ideals and perceptions of a place; a place that exhibits the same kind of lifestyle as the
observer’s. Ideological sense of place tends to be influenced by personal ethics, beliefs and
religion [30].
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Table 1. Sense of place and keywords.

SOP Variable Definition Key Words

Cultural elements
Includes personal experiences
or past affiliations/visits with

the town

Population diversity
Memories
Aesthetics

Art
Recreational activities

Wood products

Social elements

Similar to cultural variable; also
includes personal values or

shared meanings for a particular
place (e.g., family holidays)

Family and friends
Town vibe

Community
Events

Fire support
Inequality
Challenges

Changes

Physical features

Includes physical attributes,
such as the landscape and town

setting, and biophysical
attributes (biodiversity,

ecosystems)

Scenery
Forests
Lagoon
Weather

Biodiversity
Environment
Fire damage

Dependent

An individual’s situation or lack
of choice rather than their

personal preference; visit a place
due to its convenience.

Location on Garden Route
Convenience

Work
Livelihoods
Stop-over

No other option

Ideological
Ideals and perceptions of a

place fitting a preferred kind of
‘lifestyle’

Lifestyle
Personal
Family
Safety

Shops/restaurants
Holiday

Other
Other variables mentioned that

do not clearly fit into a SOP
variable category

Love everything about
Knysna

Town size
N/A

Not very important

1.2. Sense of Place and Protected Areas

Sense of place reveals more than people’s feelings and experiences; it can influence
and be influenced by people’s values and beliefs [30], and recent studies have shown that
sense of place and attitudes towards the environment are related [30,32–34]. Larson and col-
leagues [30] argue that people’s beliefs, as well as their commitments and values, are shaped
by their sense of place and should be incorporated into natural resource management in
order to improve the chances of success. This view is supported by Lin and Lockwood [32],
who argue that gaining an understanding of place-based relationships can lead to the identi-
fication of important cultural as well as landscape features that could promote conservation
behaviour. Research indicates that the greater the sense of place, the more likely people are
to care about the place and its conservation, and to act pro-environmentally [23,35,36].

Protected areas have played a crucial role in biodiversity conservation around the
world [37]. These areas are clearly demarcated regions assigned and managed, through
legal or other effective means, to achieve the long-term conservation of nature [38]. In
most cases, protected areas come with fences, thus limiting access to the ecosystem services
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provided [39–41], an aspect that receives much attention in the literature. Protected areas
do not exist in a vacuum, so not only are the ecosystems inside their borders crucial
for the effectiveness and existence of the spaces, but these spaces are also valued for
their cultural importance and the influence they exert on people’s ethics regarding nature
conservation [42–44].

Protected areas can be understood as places that provide bundles of ecosystem ser-
vices [39], defined as environmental goods and services that add to people’s livelihoods [45].
Cultural ecosystem services are ‘ecosystem’s contributions to the non-material benefits
that arise from human-ecosystem relationships’ [46]. This relationship involves spiritual,
aesthetic and recreational experiences one has with the ecosystem bundles that exist in a
place. Sense of place can, therefore, be described as a cultural ecosystem service [1,46,47].
Cultural ecosystem services are intuitively appreciated as a result of direct experiences and
have often played a role in raising public awareness and support for protecting ecosystem
services [48].

As the link between sense of place and nature becomes clearer, the connection has
increasingly gained space in conservation and protected areas management [30,32]. Recent
studies in different areas of the world suggest that incorporating sense of place in con-
servation management does indeed contribute to achieving conservation [1,2,49,50]. The
inclusion of stakeholders and communities’ ideas and knowledge into management prac-
tices can lead to further communication, engagement, and participation in conservation [50].
In this process, people may gain awareness of biodiversity and a sense of responsibility
for conserving it and become willing to support the implementation and sustainability of
policies and practices that are enforced [49,51], and so support these protected areas [1,6].
However, the inclusion of CES into management strategies has been scarce, probably due
to its intangible feature [52,53].

