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Abstract
1. In this paper, we operationalize the concept of Societal Relationships with 

Nature (SRN) as a framework for understanding nature- related conflicts and 
multiple values.

2. Based on three dimensions knowledgescape, interactions and identity, we propose 
a set of questions for the empirical analysis of conflict situations.

3. We use two case studies— designation of a biosphere reserve in southern Chile 
and the return of the wolf in Germany— to illustrate how the SRN framework can 
reveal and structure the complexity of human– nature relationships.

4. From the conceptual advances and the academic debate on multiple values of 
nature, we derive four requirements for approaches to analyse nature- related 
conflicts and how different stakeholders attribute importance to nature.

5. These should (a) cover the relevant aspects and reveal the critical issues under-
lying a conflict, (b) enable an understanding of differences and commonalities in 
people’s perspectives and positions, (c) be comprehensive enough to uncover 
important issues in complex situations without losing empirical practicability 
and (d) take power relations into account.

6. We discuss whether and how the SRN framework meets these requirements.
7. We present the SRN framework in particular to the academic community work-

ing at the interface with policy and practice on multiple values of nature and 
nature- related conflicts.

8. SRN analysis can also be applied to complement valuation approaches by speci-
fying and explaining differences in people’s attributions of value to nature.

K E Y W O R D S
Societal Relationships with Nature, nature conservation, environmental conflicts, multiple 
values, human interactions with nature, identity and nature

www.wileyonlinelibrary.com/journal/pan3
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-8210-5038
mailto:
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-1052-0195
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-0174-926X
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-6966-7258
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
mailto:kurt.jax@ufz.de


    |  535People and NatureBERGHÖFER Et al.

1  |  INTRODUC TION

Across the globe, environmental changes brought about through 
extractive resource use, new or more intensive land uses, and infra-
structure development are affecting relations between humans and 
the natural world in fundamental ways. Many studies have been con-
ducted in an effort to characterize environmental changes, understand 
conflicts, and to measure and quantify social and economic impacts.

In the last decades, these discourses have often been framed 
around the issue of which values different people (individually and as 
a society) attribute to nature, or to specific parts of nature. The eco-
system services concept has become a popular way of referring to this 
issue, even making its way into the policy arena (see Section 2 below). 
The notion of ecosystem services makes it possible to integrate the 
ecosystem- related consequences of environmental changes for human 
beings— previously dismissed as ‘externalities’— into decision- making 
processes, such as those addressing the effects of deforestation on 
drinking water supply and quality. Partly following the critique of the 
ecosystem services concept and its application, which some perceive 
as too narrow or too focused on economic issues (e.g. Melathopoulos 
& Stoner, 2015; Norgaard, 2010; Raymond et al., 2013; Schröter 
et al., 2021), researchers have sought to extend the realm of valuation. 
This has involved a shift from a monistic language of valuation towards 
value pluralism (Arias- Arévalo et al., 2018; Kenter et al., 2015) based, 
for example, on the notions of ‘relational values’ (Chan et al., 2016; 
Himes & Muraca, 2018), ‘nature’s contribution to people’ (NCP) (Díaz 
et al., 2015, 2018), and ‘life- value frames’ (O’Connor & Kenter, 2019). 
These conceptual advances also emphasize that the ‘broader context’ 
and people’s ‘worldviews’ must be considered as well as the procedural 
issues within which a ‘valuation exercise’ is embedded, such as partic-
ipation and the specifics of the elicitation process (Jacobs et al., 2016; 
Pascual et al., 2017). Recent contributions on the social values of sus-
tainability (Raymond et al., 2019) highlight how context, power rela-
tions and complex relationships across time and space affect value 
formation and articulation. While there is a lot of literature dealing with 
these issues, it remains challenging to adequately consider them within 
practical valuation processes.

In this article, we show how the concept of Societal Relationships 
with Nature (SRN), originally developed in environmental sociology 
(Becker & Jahn, 2006; Görg, 2003, 2004), can address some of these 
challenges (Berghöfer et al., 2010). The SRN framework can be used 
to analyse human– nature relationships in specific settings or issues 
involving nature as well as in conflicts related to nature and in sit-
uations where such conflicts may arise. The analytical framework 
we propose here looks at three dimensions— knowledgescape, inter-
actions and identity— to provide a comprehensive view of important 
factors underlying the different interests, opinions, attitudes and 
value attributions that stakeholders hold vis- a- vis the issue at stake. 
The analysis of these three dimensions, in turn, can illuminate what 
may be driving the conflicts between different groups, but can also 
reveal common ground. An analysis using the SRN framework can 
thereby help identify conflict resolution approaches and serve as a 
basis for better- informed political and societal decisions.

We would like to present the SRN framework in particular to the 
academic community, especially to scholars working with policy and 
practise on multiple values of nature or nature- related conflicts. We 
fully agree with the demands for more value pluralism and context 
dependence in valuation exercises and acknowledge that recent re-
search on environmental values is addressing some of these critical 
issues. The debate may benefit from complementary approaches, 
such as the SRN framework, that do not place the notion of values 
in the centre of attention. An advantage of not using the notion of 
values explicitly is that many people have reservations against ap-
proaches based on values and valuation (especially of ecosystem 
services) as focusing too much on an economic perspective, and that 
practical valuation exercises tend to be conducted in a narrow eco-
nomic sense (James, 2016; Muradian & Gómez- Baggethun, 2021; 
Neuteleers & Engelen, 2015; Raymond et al., 2013).

In this article, we show how the SRN framework can reveal and 
structure the complexity of human– nature relationships relevant to 
environmental decisions and conflicts by enabling a comprehensive 
view on entities, processes and relationships at the same time. This can 
help analysts to identify and incorporate important underlying factors 
that can explain nature- related conflict situations and the diverging 
value attributions by different stakeholders. Depending on the specific 
situation, these factors may include differences— as well as changes— in 
people’s lifestyle, health, self- determination and influence, sense of 
place, knowledge, or economic opportunities related to nature, as well 
as their historical underpinnings. Thereby, an analysis along the SRN 
framework helps specify and explain both the differences in people’s 
attributions of value to nature and how they affect people’s relation-
ships with each other (in conflict situations, for example).

Section 2 of the paper briefly describes the history and current 
state of concepts used to assess nature’s value and the lessons one 
can learn from it regarding challenges for understanding human– 
nature relationships. This leads to the formulation of four require-
ments that seem particularly relevant for approaches to understand 
human– nature relationships and their significance for environmental 
change and conflicts. Section 3 then introduces the concept of SRN 
and its operationalization as an analytical framework. Two examples, 
from Chile and Germany, are used to illustrate how the framework 
can be applied and how the SRN analysis can highlight critical aspects 
of peoples’ relationships with nature that are often only considered 
rather marginally as part of the broader context. In Section 4, we 
discuss how SRN fares according to the four requirements derived in 
Section 2, in particular how an analysis using the framework reveals 
key factors underlying nature- related conflicts and multiple values.

