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Abstract

The Rhön is a sparsely wooded central German upland and an historical cultural 
landscape which has been protected as a biosphere reserve since 1991. This status 
has induced a positive change through adapted landscape conservation and sup-
port of endogenous economic processes. Quantitative interviews with residents were 
carried out to determine the relevance of their relationship with the landscape. The 
survey shows that the biosphere reserve is a preferred rural habitat and that the local 
population is keenly aware of it and accepts it. The variety of uses, however, also cre-
ates difficulties and conflicts, e.g. in the high number of out-commuters. A remark-
able result is the positive influence of the biosphere reserve on the sense of cohesion 
in the region which traditionally suffers from multiple divisions.
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Introduction

It has become quite popular to apply empirical social 
research methods in the analysis of  protected areas. 
In national parks, visitors have been repeatedly inter-
viewed (Job 1996; Leitinger et al. 2010; v. Ruschkowski 
2010; Sieberath 2007). In biosphere reserves, the in-
habitants are additional key actors. Their perception, 
opinion and behaviour is of  equal importance to that 
of  the visitors. In biosphere reserves, settlements are 
expressly included, which means that the acceptance by 
the inhabitants of  the protected area, its conservation 
and development aims and the instruments applied to 
attain them are elementary factors for the long-term 
success of  the protected area (Schaal 2009; Stoll 1999). 
A number of  theoretical, quantitative and qualitative 
investigations into this subject have been published 
(e.g. Berghoefer et al. 2010; Karthäuser 2009; Schieber 
2009; Wallner et al. 2007; Weixlbaumer & Coy 2009). 
Findings from environmental psychology are also very 
valuable (e.g. Carrus et al. 2005; Hofinger 2001). In a 
more geographical attempt, questioning of  the inhab-
itants should focus more intensely on the role of  the 
landscape to find out which part of  it or what kind 
of  spatially relevant behaviour strengthens or weak-
ens the acceptance of  the protected area. Obviously, 
the regional identity of  the inhabitants, perceptions of  
the landscape, environmental concerns and especially 
mobility behaviour in the mountainous regions of  Eu-
ropean industrial states play an important role here. It 
is not the aim of  this paper to prove or evaluate the 
complex causal chains, rather it focuses on identifying 
determining factors of  this special human-environ-
ment interaction, taking Rhön Biosphere Reserve (BR) 
as a case in point. The central question is: How do the 
residents’ thinking and actions relate to the landscape 

of  the protected area and its objectives? In addition, 
I shall put the results of  the case study in the context 
of  other surveys.

Study area

The character of  the landscape of  the Rhön is cap-
tured by its byname land of  open distances. In contrast 
to neighbouring regions, the Rhön is sparsely wooded, 
forest cover amounts to only 40 %. The numerous 
woodless hilltops (up to 950 m at the Wasserkuppe: 
50° 29’ 5’’ N, 9° 56’ 1’’ E) allow views over the varied 
historical cultural landscape (Figure 1). 
Today, the residents and tourists perceive the Rhön 
positively as an original European agricultural land-
scape – a dreamscape. But it should not be forgotten 
that in the past the region was characterized by pover-
ty, famine, low mobility and social inequity (Dix 2003). 
To this day, the socio-economic situation includes fea-