Protected areas tend to attract a wide array of stakeholders. Two such groups are
tourists travelling to the place, and residents who live in or around these protected areas.
When considering sense of place in protected areas, it is important to note the differences
between tourists to the protected area and residents who live in and around the area. In
their study, Kianicka et al. [54] found that, despite some similarities, tourists’ and residents’
sense of place about a Swiss Alpine village differed in various ways. Understanding this
difference is important as it affects the way protected areas, and tourist towns, are run
and managed. Focusing on only one stakeholder group could lead to the prioritisation
of one experience and strategies devised to foster that experience only. Thus, although
sense of place has a role to play in biodiversity conservation, the sense of place of all
the stakeholders involved needs to feed into management strategies so that all cultural
ecosystem services are respected and protected.

1.3. Sense of Place in South Africa

As a concept that has been researched globally and is receiving much attention at
present, sense of place could be an integral part of management plans surrounding pro-
tected areas and conservation in South Africa. However, it has not been particularly well
researched locally, particular with regards to protected areas and conservation.

This field of research is underexplored in South Africa. Puren and others [55] state
that within the spatial planning of places in South Africa, protected areas included, there
is no consideration for symbolic and personal meanings. One of the few studies linked
to, but not focusing on, sense of place and protected areas in South Africa was carried
out in the Kruger National Park by Gaylard and Ferreira [56]. The study assessed the
park’s strategic adaptive management plan, and the values of various stakeholders, which
could be linked to sense of place, were taken into account in the management structures.
Two other studies, by Nikodinoska et al. [57] and van Wilgen [58], examined tourists’
perceptions of invasive alien plants in protected areas in South Africa. While this research
is linked to sense of place, the studies looked at a specific characteristic (invasive alien
plants) only. Similarly, Barendse et al. [4] focused on tourists to interrogate the role of
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viewsheds as conservation features, and the impact of non-native species in viewsheds.
Masterson et al. [59] discussed place meanings to unpack local interests in the Wild Coast
of South Africa. In both international and South African literature, research on sense of
place in the context of open-access protected areas is limited.

2. Study Area and Methods
2.1. Study Area

Knysna is a town situated approximately 490 km east of Cape Town and approximately
260 km west of Port Elizabeth [60]. The study area is part of the Garden Route National Park
(GRNP), which was amalgamated in 2009 and comprises three broad areas: the Knysna,
Tsitsikamma and Wilderness sections [60].

The Knysna section is made up of open-access protected areas, such as the Knysna
National Lake Area, declared a protected area in 1985, and the Diepwalle Forest Estate,
which was declared a protected area in 1939 [60]. The Knysna estuary is one of the
main features of the protected area and is ranked first in South Africa in terms of overall
conservation importance [61]. The sections of forest found in the Knysna protected areas are
mainly natural: mixed evergreens in patches along the river valleys, and coastal platform
with a lot of fire-prone fynbos [62]. Figure 1 illustrates the surrounding protected areas of
Knysna. The landscape rises upwards steeply from the beach (0 m above sea level) to a
plateau (220 m above sea level) and further upwards to the Tsitsikamma mountain range.

Sustainability 2022, 14, x FOR PEER REVIEW 5 of 17 
 

but not focusing on, sense of place and protected areas in South Africa was carried out in 

the Kruger National Park by Gaylard and Ferreira [56]. The study assessed the park’s stra-

tegic adaptive management plan, and the values of various stakeholders, which could be 

linked to sense of place, were taken into account in the management structures. Two other 

studies, by Nikodinoska et al. [57] and van Wilgen [58], examined tourists’ perceptions of 

invasive alien plants in protected areas in South Africa. While this research is linked to 

sense of place, the studies looked at a specific characteristic (invasive alien plants) only. 

Similarly, Barendse et al. [4] focused on tourists to interrogate the role of viewsheds as 

conservation features, and the impact of non-native species in viewsheds. Masterson et al. 