2  |  CHALLENGES OF UNDERSTANDING 
HUMAN– NATURE REL ATIONSHIPS: 
LESSONS FROM THE E VOLUTION OF 
VALUATION APPROACHES

Much of the current debate on environmental valuation is linked 
to the ecosystem services concept. This concept was developed 
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originally on the basis of both a conservation perspective— including 
the idea that nature has a functional value in addition to its eco-
nomic, aesthetic and moral values (Ehrlich & Ehrlich, 1981, p. 6)— and 
a landscape planning perspective, which emphasizes the ‘functions 
of nature’ (De Groot, 1987). Early on in this process, economic argu-
ments were also put forward (Costanza et al., 1997), demonstrat-
ing that nature has a complex economic value beyond its provision 
of tradable goods. With the Millennium Ecosystem Assessment 
(MA, 2005), the concept of ecosystem services entered the politi-
cal arena as a tool for assessing the state and potential future of the 
earth's ecosystems. Since then, it has been used in various scientific 
and policy contexts. It can serve as a merely ‘didactic’ tool for demon-
strating the benefits of nature— qualitatively or quantitatively— or as 
a practical tool applied in assessments and planning, and in address-
ing environmental conflicts (Berghöfer et al., 2016; TEEB, 2010). The 
ecosystem service category of ‘cultural services’ subsumes a variety 
of less tangible aspects of humans’ relationships to nature, such as 
outdoor recreation, spiritual and inspirational qualities. Follow- up 
conceptualizations, notably relational values (Chan et al., 2016; 
Himes & Muraca, 2018), aim to better differentiate and charac-
terize these aspects. Monetary valuation of ecosystem services 
tended to be prominent, although meanwhile new methodologies 
are taking values other than monetary ones into account, for exam-
ple, health values and shared social values (e.g. Jacobs et al., 2016; 
Kenter et al., 2015; UK National Ecosystem Assessment, 2011). A 
broad range of ecosystem service valuation methods can be applied 
and tailored to the specific task, stakeholders and context (Chan 
& Satterfield, 2020; Harrison et al., 2018; Jacobs et al., 2018; Jax, 
Furman, et al., 2018).

In response to criticism of the ecosystem services concept as 
adopting an overly economic perspective on— and even commod-
ification of— nature (e.g. Gómez- Baggethun & Ruiz- Pérez, 2011; 
Keulartz, 2013), efforts have been undertaken to broaden the con-
ceptual scope for valuing nature. This involves moving away from a 
‘monistic’ valuation of nature, which tries to make all values com-
parable by expressing them in a single ‘currency’ (usually money), 
towards a more pluralistic view of value (Arias- Arévalo et al., 2018; 
Chan et al., 2016; Díaz et al., 2018; Jacobs et al., 2020; Kenter 
et al., 2015) that does better justice to and incorporates intangi-
ble, cultural and incommensurable values (Chan et al., 2012; Gould 
et al., 2014).

There is still considerable disagreement in the academic com-
munity over whether all the values attributed to nature by humans 
can (or even should) be conceptualized in an ecosystem services 
framework (e.g. Jax, Furman, et al., 2018; Kirchhoff, 2012, 2019; 
Norgaard, 2010), and similar doubts have also been addressed 
in the policy arena, particularly within the Intergovernmental 
Platform for Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services (IPBES). In the 
course of negotiating a common conceptual framework for IPBES 
(Borie & Hulme, 2015), some Latin American states in particular 
disagreed with the western notion of ecosystem services and re-
lated concepts, calling instead for the inclusion of a broader set 
of human relationships with nature by referring, for example, to 

‘gifts of nature’ instead of ‘ecosystem services’ (UNEP, 20141). To 
account for some of these values and relations (e.g. values that are 
not perceived as benefits but where the relationship as such mat-
ters), one of the concepts introduced was ‘relational values’ (Chan 
et al., 2016; Himes & Muraca, 2018; Muraca, 2011), which espe-
cially emphasises non- material and even other- regarding values 
(such as care: Jax, Calestani, et al., 2018). The ‘preliminary guide 
regarding diverse conceptualization of multiple values of nature 
and its benefits, including biodiversity and ecosystem functions 
and services’ (Pascual et al., 2017; UNEP, 2016) opened up the 
space for a more comprehensive understanding and articulation of 
nature’s importance to communities and societies along with op-
portunities to acknowledge and include nature’s relational and in-
trinsic values. Following this, experts involved in IPBES suggested 
replacing the term ecosystem services and even ‘nature’s benefits 
to people’ by the more inclusive one of ‘nature’s contributions to 
people’ (NCPs), which they defined as ‘[a]ll the positive contribu-
tions or benefits, and occasionally negative contributions, losses 
or detriments, that people obtain from nature’ (Díaz et al., 2018). 
It explicitly embraces concepts associated with other worldviews 
and knowledge systems linked to human– nature relations (e.g. 
‘nature’s gifts’ in many indigenous cultures) (Pascual et al., 2017, 
p. 15). There is, however, considerable disagreement over the ex-
tent to which NCPs add to the ecosystem services approach or 
improve practical conservation policies (Kadykalo et al., 2019; 
Kenter, 2018; Peterson et al., 2018). Other conceptualizations 
such as the ‘Life Framework of Values’ are now being proposed 
(O’Connor & Kenter, 2019), and are again subject to academic con-
troversy (Neuteleers et al., 2020).

The debate on how to conceptualize the values of nature reveals 
a number of challenges regarding the understanding of human– 
nature relationships. Rawluk et al. (2019) analyse how the notion 
of values has different meanings across disciplines and theoretical 
traditions, in terms of their level of abstractness (locatable, tangi-
ble vs. abstract principles) and context dependency (stable and 
generalisable vs. situationally flexible). Kenter et al. (2019) discuss 
how the many dimensions and lenses of different concepts of value 
raise challenges for those seeking to navigate within a given valu-
ation task. They also point to the significant role of power struc-
tures, social context and procedures for value articulation in shaping 
and activating value attributions. In this ongoing academic debate, 
there is broad discussion on how to practically integrate values and 
valuation methods into decision- making, policy interventions and 
efforts to tackle complex environmental problems on the journey to-
wards sustainability (Christie et al., 2019; Horcea- Milcu et al., 2019; 
Kronenberg & Andersson, 2019; Raymond & Raymond, 2019).

The discussions with regard to the valuation perspective for 
understanding human– nature relationships have become increas-
ingly reflexive and self- critical (also from some major proponents, 
e.g. Gould et al., 2020; Muradian & Gómez- Baggethun, 2021), 
strongly pointing at gaps and challenges associated with the dif-
ferent approaches described above (especially ecosystem services 
and NCPs). From our reading of the various challenges for valuation, 
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we identified the following requirements as particularly relevant 
for judging the suitability of approaches for empirically exploring 
human– nature relationships and their significance for environmental 
change and conflicts.

• Does the framework cover the relevant aspects that character-
ize a situation, and does it reveal the critical issues underlying a 
nature- related decision or conflict?

• Is it suitable for understanding differences and commonalities in 
people’s perspectives and positions?

• Is it comprehensive enough to uncover important issues in com-
plex situations without losing its empirical practicability?

• Is it capable of considering power relations?