Figure 1 – Typical part of  the Rhön with a combination of  grassland (esp. mat-grass), 
grazing land and forest (site-adapted beech forest but also spruce monoculture). © T. Behnen
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tures of  considerable rural deprivation. Nevertheless, 
the residents have been and still are strongly attached 
to the region where the Christian faith still plays an 
important role. However, the Rhön is also known for 
its pronounced intraregional heterogeneity: e.g. valley 
vs. mountain villages, more affluent vs. poor areas, 
predominantly Catholic vs. Protestant villages, com-
munities with Christian Democratic vs. such with 
Social Democratic majorities, areas with growing vs. 
those with declining population. There are also many 
different idioms but the administrative segmentation 
plays the crucial role. Territorial borders have changed 
in the past, but today the boundaries of  the federal 
states of  Bavaria, Hesse and Thuringia, which follow 
the main watersheds, divide the Rhön into its three 
best-known parts. This division encourages a centrifu-
gal orientation on central locations. The topography is 
another barrier between the three parts. Considerable 
altitudinal differences have to be crossed within short 
distances.
Since 1991, large parts of  the Rhön have been protect-
ed by the BR (Figure 2). It stretches over 185 000 ha 
and has 162 000 residents (88 per km²). Administra-
tive responsibility is shared by the three federal states 
involved. The BR has three administrations which 
successfully coordinate and support landscape main-
tenance and preservation, endogenous economic 
development, adapted tourism and environmental 
education. In contrast to other biosphere reserves (e.g. 
Entlebuch BR in Switzerland), however, civic partici-
pation in the Rhön remained low during the founda-
tion phase. 

Survey design

From 2005 – 2009, the author undertook quantitative 
research in the Rhön on four topics: regional identity, 
cultural landscape change, environmental behaviour 
and mobility behaviour. More than 2 500 face-to-face 
interviews with residents (minimum age: 14) from all 
three parts of  the BR (Bavaria, Hesse, Thuringia) were 

conducted. They took place in supermarkets which 
had proved feasible for this purpose. They were sched-
uled for November to avoid interviews with tourists. 
The standardized questionnaires included more than 
30 questions and the data were evaluated using SPSS.

Results

The survey results from the Rhön are structured along 
the generalized aspects of  interaction mentioned in 
Figure 3. On the one hand, residents interact with the 
BR by perceiving and accepting the protected land-
scape, using it for private or commercial purposes and 
acting in ways which support or inhibit its objectives. 
On the other hand, the BR can affect their attitudes 
and behaviour and possibly their regional identity. 
Human-environment interaction is complex and cer-
tainly has many more dimensions, as the theories and 
findings from human ecology show (Weichhart 2007). 
For the inductive model used here, the selected aspects 
were to display the specific regional relationships with-
in a protected historical cultural landscape. Therefore 
topics which are not directly landscape-related, such 
as climate change, or which are non-regional, such as 
globalization processes, were not considered.

Perception and acceptance
Dependent on their place of  residence within the 
protected area, the local population is more or less in-
tensely and consciously aware of  the BR as landscape 
and as institution. Residents form their opinion as 
subjects of  acceptance about the object of  acceptance 
on the basis of  their everyday experience and through 
media information. Most of  the interviewed residents 
had been in contact with the BR for quite a long time 
because 76 % of  them had lived within the Rhön for 
more than 20 years and individual home ownership is 
very high (80 %; Germany: 52 %).
There is a substantial acceptance by the local popula-
tion of  the BR. About three quarters of  the interview-
ees said that it is fulfilling its task by protecting the 
landscape and enabling human use at the same time. 
Residents who use the landscape for agricultural pur-

Figure 2 – Rhön BR. © GIS-Zentrale Biosphärenreservat Rhön modified

Figure 3 – Aspects of  the human-environment interaction dis-
cussed in Rhön BR.
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poses largely share this acceptance even though they 
have to accept restrictions that come with the BR. By 
comparison, residents who do not use the landscape 
for recreational purposes show a lower degree of  ac-
ceptance (only 50 %).
The more personal question about the acceptance 
“How important is the BR for you?” results in a high per-
centage for “very important” or “important” (72 %). The 
rate for men (69 %) is slightly lower than that for wom-
en (73 %) and the result of  the younger (< 20 years 
old: 83 %) and older interviewees (> 60: 76 %) is high-
er than that of  the other age groups. It is remarkable 
and a typical feature of  the Rhön that the reunification 
of  Germany and of  the Rhön in particular (76 %) was 
ranked as more important than the biosphere reserve 
by its inhabitants. 
The preservation of  the typical anthropogenous open 
landscape of  the Rhön can only be ensured if  farmers 
are paid for maintenance measures. The vast majority 
of  the interviewees (89 %) agree with these payments 
which confirms the general acceptance.
The residents’ intense awareness of  the BR could be 
proved by an open question. They are sensitive about 
changes or disturbances of  the landscape, e.g. by en-
vironmental pollution, traffic or tourism. In this con-
text, several people showed a lack of  understanding 
concerning the deforestation of  spruce monocultures 
even though this measure is consistent with the aims 
of  the BR (Figure 4). A more offensive information 
policy on the part of  the BR management could lead 
to a better understanding of  such measures. 70 % of  
the Rhön residents gain information about the BR 
from daily newspapers, despite increasing importance 
of  electronic media. In general, 71 % of  the inter-
viewed people rate all offered information as “very 
good” or “good”.