[59] discussed place meanings to unpack local interests in the Wild Coast of South Africa. 

In both international and South African literature, research on sense of place in the context 

of open-access protected areas is limited. 

2. Study Area and Methods 

2.1. Study Area 

Knysna is a town situated approximately 490 km east of Cape Town and approxi-

mately 260 km west of Port Elizabeth [60]. The study area is part of the Garden Route 

National Park (GRNP), which was amalgamated in 2009 and comprises three broad areas: 

the Knysna, Tsitsikamma and Wilderness sections [60]. 

The Knysna section is made up of open-access protected areas, such as the Knysna 

National Lake Area, declared a protected area in 1985, and the Diepwalle Forest Estate, 

which was declared a protected area in 1939 [60]. The Knysna estuary is one of the main 

features of the protected area and is ranked first in South Africa in terms of overall con-

servation importance [61]. The sections of forest found in the Knysna protected areas are 

mainly natural: mixed evergreens in patches along the river valleys, and coastal platform 

with a lot of fire-prone fynbos [62]. Figure 1 illustrates the surrounding protected areas of 

Knysna. The landscape rises upwards steeply from the beach (0 m above sea level) to a 

plateau (220 m above sea level) and further upwards to the Tsitsikamma mountain range. 

 

Figure 1. Knysna and surrounding protected areas. Figure 1. Knysna and surrounding protected areas.

With a diversity of protected areas and possible activities, Knysna is a popular desti-
nation. The ‘no fee’ and ‘no fence’ features of the Knysna protected areas make this section
attractive and accessible to tourists and residents, and an interesting place for a ‘sense
of place’ study. The Garden Route not only attracts tourists interested in nature but is
also located between two tourist cities (Cape Town and Port Elizabeth) and is an en route
stop-over, thus attracting even more tourists [63]. With its constant influx of tourists, and
the open-access nature of the protected areas where the town and protected area merge,
Knysna is an interesting site for a comparison of tourists’ and residents’ sense of place.

Knysna has a population size of approximately 70,000 people [64] with around
66.9% of the population falling within the working age (15–64 years of age) and an unem-
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ployment rate of around 24.8% [65]. Half of the town’s residents are Afrikaans speakers;
English speakers constitute around 17%, while IsiXhosa speakers make up about 25% of
the population [65]. In terms of schooling, only around 3% of the population has received a
higher education, and approximately 15% have completed secondary schooling [65]. About
15% of the population earn an average of between R38,201 and R76,400 per month; 18% earn
between R19,601 and R38,200 per month, while 16.4% have no income whatsoever [65].

On 7 June 2017, Knysna experienced a disastrous fire that affected many community
members [66]. The fires started in the Elandskraal area, situated northeast of Sedgefield,
and at Mountain to Ocean (MTO) Kruisfontein plantations, east of the Knysna urban area.
The fires were fueled by plantations and fynbos vegetation, which had been partly invaded
by alien species, such as black wattle. Between 700 and 1000 houses were lost in Knysna,
and seven people died. Over 10,000 ha of plantation were burned [66]. The fires devastated
the community of Knysna.

For this project, a mixed methods approach was adopted, collecting data via question-
naires and semi-structured interviews. Qualitative and quantitative methods were used for
analysing the data [67]. The primary source of data was Knysna residents and tourists to the
area, and all respondents were over the age of 18 years. Ethical clearance for this research
project was granted by the Environmental Science Department at Rhodes University.

2.2. Data Collection

The questions in the questionnaire and the semi-structured interview were based on un-
derstanding sense of place and followed the design of similar sense of place
questionnaires [51,54]. The questionnaires consisted of three main sections: (i) reason
for visiting Knysna, with four Likert-scale questions, a ranking question, and one open-
ended question; (ii) the participant’s experience of Knysna, with four Likert-scale questions
and three open-ended questions; and (iii) the experience of protected areas, with two
close-ended, two open-ended questions and a map for respondents to mark the places that
were most important to them. Basic demographic details, such as home language, age and
gender, were established at the beginning of the questionnaire.