We propose Societal Relationships with Nature (SRN) as a 
framework that can be helpful for understanding human– nature re-
lationships and controversies in specific situations, and to identify 
common ground. It specifies who relates to whom and to what, and 
can inform us about how these relationships are configured. SRN as 
a sociological concept (Görg, 2003) and its empirical operational-
ization (Berghöfer et al., 2010) have been developed independently 
of the valuation debate (see below). The framework proposed in 
this paper hence does not elicit values directly, but it can inform us 
where value attributions come from. The discussion Section 4 de-
scribes in detail how we believe the SRN framework fares with re-
spect to the above requirements. SRN may be used as a ‘standalone’ 
heuristics for analysing situations, or, in other cases, as complement-
ing valuation approaches. We explicitly discuss this complementary 
role since we also see this paper as a contribution to the debate on 
multiple values.

3  |  SOCIETAL REL ATIONSHIPS WITH 
NATURE A S A FR AME WORK FOR APPLIED 
ANALYSIS

3.1  |  Origins

The concept of Societal Relationships with Nature (SRN) (Becker & 
Jahn, 2005, 2006; Görg, 2003, 2004, 2010; Hummel et al., 2017) has 
been developed in environmental sociology. Its key premises are as 
follows: (a) ‘nature’ is not something given but is rather a result of the 
relations that exist among individuals, society and the physical world; 
(b) the making of nature is a political and historical process and (c) 
multiple relationships exist simultaneously. The concept treats na-
ture and society as differentiated social and natural realms that have 
no fixed boundaries and are comprised of elements that are selec-
tively and dynamically linked (Becker & Jahn, 2005). Constructivist 
concepts have evoked some criticism in the past, in that construc-
tivism appears to question the very existence of nature ‘apart from 
humanity's perceptions and beliefs about it’ (Soulé & Lease, 1995; 
see also Crist, 2004). However, understanding nature as socially 
constructed does not involve neglecting the material conditions of 

a physical world; the physical world has its own dynamic that may 
disrupt or destabilize the construction process. We use the abstract 
term ‘nature’ as a placeholder for what has to be specified in each 
context— a landscape, a specific ecosystem, the natural environment, 
green spaces in a city or a certain assemblage of species. By analys-
ing the terms used for ‘nature’ in 60 different languages, Coscieme 
et al. (2020) show that the meaning of ‘nature’ differs enormously 
between situations and cultures. Some cultures do not even use this 
abstract notion at all (see also Ducarme et al., 2020).

The SRN concept indicates that the ‘nature– culture’ or ‘nature– 
society’ dichotomy is only one possible interpretation of the human– 
environment nexus and may even constitute an obstacle to more 
detailed and differentiated perceptions of the diverse connections 
among organisms (human and non- human) and between organisms 
and their surroundings. We encourage readers to reflect on their 
own use of the term ‘nature’ and to scrutinize what exactly they 
mean by it. As we will demonstrate, the SRN framework presented 
here, through its complementary questions, aims to untangle what 
each societal group is referring to when they talk about ‘nature’ (if 
they do so at all) and which elements matter in a given situation. 
People perceive, relate to, inhabit, interact and give meaning to na-
ture in many different ways, both within and across cultures (see 
Zent, 2015). The way people interact with and live in nature shapes 
their perception and appreciation of it, and this in turn finds expres-
sion in norms, habits and customs. This applies not only to individ-
ual perspectives or ‘local or indigenous’ communities; for instance, 
a national environmental law is also the expression of a certain way 
of interacting with and attributing importance to nature. Therefore, 
divergent worldviews, languages and cultures— with the specific 
meanings they attach to nature— can be at odds with each other (ex-
pressed, e.g., in diverging perceptions, behaviours, societal norms 
and policies). What Becker and Jahn (2006) refer to as ‘practices of 
differentiation’ amounts in practical terms to a process of clarifying 
the specific differences in how people relate to the natural world 
and how it shapes their worldview. This may include, for instance, 
characterizing what exactly is meant by an ‘indigenous’ relation to 
nature.

Such a differentiated view also brings relevant power relations to 
the surface. It can detect which and whose relationships are recog-
nized as significantly different from each other (or significant at all) 
and which others are being neglected. Power relations play a role not 
only in decision- making processes, but also in the process of (often 
subtle) negotiations about meanings. Ideas are generally formulated, 
shared, negotiated and applied within a context of power struggles, 
that is, in a political context (Adams & Hutton, 2007; Escobar, 1998).

3.2  |  Key dimensions of Societal Relationships 
with Nature

For the empirical application of the SRN concept, we adapt and fur-
ther operationalize three dimensions2 for analysing human– nature 
relationships developed by Berghöfer et al. (2010): knowledgescape, 
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interactions and identity. These dimensions were originally derived 
by means of a grounded theory approach, in a study in southern Chile 
(see Box 2, below), to structure all the propositions put forward by 
the interviewees when asked about their relationship to nature in 
the context of the creation of the Cape Horn Biosphere Reserve.3

In the following, we explain each of the three dimensions and 
also point out the critical links between them. Table 1 presents an 
overview of the set of questions for empirical analysis based on the 
SRN framework. We emphasize that these dimensions are separated 
for analytical purposes but need to be considered as mutually inter-
related. We use two empirical cases to illustrate different practical 
applications of the framework: the return of the wolf to Germany 
(see case study 1) and the declaration of a Biosphere Reserve in 
Navarino, southern Chile (see case study 2). In the first case, the 
SRN framework guided a systematic literature review; in the second 
case, it informed qualitative social research.

The guidance for the analysis via the SRN framework is meant as 
a heuristic that can be adapted to a specific context. As presented 
here, it is suitable mainly for application by researchers who aim to 
inform decision- making and conflict resolution in practical contexts, 

rather than as a tool for practitioners. Upon asking the questions 
summarized in Table 1 researchers can pinpoint the basis of conflict 
by searching for differences among groups of people in knowledge 
about the natural environment, identity (how people define them-
selves in relation to nature) and interactions (use of and dependency 
on nature). Within these domains, researchers can then zoom in 
to diagnose more carefully how these differences are constituted. 
Adapting the framework also entails deciding in each specific set-
ting, which questions will have to be answered and in what level of 
detail.

3.2.1  |  Knowledgescape

Berghöfer et al. (2010) define the knowledgescape of a person or a 
group of people as the lenses through which people perceive and 
understand their natural environment. We use the term knowledg-
escape (composed by knowledge and scape) to emphasize our un-
derstanding of knowledge as constituted similar to a landscape: 
different elements and their links, functions and connections, 
which differ depending on the position and perspective of the be-
holder. It contains ‘elements of knowledge’, that is, what is known. 
Moreover, it includes ‘knowledge transfer and background’, which 
refers to how knowledge is ordered, how the process of knowledge 
acquisition takes place and where knowledge originates. Knowledge 
transfer can be described in spatial terms, from local to global chan-
nels, and typologically, from practical, experimental knowledge to 
mediated, cognitive knowledge. The notion thus recognizes not only 
that knowledge encompasses facts and information but also that it 
has a particular history and function (see also Stephenson, 2008 for 
a related approach in a valuation context4). This helps in overcom-
ing typical conceptual dichotomies such as traditional versus mod-
ern, indigenous versus scientific and local versus global knowledge 
(Agrawal, 1995; Brosius, 2006; Görg, 2003; Pedynowski, 2003). To 
get most out of the SRN framework, it is advisable to refrain from 
pre- defined categories and to start with an open mind for approach-
ing and understanding differences and similarities in knowledges-
capes. Analysing the different knowledgescapes offers insights into 
how nature is conceptualized by different groups of people. It also 
involves assessing how these differences play out in institutions and 
corresponding power relations, pointing towards the level of discur-
sive power of different groups (see lower part of left- hand column 
in Table 1).