The semi-structured interviews [68] complemented the questionnaires by providing
more in-depth information. The guiding questions were: What does Knysna mean to
you? What is appealing about Knysna? Are there any physical or social characteristics
about Knysna that are important to you? As the interview progressed, the researchers
asked follow-up questions based on the answers of the respondents. In our case study,
the semi-structured interviews were especially crucial in collecting more comprehensive
and personal information about respondents’ views on the fires. Questionnaires tend to be
more rigid in their structure and semi-structured interviews provide space for respondents
to share their opinion without restrictions. While the questionnaires provided quantitative
data, the semi-structured interviews provided depth of experience.

Data was collected between 30 June and 10 July 2017. The questionnaires were handed
out in various public areas in the town, such as the informal market area and the Water-
front, and in the following conservation or protected areas: the Knysna Heads, Elephant
Sanctuary, Garden of Eden and some of the surrounding forest areas. The questionnaires
and semi-structured interviews were completed and collected on site. Stratified random
sampling [69] was used to select participating residents in order to guarantee fair repre-
sentation of the Knysna subpopulations; the same sampling outcome was achieved by
conducting the questionnaire and semi-structured interviews in different locations in town.
Random sampling was used for tourists, as there was no specific target required within
this group. Researchers approached individuals and first asked if they were tourists or
residents, and then sought permission to conduct the questionnaires or interviews.

A total of 205 completed questionnaires were administered (n = 103 residents and
n = 102 visitors). The sample sizes for this study were guided by similar previous studies [51,70].

For the semi-structured interviews, 53 resident and 52 tourist replies were obtained
from participants who had completed the questionnaires and were happy to continue
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answering questions. The semi-structured interviews consisted of three open-ended ques-
tions and were intended to get a deeper understanding and context of people’s sense of
place, allowing the respondent to answer more freely. Giving respondents an opportunity
to express how important a place is for them in their own words increases the chances of
capturing people’s sense of place [32].

2.3. Data Analysis

Before analysis began, the questionnaires were divided into the separate user groups
(resident and tourist). Responses from questionnaires and interviews were manually
coded, based on the predetermined sense of place variables, and formulated into an Excel
spreadsheet. The reason for manually coding was three-fold: the dataset was relatively
small, so it made sense to code manually, and researchers felt more in control of the data [71];
researchers were not familiar with any computer software for coding and had limited time
for data collection; questionnaire and interview notes were initially on paper and had to be
captured on the computer. While doing this, researchers started the coding.

Coding is an intellectual exercise, regardless of whether it is done manually or elec-
tronically [72]. Sub-categories were created by linking specific words and indirect quotes
from the respondents within the variables. This helps us determine the formation of, rather
than the measuring of, the sense of place. Although the key words might seem similar,
they do convey different meanings and are related to different experiences. The cultural
variable included elements such as ‘memories’, ‘recreational activities’, and ‘aesthetics’ of
the area. The social variable comprised elements such as ‘community’, ‘family and friends’,
and ‘events’. Physical features included attributes such as ‘scenery’, ‘forests’ and ‘lagoon’,
as well as Knysna’s ‘biodiversity’. The dependent variable included the ‘convenience’
of Knysna and its accessibility, and ‘work’ and ‘livelihood’-related elements. Lastly, the
ideological variable included elements such as ‘lifestyle’, ‘safety’, and ‘personal’. Table 1
illustrates the keywords and definitions used in determining the sense of place variables
for the semi-structured interviews and questionnaires.

Variables of sense of place linked with each question were tallied to determine the most
valued sense of place variable or perception. Chi-squared tests were used on the responses
about the protected areas and for the total tally of sense of place variables, to test for
associations between user groups (tourists and residents) and the sense of place variables.
Descriptive statistics and percentages were used to examine the different variables of sense
of place for residents and tourists. Tests for normality, using the Shapiro-test, and tests for
equal variance, using Fishers F-test, were performed on the data to check test assumptions.
Finally, the sense of place variables for the residents and tourists of Knysna were interpreted
through inductive reasoning.