An important aspect of knowledgescapes is the consideration 
of baselines or reference points. In every decision- making context, 
specific baselines are established, often representing current condi-
tions, but sometimes historical conditions. The benchmarks may sig-
nificantly differ between groups. For example, in the debate about 
the wolf returning to Germany (supplementary Table), hunters typ-
ically refer to the current situation (‘hunters replace the function of 
missing predators and play an important role in wildlife regulation’; 
‘wolves do not fit into the German cultural landscape anymore’). 
Conservationists tend to refer to the past as a desirable state, which 

Case study 1: The wolf in Germany

Context: The grey wolf Canis lupus was once a common 
part of German and central European fauna. Growing 
conflicts with agriculture and hunting eventually led to its 
complete extermination in the early 20th century. During 
the last few decades, grey wolves have gradually returned 
to Germany from eastern European regions. Since 2000, 
the wolf population is growing by an average of 28% per 
year, expanding mainly into north- western regions thanks 
to its legal protection as an endangered species (Reinhardt 
et al., 2021). This has led to heated public debate on how to 
deal with the wolf as a large predatory species in a densely 
settled country (Arbieu et al., 2019).
Method: We applied a literature- based approach to ana-
lysing the divergent views of stakeholder groups (hunters, 
shepherds, livestock farmers, crop farmers, nature con-
servationists and the public) in line with the SRN frame-
work. First, we searched for scientific articles dealing with 
wolves in Germany based on keywords and snowballing. 
To achieve a balanced representation of different stake-
holder groups, we added recent (2018/19) articles from 
newspapers (based on a database in Otterspeer, 2018), 
the Internet and position papers. Quotes from relevant 
passages were sorted by actor groups and synthesized in 
a table according to the three SRN dimensions and the in-
stitutional aspect (supplementary Table; data sources are 
listed at the end of our reference section). From this table, 
we derived critical differences as well as overlaps in the 
perceptions and positions of different stakeholder groups.
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they hope to re- establish in the future (‘the wolf is a natural ele-
ment of European terrestrial ecosystems and returns to its ecolog-
ical role’; ‘the conservation status of the wolf is still unfavourable’). 
Particularly for long- term processes that involve slow changes, the 
choice of baseline may mask significant losses. Turner et al. (2008) 
state that the choice of current conditions as a reference point may 
‘represent a profound injustice’, as many communities have wit-
nessed generations of losses.

Furthermore, knowledgescape analysis needs to consider the dis-
tinction between concrete experience- based knowledge (e.g. having 
to deal with sheep that have been killed) versus abstract principles, 
concepts and systemic thinking (e.g. long- term nature conservation 
goals). For example, hunters and shepherds often argue from their 
personal and geographically specific (local) point of view whereas 
nature conservationists argue from a systems perspective, regard-
ing it as a great success that a major predator has returned after a 
centuries- long absence. This matters to them even if no actual in-
teraction occurs and the specific place or time are not of particular 
relevance.

Another aspect is language as part of the ‘lenses’ through 
which the surrounding world is structured (Coscieme et al., 2020; 
Ducarme et al., 2020; see also Pröpper & Haupts, 2014; 
Stephenson, 2008 for discussions within a valuation context). 
Human perceptions and understandings of nature, biological di-
versity and the natural world are embedded in language. The term 
‘nature’ itself is an example of such a lens that implicitly draws 
lines and sets boundaries, which to some (indigenous) people does 
not even exist (Zent, 2015). By talking about nature in a certain 
way, people distinguish certain elements (e.g. natural ones) from 

others (non- natural or less natural ones) that may be labelled cul-
ture, society, humans (or ‘modern’ humans) or technology. This, 
in turn, influences the ways people live in and with the natural 
world and how they seek to shape it (see below, ‘interactions’). To 
make this point clearer, consider the example of the indigenous 
Amazonian Waorani word ömö, which defines forests as ‘worlds 
inhabited by countless sentient beings who share with humans the 
same home, dispositions, values, and culture. The human- forest 
kinship implied in the word ömö stimulates the performance of 
rituals and is currently encouraging them, for example, to oppose 
oil extraction in the Amazonian forests’ (Rozzi & Poole, 2011, p. 
58). In contrast to this, as Rozzi and Poole argue, the English term 
woodland or, even more pointedly, timberland implies that forest 
ecosystems are on ‘land containing the resource timber’. Wood or 
timber refer to an interpretation of trees as a resource, for either 
fuel or building materials. These contrasting definitions of forests 
illustrate how concepts embedded in language influence both the 
practices by which humans transform the environment and the 
ways in which humans perceive other species and their environ-
ment. The SRN framework leaves it up to the people involved to 
frame their concern in appropriate terms, which can help reduce 
misunderstandings.

In the Cape Horn Biosphere Reserve (Berghöfer et al., 2010), the 
knowledgescape of individuals from the same social group differed 
substantially between two generations. The founding of a school 
with mandatory attendance in Puerto Williams in the 1970s sub-
stantially changed the knowledgescape of the local residents, both 
Yaghan and other settlers. If a family lived and worked outside 
Puerto Williams, the child had to stay at the boarding school and 

TA B L E  1  Overview of guiding questions for analysing SRN

Knowledgescape
= The lenses through which people perceive 
nature 

Interactions
= Where and how the natural environment 
plays a role in daily life  
  
 

Identity
= How (contact to) nature shapes and relates 
to people’s identity  
  
 

What are the critical differences among groups of people in with respect to the three dimensions?
1. What is known: What do different groups 

of people think and know about the natural 
environment in question? Which issues are 
focused on? What is neglected?

2. How it is known: What are people’s modes 
of knowledge acquisition, the sources of 
information where they draw knowledge 
from, and the (cultural) background which 
forms and embeds knowledge?

3. What are the critical lines of reference in 
terms of geographical scale, time scale, 
social scale?

1. What are people’s interactions with nature 
in terms of direct material interactions, 
indirect material interactions, and non- 
material interactions?

2. Which interactions are perceived as 
‘normal’ or taken for granted?

3. To what extent do people rely and depend 
on their interactions with the natural 
environment in question?

1. Where and how are different groups 
of people related to nature in terms of 
belonging, sense of place, and emotional 
attachment?

2. How do different groups of people express 
their identity and their own role in relation 
to nature?

How do these differences play out in institutions and corresponding power relations?
What are the (formal/informal) institutions 

that regulate knowledge transfer?
What are the (formal/informal) institutions 

that regulate material interactions?
How is nature represented in culture and 

institutions?

Whose knowledge counts?
Whose ‘language’ is used?