3. Results
3.1. The Experience of Knysna

Both residents and tourists responded positively to the experience of Knysna (see
Figure 2). Most respondents from both user groups chose “agree” or “strongly agree”
for three of the four Likert-scale questions. They were: “If I could live/visit elsewhere I
would”, “For what I am interested in Knysna is the best place”, I am attached to Knysna”,
and “I identify strongly with Knysna”. Residents’ attachment to Knysna received the
highest positive response, with 80.6% of the answers being either ‘agree’ or ‘strongly agree’.
Just over half of the residents (50.5%) indicated that, given the choice, they would stay in
Knysna, which corroborates the high level of attachment.
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Figure 2. Responses of feelings of residents and tourists towards their experience of Knysna.

The quotes below reflect that attachment:

‘Knysna is part of me and I am part of Knysna.’

‘[Knysna] is nature, is my history.’

‘I grew up here and all my memories are here’

Attachment among tourists was lower, with only 45% of them agreeing or strongly
agreeing that they were attached to Knysna, despite the fact that 65% of them identified
with the town. Knysna is one of the best places for meeting tourists’ interests, and they
generally had a positive reaction to the experience of Knysna (Figure 2).

The high percentage of neutral or negative responses for ‘If I could visit again I would’
(about 70%), raises questions about generalised and localised sense of place. The following
quotes show this:

‘I like visiting Knysna, but I also enjoy travelling to other places.’

‘Gorgeous place; however, I have preferred other places along the way.’

‘Knysna is too noisy and busy to offer a good escape.’

The fire that had recently devasted the town emerged as a relevant topic for the
residents. The incident was discussed in 31 of the 53 interviews conducted with the
residents, in which residents showed a strong sense of community. The reaction of the
community in light of such a disaster, including opening their homes and sharing and
offering resources, reflects their social cohesion. The following quotes illustrate this attitude:

‘We all felt the pain of the fire; didn’t matter which side of town we were from,
we were in it together; Knysna is part of us.’

‘The community responded amazingly, drew everyone together, made people
make new friends.’

For the residents, social elements and the physical environment were the two most
important variables in their experience of Knysna; for the tourists, the two dominant
sense of place variables that reflected their experience of Knysna were cultural elements:
recreational activities and physical features (the scenery).
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3.2. Awareness of Protected Areas

In responses to their awareness of protected areas, just over 80% of both tourists and
residents were aware of the protected areas surrounding Knysna. Of these participants,
30.2% of the residents and 34.8% of the tourists had not visited one of the protected areas.
Nearly one-quarter of both participant groups were either unsure whether they had visited
a protected area before or were unaware of protected areas in the region altogether.

Figure 3 shows the residents and tourists’ understanding of protected areas in relation
to the sense of place variables. The physical sense of place variable was most evident in
responses from residents (n = 37, 29.6%) and especially from the tourists (n = 61, 59.8%). The
ideological variable for residents (n = 28, 22.4%) and the social sense of place variable for
tourists (n = 48, 47.1%) were the next most evident in their respective responses (Figure 3).
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Figure 3. Meaning given by residents and tourists to protected areas, and the link to the sense of
place variables.

3.3. Significant Association by User Groups

Two chi-squared statistical tests for association between the user groups and the variables
for sense of place were conducted. The responses to protected areas have been separated
from other data in order to gain a better understanding of the user groups’ sense of place
relating specifically to protected areas. There was a very highly significant association between
user groups and sense of place variables in the combined questionnaire and semi-structured
interview data, excluding the protected areas section (X-squared = 85.54; d.f. = 5; p < 0.001).

Results indicate that there was also a highly significant association between the user
groups and the sense of place variables evident in the protected areas section of the
questionnaire (X-squared = 17.57; d.f. = 5; p < 0.010). This finding means that the sense
of place variables, linked to users’ responses for protected areas, as well as the combined
questionnaire and semi-structured interview data, were not accidental, and that people
from both user groups are highly likely to respond in the same way.