Whose interactions are favoured or hindered 
by these institutions?

Whose ‘nature’ dominates the public debates?
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could only visit home during school holidays. For this reason, many 
nomadic families decided to settle in Puerto Williams in order to be 
near their children. Nomadic life required very different modes of 
learning about the natural surroundings: personal experience and 
exchange with other family members were their most important fea-
tures. This regular interaction generated an intimate knowledge of 
species among the people concerned. Despite the influence of the 
national school system, personal experience with plant and animal 
species in the region remains the most important form of knowledge 

transfer, whereas standardized school curricula ignore regional land-
scapes and species.

3.2.2  |  Interactions

The interactions dimension refers to the various activities in which 
people engage with nature. These interactions are, of course, related 
to people’s understanding and appreciation of the natural environ-
ment. The middle column in Table 1 contains the questions that can 
guide our understanding of the differences in interactions between 
societal groups.

Interactions with nature can be characterised in terms of how 
direct they are as well as material and non- material. ‘Material in-
teractions’ refer to activities that involve direct, material and often 
consumption- oriented contact with the natural environment, such 
as horticulture or agriculture, livestock farming, fishery, forestry, 
hunting, use for medicine and handicrafts. The analysis should not 
only focus on the economic aspects of these activities. It is also 
about how these activities take place: what is the culture of agri-
culture, the culture of dwelling, the culture of working, the culture 
of health care? People’s material interactions with the physical en-
vironment can also take place over distances, and are associated in 
indirect ways with the globalized market, for example, buying Irish 
butter in the south of Chile. Such ‘indirect interactions’, and their 
impacts on nature as well as environmental conflicts elsewhere, 
often go unnoticed.

‘Non- material or sensory interactions’ include activities with-
out— or with only a minor— material impact, such as observation, 
contemplation, religious activities, art and inspiration, leisure 
activities, walking, hiking, taking pictures, and many forms of 
scientific fieldwork. These interactions can also take place in 
conjunction with material interactions. Here again, it is import-
ant to look at how these activities take place. What is the culture 
of recreational activities, the culture of appreciation for nature? 
What is the relation between spirituality or religion and nature? 
For many cultures, modes of knowledge transfer are closely re-
lated to practices of observation, demonstration and participation 
(Maffi, 2001), which again highlights the link between the dimen-
sions of knowledgescape and interaction.5 In the same way, spir-
itual relations and interactions with nature also link to the third 
dimension of SRNs, that is, identity (see below). The extent to 
which people depend upon their natural environment is important 
for notions of equity and vulnerability: the more a group of people 
depends on their interaction with nature in a specific geographi-
cal place, the more likely their knowledgescapes and identities (see 
below) will also rely on it and the more difficult it will be to find 
an alternative to such interaction. In the worst case, restricted 
interaction can lead to a loss of knowledge, identity, culture and 
language— as demonstrated by the fate of many indigenous com-
munities around the world (Rozzi, 2018).

Conflicts often arise when the interactions of some groups 
of people are— or at least seem to be— incompatible with those of 

Case study 2: The Cape Horn Biosphere Reserve 
in Southern Chile

Context: The UNESCO Cape Horn Biosphere Reserve 
was established in 2005 in the Cape Horn region of 
southern Chile. It is one of the largest of such reserves 
in Latin America, comprising almost 5 million ha of land 
and seascape (Rozzi et al., 2006). The human population 
of around 2,300 inhabitants consists of (a) the indigenous 
Yaghan community, (b) permanent residents, some with 
European roots; (c) rotating Navy personnel with their 
families and (d) public service employees, often tempo-
rary residents who work for public authorities and of 
whom most live in the remote town of Puerto Williams 
on Navarino Island. The Biosphere Reserve concept 
promotes open and participatory processes that include 
local communities and non- governmental organizations 
in land use and conservation planning and management; 
it explicitly protects ecosystems maintained under long- 
established land use, in addition to wilderness areas 
(UNESCO, 2008). Berghöfer et al. (2010) conducted a 
socioecological study on the area to support the applica-
tion of turning it into the Cape Horn Biosphere Reserve 
to better understand the varied relationships with nature 
that exist there and to provide information for the zoning 
and management tasks of the Biosphere Reserve.
Methods: A qualitative approach was used to analyse 
Societal Relationships with Nature in the biosphere re-
serve. The research methods included extended partici-
pant observation, qualitative semi- structured interviews 
and focus groups. Between August 2003 and August 
2006, 68 interviews and four focus group discussions 
were conducted with the inhabitants of Puerto Williams, 
who belonged to different sociocultural groups. The 
analysis of different groups’ different relationships with 
nature called into question the grouping of stakeholders 
according to conventional socioeconomic categories. For 
the Yaghan community in particular, it became clear that 
there was not a single and homogeneous ‘local indigenous 
community’ and that the boundaries or similarities with 
other local inhabitants shifted depending on the issues 
at stakes.
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others. In the case of wolves in Germany, hunters regard wolves to 
not fit into the cultural landscape and find that their population is 
large enough for not being an endangered species. Nature conser-
vationists regard the wolf population to be too small for ensuring 
their long- term genetic stability, and argue that they adapt to the 
cultural landscape. And yet, the SRN analysis also revealed points of 
agreement among hunters and nature conservationists, for instance 
that shepherds perform an important task in maintaining an open 
landscape of high cultural and conservation value while being nega-
tively affected by wolf depredation (see supplementary Table). Once 
identified, such agreement and common ground among the actors 
can serve as a starting point for building trust and jointly develop 
strategies, in this case identifying protection measures for sheep and 
jointly taking action that allow shepherds to continue herding sheep 
despite the presence of wolves.

The issue of which interactions are ‘allowed’ is regulated by 
both formal and informal institutions, for example, property rights. 
Institutions often favour some interactions over others. In many 
cases, there are also competing institutions (e.g. traditional and for-
mal ones), and new institutions are sometimes created for certain 
interactions, for example, policies on reducing emissions from de-
forestation and degradation (REDD+) for enhancing carbon capture 
through forests. The lower part of the SRN framework (middle col-
umn in Table 1) proposes guiding questions for looking at the role of 
institutions and power relations with regard to interactions: What are 
the (formal/informal) institutions that regulate material interactions? 
Which institutions dominate the interactions?

3.2.3  |  Identity

The dimension of identity in the SRN framework refers to people’s 
self- definition in relation to nature, that is, the extent to which a per-
son or a social group incorporates (or excludes) aspects of the natural 
environment into their definition of self (Clayton & Opotow, 2003; 
Greider & Garkovich, 1994). Identity has become an important 
subject in the context of the recent debate on ‘relational values’ 
(Chan et al., 2016; De Vos et al., 2018; see also Fish et al., 2016). 
Beyond and before that, environmental, or place- related, identity 
factors have been studied by a range of disciplines, such as cultural 
geography, anthropology, environmental psychology, sociology 
and also environmental ethics (Clayton & Opotow, 2003; Devine- 
Wright & Clayton, 2010) that have made use of various terms, in-
cluding ‘relatedness’ in the sense of emotional attachment (Greider 
& Garkovich, 1994; Ingold, 2000; Low & Lawrence- Zúñiga, 2003), 
‘sense of place’ (Grenni et al., 2020; Kaltenborn, 1998; Williams & 
Stewart, 1998) or ‘place attachment’ (Manzo & Devine- Wright, 2013), 
and ‘ecological identity’ or ‘environmental identity’ (Clayton & 
Opotow, 2003). They describe different facets of the ‘self’ that are 
constituted through environmental attributes. The most evident 
place- related facet of a (collective) identity is a ‘sense of home’. This 
is characterized not only by cultural attributes (language, routines, 
etc.), but also by environmental attributes such as scenery, climate, 

vegetation, bird life and so forth. Table 1 (right column) presents the 
guiding questions that can be asked to assess critical differences in 
peoples’ identity related to nature.