4. Discussion

The experience of the Knysna fire disaster emerged from the data as an important
theme for residents especially. The strong association between user groups and the sense of
place variables leaves room for further discussion, as does the knowledge and meaning of
protected areas. These are discussed below.

4.1. The Experience of Knysna

High levels of attachment to Knysna among resident respondents were explained
through the ideological sense of place variable. According to Lin and Lockwood [7],
functional attachment could be associated with lifestyle opportunities. This is further
supported by Lin and Lockwood [32], who allude to the fact that affective attachments
are involved in the formation of personal place-based identities. Personal history, and a
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sense of community, were frequently mentioned by the residents; these variables are closely
linked to identities and could explain the strong attachment of residents.

The high levels of attachment and the frequent mention of ‘memories’ and ‘community’
by community members resonate with the literature. Relph [73] suggests that during times
of loss and difficulty, people’s links and commitments become apparent, indicating that
experiencing difficult times could strengthen a person’s sense of attachment. This idea is
further supported by Taylor and Townsend [74], who found that a substantial number of
respondents in their study reported that their feelings towards the place they lived were a
result of previous hardships faced. Residents’ strong sense of attachment and their desire
to continue living in Knysna accords with work by Bonaiuto et al. [75], who found that
individuals with a strong attachment to a place do not consider relocating as a result of
natural environmental risks and are likely to return to an area after facing a natural disaster.

Many of the residents felt that the community reacted positively and became closer
than ever after the fire, and they also believed they would remain close-knit long after
the fire had occurred. The strong sense of community that emerged from the interviews
resonates with Silver and Grek-Martin’s [76] findings, in which feelings of social cohesion
and optimism were common in community members who had suffered a disaster event
and persisted longer than just the short-term ‘honeymoon phase’ predicted by other liter-
ature [77,78]. This finding reveals the importance of the social sense of place variable in
situations where residents experience disasters, as was the case in Knysna.

Tourists reported lower levels of attachment to Knysna than residents, which speaks to
the localised versus generalised sense of place. Lin and Lockwood [32] suggest that strong
attachment to a locality is often built through social experiences that form strong people-
place relations, which is more likely to be the case for residents than first-time visitors.
Despite tourists’ weak attachment, they did identify strongly with Knysna. Although
Jorgensen and Stedman [79] believe an individual’s bond with a place forms over long-
term interaction with the locality, other literature [80,81] shows that an emotional bond
can be created between a person and a location they have not previously visited, based
on perceptions and experiences with similar environments or landscapes. This speaks
to the generalised sense of place construct: places sharing elements that humans find
safe or enjoyable, and a shared affinity constructed through sociocultural process and
ideologies [32]. This bond explains tourists’ high levels of identification with Knysna and
the importance of it as a good place to visit for one’s interests.

The high level of importance of cultural elements and physical features for tourists
is similar to the findings of research by Hernes and Metzger [82], who observed that
perceptions of a biosphere reserve in Scotland reflected a high value for the physical and
cultural sense of place elements, with specific mention made of the recreational activities
and scenery of the place. This finding adds to the localised and generalised sense of place
construct. The results of this research support physical features as important in creating a
generalised sense of place, as suggested by Lin and Lockwood [32], who found that physical
aspects of sense of place are instrumental in determining one’s generalised sense of place.
Furthermore, our results suggest that certain cultural elements of sense of place, such as
general recreational activities, may also have a significant impact on one’s generalised
sense of place.