This involves looking at identity factors related to belonging, 
sense of place and emotional attachment as well as at how the differ-
ent groups of people express their relation to nature. For the latter, 
it is important to understand how groups perceive the relationship 
of humans in nature: as inseparable part of nature, as stewards of, 
as restraining and bringing nature under control; what is seen as an-
tagonistic, what is seen as central to humans and how groups define 
their specific role in nature.

Identity is shaped by people’s interactions with nature and their 
ways of thinking about it. In the case of the wolf in Germany, for in-
stance, hunters often perceive themselves as people who— through 
their hunting activities— are entrusted with ensuring that an ‘ecolog-
ical balance’ is maintained; they see themselves thus as custodians 
of forest ecosystems (see supplementary Table). The wolf competes 
with hunters not only for prey but also for this part of their identity 
as regulators of forest ecosystems. This may be an additional factor 
that contributes to the conflicts arising from the return of the wolf 
to Germany. Institutional setups can also challenge identity of ac-
tors, that is, European and German nature protection laws formally 
protecting the wolf. In doing so, the institutional context reflected 
the state of nature desired by conservationists and challenges the 
custodian part of the hunters’ identity (see lower part of column 3 
in Table 1: How is nature represented in culture and institutions? 
Whose ‘nature’ dominates the public debates?). A change in the for-
mal legal situation (e.g. granting permits for hunting wolves) can in-
fluence the roles and self- perception of different groups.

Identity is also rooted in (individual and collective) memories, has 
historical links and is shaped by individual and societal narratives (Klain 
et al., 2014; Ricoeur, 1992). A person’s identity in relation to nature in-
volves the construction of mental and emotional boundaries: to whom 
and what do I feel connected and whom or what do I exclude? Identity 
issues become relevant if these boundaries are contested. Consider 
the largely critical attitudes of German farmers towards the idea of 
peatland rewetting for the purpose of climate change mitigation: For 
centuries, farmers have seen themselves as ‘mastering’ peatlands by 
draining them for agricultural use, a self- conception as ‘restraining 
and converting nature’. This collective memory has largely lost its le-
gitimacy, as peatland rewetting has become a prominent strategy for 
reducing greenhouse gas emissions. Yet, historical memories and ex-
periences still shape peoples’ local identity because of the enormous 
‘civilizing efforts’ associated with past peatland drainage.

In processes of negotiating the value, meaning or importance of a 
certain species or landscape (feature) identity issues typically play a role 
(Klain et al., 2014; Stephenson, 2008). Examining these identity issues 
is therefore useful for understanding value attributions. However, this 
is no easy task. Examining identity— which comprises largely implicit 
patterns of behaviour and thinking (e.g. Clayton & Opotow, 2003; 
Devine- Wright & Clayton, 2010)— requires that an often unquestioned 
‘normality’ itself become the focus of analysis. There has been a long his-
tory of problematic conceptualizations in this arena (O’Gorman, 2014). 
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Environmental identity issues (such as ‘belonging’) are not a simple ques-
tion of ecology or culture but rather a matter of ‘contested biocultural 
meanings’ (O’Gorman, 2014, p. 285). This becomes obvious in reductive 
categories such as ‘native’, ‘indigenous’ or ‘traditional’, where boundary 
making based on simplified ideas can be problematic. Instead, specific 
analyses and their resulting differentiations may be able to reveal which 
environmental attributes count in identities.6

3.2.4  |  Whose nature counts?— How different 
relationships with nature influence societal decision- 
making

We use the example of the Cape Horn region to illustrate how the 
SRN analysis can uncover different relationships with several ‘na-
tures’ coexisting in a region, which may underlie nature- related 
conflicts. The example shows that there is no single ‘local relation-
ship with nature’ that reflects a ‘local world view’ or ‘cosmology’ 
(Berghöfer et al., 2010). Furthermore, the political influence of these 
different relationships within the wider societal discourse can vary 
considerably. In the public debates held about establishing the bio-
sphere reserve, two opposing knowledgescapes represented ‘nature’. 
The dominant discourse, which was labelled ‘nature that provides’, 
focused on the extractive, in some cases industrialized use of specific 
marine resources (such as King crab, Lithodes santolla) as the main 
development option for the region. This was challenged by the voices 
representing ‘global and endangered nature’, which focused on na-
ture as a complex ecosystem which includes humans and is perceived 
as passive but also as fragile and endangered and in need of strong 
conservation measures. From this perspective, the region was per-
ceived as ‘one of the last wilderness and pristine areas’ that had to 
be preserved. A focus on international high- quality (eco- )tourism was 
suggested as a development option that would allow for economic 
growth while still conserving pristine areas. A third type of nature, 
represented in local political debates but not referred to in regional 
or national debates, might be labelled ‘the beloved land’. Here, the 
focus is on cultivating the land as a means to secure national sover-
eignty. In this case, knowledgescape and identity were closely linked 
to local material interactions. In the context of the impending war 
with Argentina in the 1980s, the Chilean Navy had been controlling 
access to the region until the end of the Pinochet era. Cultivating for-
merly ‘non- used’ land meant building a solid Chilean nation, thereby 
defending the region against possible Argentinian influence. Local 
inhabitants adhering to this view strongly emphasized their identity 
as settlers, referring to their interactions of ‘hacer soberanía’, that 
is, defending Chilean national sovereignty against Argentina. The 
more recent modes of farmers’ interactions with nature still generally 
serve the goal of subsistence and of ‘being a settler’. Any surplus is 
exchanged among neighbours or sold to the local supermarket.

While those who represented the ‘global and endangered nature’ 
perspective often referred to the local indigenous people’s relation-
ships with nature, the members of the indigenous community did 
not constitute a single ‘indigenous relationship with nature’. Some 

of the inhabitants who are officially called ‘members of the Yaghan 
Community’ had an ‘on- site and direct relationship with nature’, the 
natural environment being the space in which they live their every-
day lives, and there are strong dependencies on local resources, with 
daily, locally embedded material and immaterial interactions with na-
ture, be these marine or land- based activities. Other inhabitants of 
the Yaghan Community, however— especially of the younger genera-
tion— no longer depended on local material interactions with nature, 
and in some cases their land- based interactions resembled those of 
the European settlers.