Assessing physical features in more depth shows that scenery and the environment
are the dominant aspects for both user groups. The landscape features surrounding
the town (forests, mountains, and lagoon) were important contributing factors to both
user groups’ sense of place. This speaks to the role of the physical environment and
the different ecosystem services (provisioning, regulating and supporting) in shaping
the cultural services. As cultural ecosystem services are derived from human-ecosystem
interplay [46], the process of CES production is not linear [52] and is shaped not only
by cultural practices but also environmental spaces [83]. The role of other elements—
ecosystem services and the experience itself—in shaping CES speaks about the importance
of looking at conservation from an integral perspective and the relationship between
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ecosystem services, their impact on CES and the importance of CES in harnessing societal
support for conservation efforts and areas. Understanding how both groups differ is also
important to avoid conflicts about competing uses [54]. Unpacking sense of place formation
can illuminate the key elements of this protected area for each group and potential areas of
conflicts that must be looked at by the conservation agency.

The two groups differ in their responses to the variables shown in cultural elements
and ideological sense of place. Although there are similarities in the sense of place of tourists
and residents, there are also some clear and fundamental differences. This is echoed by
the findings of Kaltenborn and Williams [84], which show differences in tourists’ and
residents’ sense of place, but also note the groups had several important shared meanings
or perceptions for a place. This similarity highlights and supports the results of a strong
association, a common trend between user groups and their perceptions about a place. A
study conducted by Klanicka et al. [54] in a Swiss alpine village also found that tourists
and residents have a similar but different sense of place. Although both groups referred to
their personal connection to the village, residents’ sense of place was more influenced by
everyday life and their history. Tourists’ sense of place was shaped by the aesthetics of the
place and the activities they took part in.

Many tourists were physically active and used the forests for hiking or for mountain
biking, a response that was linked to their generalised sense of place construct in which
Knysna itself is not of particular importance, but the characteristics of the town are. This
resonates with the findings of Ament et al. [85]. In their article, they report that, out of
19 SANParks reserves across South Africa, the Garden Route scored particularly high as a
destination to visit for its recreational activities and opportunities. This further supports our
findings. Known for its scenic beauty [4], the Garden Route National Park is seen as a nature-
based destination of national and international importance [86]. These characteristics and
activities play an influential role in stakeholder experiences and reasons for visiting a place
and so could be integrated into management strategies to encourage visits to Knysna and
its surrounding areas. The residents’ sense of place was more affected by their lifestyles and
perceptions of Knysna, particularly on issues around safety, which explains the prevalence
of an ideological sense of place link.

The difference in sense of place has implications for management in that the sense of
place of both user groups needs to be incorporated. For example, the surrounding protected
areas need to be spaces that attract tourists through recreational activities, but that also
consider residents’ views with regard to their ideological sense of place and desire for
family space.

By focusing on sense of place formation, this article contributes to the sense of place
literature, elucidating how different stakeholders hold different senses of place and what that
means for conservation agencies. Moreover, by looking at an open-access protected area, this
area offers a unique case study to the sense of place and conservation studies literature.

4.2. Protected Areas

The ‘no fees’ and ‘no fence’ aspect of the Knysna protected area explains the relatively
high number of people who were unaware that there were protected areas, a situation that
could be detrimental to conservation efforts. The activities of people who are not aware
that they are entering a protected area can be detrimental to these spaces, and there is a
missed opportunity for support [31], as well as the possibility of areas being abused and
their importance not being fully understood and appreciated. This problem is raised in
various studies [30,33,34] that indicate a link between sense of place and people’s attitudes
towards the environment, therefore offering the opportunity to promote pro-environmental
behaviour through raising awareness of protected areas.

The high level of importance attributed to the physical environment, as well as the over-
all positive feeling associated with protected areas, is similar to the findings of Kaltenborn
and Williams [84], who illustrate a common trend, with both user groups having a high
rating for ‘protection of the environment’ in a Norwegian National Park. This observation
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is further supported in a study by Larson et al. [30], who found that attractive landscapes,
speaking to the physical variable, tended to encourage stronger emotional responses. A
common response by both user groups, when speaking about the purpose of protected
areas, was their role in preventing human interference, which highlights the value given to
the role of biodiversity conservation of protected areas.

The concern for future generations, linked to the ideological variable, received consider-
able attention by both groups and is of particular importance for the sustainability of protected
areas. This concern highlights the people-placed meaning on protected areas, and it is evi-
dent that respondents support the conservation and continuation of these protected areas,
understanding their importance for generations to come. Establishing a clear programme that
focuses on future generations would be a good opportunity for protected areas management
to gain support from the public. Daniel et al. [1] and others [6,31], have also explored the
value of cultural ecosystem services and have found that they are valuable in gaining and
securing the support of people and communities to protect such ecosystems.

One way to incorporate people’s perceptions into management is to map out what
people value or perceive as valuable for a place (the sense of place elements), recognising
areas with bundles of valued ecosystem services [87]. Depending on the ecosystem bun-
dles, location, environmental situation, and people’s preferences [88], management can
identify possible opportunities and trade-offs for these areas and the services they provide.
Understanding and incorporating human perceptions of the environment into planning
can also help build support for, and resilience of, environmental policies and plans [89].
Moreover, this incorporation can also impact protected areas financially. Tourism and
recreation are key CES provided by protected areas [90,91], generating financial resources
for conservation agencies. With the link between the physical features and people’s sense
of place, understanding the variables that shape the sense of place of tourists and residents,
conservation agencies can promote further visitation and human-ecosystem interaction,
which will have positive feedback on the production of CES and financial gain.

A similar study by Snider et al. [51] suggests that management strategies for protected
areas and the perceptions of visitors need to align, both having a common objective in
mind, to avoid conflicts around these protected areas and to ensure continued visits and
support. Gould et al. [92] further highlight this, specifying that spatial planning needs
to capture holistically the needs of people and what matters to them most. Taking into
consideration the variable elements identified for protected areas, management can find
ways to implement these into planning and promoting the beauty of these areas and their
importance. Prioritisation and specific planning can be directed at sites or protected areas
found to be the most important to tourists and residents, helping to promote and attract
people to the areas.

5. Conclusions and Future Research

The dominant sense of place of residents and tourists was highlighted through the
physical, social and ideological variables, and there is value in taking these into considera-
tion in future planning. Residents showed a heightened sense of attachment, which could
be associated with the fire disaster which occurred in Knysna. In comparison, the tourists’
experience of Knysna was closely linked to the literature on localised and generalised sense
of place. The meanings associated with protected areas, by both tourists and residents,
were linked with the physical sense of place variable as well as the social and ideological
variables, with an emphasis on keeping the environment intact for future generations and
for sustainability.

There is a space for sense of place as a cultural ecosystem service to improve and
influence management decisions for open-access parks such as the Garden Route National
Park. Taking into account each stakeholder’s ideals within protected areas could encourage
continued visits, further support, and improved environmental stewardship from wider
society rather than one specific group.
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This project explored the differences between the sense of place of tourists and resi-
dents to an open-access protected area. Building on the findings of the research, a compara-
tive study of a protected area that is not open-access would provide insights into how these
two spaces are different. One of the limitations of this study was the small sample size,
a limitation that could be addressed with a bigger sample pool to investigate the differ-
ences between tourists and residents, and to examine the link between sense of place and
pro-environmental behaviour. A bigger sample size would also enable different statistical
analyses. The link between sense of place and management could also be explored further
using a larger sample and with a research project that includes park management as one of
the stakeholders. The omission of park management as a stakeholder is another limitation
of this study. A study with a concrete proposal of management strategies based on sense of
place research would contribute to both management and the protected area’s literature,
which was beyond the scope of this project.

With regard to the residents, a study that concentrated more on the effects of the
disastrous fire on the stakeholders could help elucidate its impact on sense of place. The
area is prone to fire, as we have seen in more recent years, and such a study could contribute
to the understanding of the impact of disasters on sense of place. Would the heightened
sense of community and attachment persist through time, or would a similar study in
the future indicate otherwise? Future studies could examine whether differences between
various home language users, or the income classes of the population, impact the residents’
sense of place.
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