Yaghan culture, community and identity have thus been eroded 
over time: with the arrival of European settlers, their interactions 
were increasingly limited, language and culture were forbidden 
under Pinochet dictatorship, traditional knowledgescapes based on 
direct interactions are questioned by formalized knowledge through 
compulsory schooling. Resulting struggles within the community 
on the question of who represents the needs and concerns of the 
Yaghan Community lead to a weak position in local and regional 
decision- making processes.

The Navarino Case illustrates how the SRN dimensions relate to 
and co- produce each other. Losses in one dimension (e.g. a reduc-
tion in interactions) may have severe consequences for the other 
dimensions (e.g. changing identity). It is therefore important to con-
duct the enquiry and interpretation of findings with an openness for 
such possible connectedness across SRN dimensions. Rather than 
presenting aggregated results, the SRN framework helps to unravel 
complex dependences and how these are connected to power re-
lations and inequalities. The strength of the framework thus lies in 
creating a differentiated understanding of problems and conflicts 
arising from competing expectations towards different natures. 
The power imbalances involved cannot be overcome by the often 
demanded ‘stakeholder inclusion’ and self- reflective scientists and 
practitioners alone. In fact, even the most inclusive scientific ap-
proach will be unable to overcome the power imbalances embedded 
in the current institutions. These institutions determine, for exam-
ple, which interactions are allowed or forbidden, what knowledge 
is considered valid, which elements of nature are to be valued. All 
of these factors predefine what a respondent can legitimately an-
swer to a question concerning value attribution to nature. Explicitly 
looking at how different groups interact with different elements of 
nature, how they draw on different types of knowledge and how 
interacting with nature matters to their identity (first part of Table 1) 
allows researchers to understand the usually multifaceted differ-
ences from which conflicts arise. The questions in the lower part of 
Table 1 help to obtain a better understanding of power structures 
regarding relationships with nature and how they influence socie-
tal decision- making. This understanding is needed to identify entry 
points for negotiating solutions.

We would like to reiterate that the framework is intended as heu-
ristic that can— and sometimes has to be— adapted to specific con-
texts. This does not mean that an entire dimension can be left out, 
but rather to screen all points to then decide where to go in- depth. 
Responses indicate what matters most to people and/or explains 
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their specific situation. Also, as shown in our two case studies, dif-
ferent methods (e.g. interviews vs. literature analysis, or a combina-
tion of both) may be used for applying the framework.

4  |  DISCUSSION: THE SRN FR AME WORK 
AND ITS SUITABILIT Y FOR SUPPORTING 
NATURE- REL ATED DECISIONS

Scientific inquiry as well as practice- oriented efforts to support 
nature- related decisions and conflict resolution require analytical 
tools that can deal adequately with people’s multiple worldviews, in-
teractions and cultural meanings of nature. In Section 2, we derived 
four requirements for assessing the suitability of concepts and tools 
that aim to explore human– nature relationships and their significance 
for environmental change and conflicts. We discuss here how we think 
the SRN framework fares with respect to these requirements. We also 
highlight how the framework can complement valuation and give in-
sights into how multiple value attributions come about.

4.1  |  Does the SRN framework uncover the critical 
issues underlying a nature- related decision or conflict 
situation?

The three dimensions of knowledgescape, interaction and identity 
provide the basis for considering a broad range of relevant issues 
to capture and structure the complexity of human– nature relation-
ships. Within these dimensions, the SRN framework approaches the 
situation from an open standpoint without predetermined catego-
ries. We are aware that no absolute ‘objectivity’ or a completely un-
biased approach is possible, yet the SRN framework encourages to 
put aside pre- conceived perspectives and dominant metaphors of 
nature to allow for under- represented and unconventional views to 
be expressed. The broad sets of questions within the three dimen-
sions invite the use of narratives, stories and visual elements to iden-
tify important factors. This can reveal a diversity of perspectives, 
different worldviews, and multiple values and should allow to un-
cover critical issues and differences that underlie conflict situations. 
Valuation approaches usually offer respondents a relatively strong 
predetermined framing (e.g. within contingent valuation scenarios), 
even though there is increasing awareness of the perspective that 
are implicit in specific valuation efforts (Jacobs et al., 2020). While 
this serves to elicit interpretable and comparable data, for example, 
as input for cost– benefit analysis, it may limit the breadth of issues 
and discrepancies that can be identified (Raymond et al., 2019).

A second aspect is that the SRN analysis can make aspects of space 
and time explicit, including historical developments. Identities, patterns 
of interactions and knowledge may all have formed over a long time 
(such as hunters regarding the wolf as their enemy). The SRN framework 
acknowledges the role of historical conflicts, injustices and losses, and 
invites researchers to look into the historical roots of current situations 
(see above). First, an open framing of questions allows respondents to 

mention what matters to them and where they perceive the issues to 
arise from. Second, by tracing which positions are favoured or hindered 
by current institutions helps to understand where injustices might be 
perpetuated. Uncovering them ideally contributes to addressing or at 
least acknowledging them. While valuation approaches often include 
predictions about values that would accrue in the future, few look at 
value attributions in the past and how the current ones came about (for 
a notable effort in this direction, see Stephenson, 2008). The past evo-
lution and underlying reasons may however matter when it comes to 
conflict resolution. For instance, the reasons why hunters attribute a 
low value to the presence of wolves can lie primarily in a historically 
evolved relationship rather than in current economic losses linked to 
a lower wild game population. While economic losses can be offset by 
monetary measures, identity- related animosity cannot usually be over-
come by monetary compensation. Acknowledging identity, for exam-
ple, in the justification for compensation payments, might increase their 
effectiveness in resolving the conflict.

As an important element of ‘critical issues’, SRN analysis helps in 
identifying which uses of nature and natural resources are socially and 
culturally compatible or incompatible with one another. Certain sets 
of interactions with nature are clearly incompatible with one another: 
flooding an area by building a dam for irrigation or electricity gener-
ation disrupts most if not all the previous interactions with nature in 
the area. Regulatory decisions can affect interactions with nature by 
introducing new rules or interfering with how current interactions are 
carried out. Prohibiting all human material interactions with nature in 
protected areas has widely been considered the best option to con-
serve ‘nature’. Many examples, including experiences from UNESCO 
Biosphere Reserves show, however, that through careful manage-
ment a considerable number of material interactions are compatible 
with conservation goals. Even more, certain states of nature require 
specific ongoing interaction with humans. This holds, for example, for 
many cultural landscapes (in Europe and elsewhere; see von Droste 
et al., 1995) as well as for apparently ‘wild’ areas, which in fact have 
been managed by indigenous people for centuries, if not millennia (e.g. 
with controlled fires, as in Australia or the Americas). A detailed under-
standing of how different groups interact with nature and what mat-
ters to them is an excellent basis for establishing adequate safeguards 
and policy interventions, such as sustainable quotas, permissions or 
restrictions at certain times or in certain areas. Thus, SNR analysis is a 
good foundation for identifying rules that make different interactions 
compatible with each other by respecting the most important features 
of other users and uses. This characteristic underlines the potential of 
SRN to reveal which use regulations could be ecologically effective and 
socioculturally feasible to resolve, mitigate or avoid conflicts.

4.2  |  Is the SRN framework suitable for 
understanding differences and commonalities in 
people’s perspectives and positions?

Directly following the discussion in Section 4.1, it is a central am-
bition of the SRN analysis to reveal discrepancies across groups of 
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stakeholders. Notably, the SRN framework allows for a grouping 
of actors that is relevant to the issue at stake, which can transcend 
typical dichotomies such as local/traditional knowledge versus sci-
entific knowledge, use versus conservation or modern versus tradi-
tional worldviews. By specifying various facets included in the three 
dimensions knowledgescape, interactions and identity, the SRN 
framework can uncover implicit perspectives, worldviews, and po-
sitions that underlie people’s thinking and acting, including uncon-
ventional and minority views. In doing so, it can contribute towards 
the development of a thorough understanding of differences and 
similarities between (groups of) actors.

In the Chilean example, the analysis showed that, among the 
settlers, it mattered whether they were from an Andean region or 
whether they were European immigrants, for instance with respect 
to their historical worldviews on how to cultivate the land. It also 
became clear that some immigrants (though not all) drew parallels 
between their own immigrant background and the (exotic) beaver7 
as an ‘immigrant species’, which led to a different attitude towards 
beaver protection versus eradication (see also Schüttler et al., 2011).

For discussions about which actions or policies are compati-
ble— or incompatible— with people’s priorities, it is helpful to search 
for differences in SRN between and within groups, rather than fol-
lowing predetermined stakeholder categories. Specifying and pin-
pointing these differences and (possible) common ground helps to 
untangle and overcome deadlocked polarities. This also makes it 
much easier to highlight the danger of ‘invisible losses’ (e.g. loss of 
self- determination or influence, loss of order in the world, knowl-
edge losses and cultural losses, Turner et al., 2008) in environmental 
decision- making.

While valuation approaches can reveal discrepancies between 
actors’ value attributions, they usually do not explain how these dis-
crepancies come about. A complementary SRN analysis may thus 
also help to describe important factors underlying the values as well 
as (potential) conflicts, such as diverging worldviews, identities, be-
liefs or paradigms. These factors are frequently mentioned in the de-
bate on multiple values (Pascual et al., 2017; Raymond et al., 2019), 
yet difficult to incorporate in valuation applications. In that sense, 
an SRN analysis can help reassess and restructure valuation results 
according to more specific actor groups and provide insights for a 
thorough interpretation of valuation results.

4.3  |  Is the SRN framework comprehensive enough 
to uncover important issues in complex situations 
without losing its empirical practicability?

The dimensions of knowledgescape, interactions and identity serve 
as a prompt for identifying the important elements of the complexity 
of the system, in an interactive process of empirical research based 
on dialogue and exchange.

Having a range of guiding questions allows some flexibility and 
different entry points and avenues for enquiry. Not all questions 
need to be analysed in depth in each situation, they rather help to 

screen the situation and to reveal which aspects are underlying con-
flicts and where further detail is warranted. With respect to its ap-
plicability in practice, we acknowledge that the questions in Table 1 
offer only broad guidance. Adequate application in practice certainly 
requires some experience and skills to select and adapt the analysis 
to a specific context. Rather than a tool that can directly be applied 
by practitioners, the SRN framework may therefore be more suitable 
for academics who can potentially support practitioners with their 
applied research on environmental conflicts.

As we demonstrate with the examples of Cape Horn in Chile and 
the return of the wolf in Germany, the SRN framework can be ap-
plied to assess relationships with nature at different levels of com-
plexity and by relying on different empirical assessment methods. 
Ideally, the empirical data used would reflect as closely as possible the 
self- reported expressions and views of the people interviewed, for 
instance by conducting qualitative interviews or focus groups based 
on the guiding questions (Table 1) and analysing them, as, for example, 
in the Chilean case. Alternatively, one could search the available liter-
ature (scientific articles, newspaper articles, etc.) and other materials 
for statements that allow the analyst to uncover the dimensions, as 
we did in the wolf example (see supplementary Table).

Further efforts, such as guidance material or case study applica-
tions, may serve to better enable practitioners to apply the frame-
work, especially in view of limited resources and research capacity.

4.4  |  Is the SRN framework capable of considering 
power relations?

Societal power structures inherently shape human– nature rela-
tionships. Power relations are relevant not only in decision- making 
situations, but also and especially in how public debate is shaped by dis-
cursive framing (whose knowledge counts? whose language is used?). 
Questions regarding institutions and power relations are therefore 
included as an integral element in all three SRN dimensions. The guid-
ing questions help to reveal which institutions (formal and informal) 
dominate the knowledgescape of different actors, regulate their in-
teractions with nature and reflect or question identities. While making 
this explicit does not per se counterbalance existing inequalities, it can 
make everyone involved aware of power imbalances. Recent contribu-
tions in the multiple values debate have highlighted the importance of 
power relations and propose a deliberative form of valuation and com-
munication with the public and decision- makers (Jacobs et al., 2020; 
Pascual et al., 2017). Nonetheless, analyses based on participatory ap-
proaches also entail difficulties with regard to incorporating a focus on 
power relations (Cooke & Kothari, 2001; Raymond et al., 2019). They 
struggle with power inequalities between participating stakeholders 
and with the influence of power in discursive framing. Moreover, even 
if power inequalities could be balanced out in the context of conduct-
ing the empirical analysis, they likely persist in the decision- making 
contexts. We consider it a strength of the SRN framework that it ex-
plicitly addresses and helps to uncover the power implications within 
all three dimensions analysed.
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5  |  CONCLUSION

Nature- related decision- making and conflicts are multi- faceted. The 
SRN framework presents a heuristic to capture this multiplicity and 
to shed light on underlying causes of differences or conflicts around 
environmental values, decisions on, and uses of nature. At the same 
time, the framework helps to identify solutions, as its broad framing— 
considering how people know about nature, how they interact with 
nature and how nature influences their identity— allows the actors 
involved to voice what matters to them. As in any approach, the 
opportunity to voice concerns is limited or at least conditioned by 
the current institutional setup and the underlying power relations, 
which strongly influence and thereby favour certain interactions. By 
explicitly looking at how power inequalities manifest themselves in 
rules and institutions, and by inviting a historical perspective, SRN 
also analyses the context and mechanisms forming human– nature 
relationships. Therefore, it can help identify those issues which con-
flicting parties should specifically focus on to find solutions. Such an 
understanding also facilitates identifying the most promising policy 
responses and/or the need for more fundamental changes in the in-
stitutional setting.
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 1 This relates, for example, to the Andean worldview of ‘Pacha mama’ 

(Mother Earth), brought into the IPBES process by Bolivia and Ecuador, 
which led to setting terms relating to different worldviews side by side 
in the IPBES conceptual framework (indicated by different colours 
in UNEP, 2014, Figure 1) without negating their differences; see also 
Borie and Hulme (2015).

 2 Please note that in the earlier paper (Berghöfer et al., 2010), we re-
ferred to these ‘dimensions’ as ‘categories’.

 3 The general research questions of the study were as follows: How 
do people perceive, value and live with nature and biodiversity in the 
Cape Horn region? Can people’s relationships with nature be spec-
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