Private and / or business use
The perception and acceptance of  the BR Rhön can 
be seen in context with the residents’ use of  the land-
scape. 94 % of  them use the landscape for recreational 
purposes, 17 % for commercial purposes. Most people 
experience the landscape in company. Hiking is the 
dominant activity (83 %) (Figure 5), which is not only 
environmentally friendly but also encourages ecologi-
cal awareness in general (Brämer 1998). 
The interviewees stated that they spend plenty of  time 
within the landscape: 52 % up to one hour per day 
(average), about 25 % up to two hours and 16 % even 
longer. Membership of  landscape-related groups like 
the Rhönklub or sports clubs also plays an important 
role (23 %). The survey shows that participation de-
pends on age, sex and origin. While 52 % of  Bavarian 
men of  60 or older are members of  such groups, only 
3 % of  Thuringian women between the ages of  20 and 
39 are organized in this way.

Relevant behaviour
A typical example from the Rhön of  environmentally 
friendly behaviour that supports the aims of  the BR 
is the consumption of  regional food by the residents. 
70 % of  the interviewees said that they deliberately 
buy food produced within the region, especially meat 
and milk products, eggs and baked goods (Figure 6). 
The preference for regional food correlates with the 
opinion about the importance of  the protected land-
scape. Residents who rated the BR as “very important” 
for them favour regional food more often (82 %) than 
those who answered “important” (74 %), “less important” 
(60 %) or “not important” (41 %).

Figure 6 – “Which regional food do you buy deliber-
ately?” (%, author’s survey 2006, n = 450, multiple answers 
possible)

Figure 4 – The felling of  non-native spruces in a nature reserve 
on the Wasserkuppe was not accepted by parts of  the local popu-
lation. © T. Behnen

Figure 5 – “When using the landscape for recreational 
purposes, which activities do you prefer?” (%, author’s 
survey 2006, n = 669, multiple answers possible).
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Two additional questions yielded one third of  re-
spondents in favour of  increasing the range of  re-
gional food and especially organic food on offer. It 
is not clear whether this implies real market potential 
because a question about the willingness-to-pay was 
not part of  the questionnaire. Moreover, 77 % of  the 
house owners within the BR grow their own fruit and 
vegetables.
It is on the issue of  mobility behaviour that the lo-
cal population comes in conflict with the aims of  the 
BR. Their affinity with the region and their personal 
roots induce high rates of  daily long-distance com-
muting. The survey shows that 91 % of  the residents 
who say that they and their families suffer from long 
daily commuting times accept this burden just to avoid 
moving house. Only 14 % had already thought about 
relocation even though for 54 % the travel costs are a 
substantial problem and 85 % agree that they cannot 
spend enough time with their families and friends and 
in clubs or associations due to the long travel times.
This situation is not only a burden for the commut-
ers but also for the villages and the vulnerable moun-
tain landscape due to the noise and emissions caused 
by road traffic. The percentage of  interviewed adults 
with a driving license (90 %) is only slightly higher 
than in the rest of  Germany (88 %, infas/DLR 2010) 
but the rate of  people without a car at their disposal 
is very low (6 %; Germany: 18 %, infas/DLR 2010). 
57 % of  all residents of  the BR commute on weekdays 
for business or educational purposes. 25 % of  them 
travel for longer than 30 minutes. The preferred mode 
of  transport is the car (77 %). The attitude of  the resi-
dents towards road traffic is ambivalent. 52% support 
the construction of  new roads within the BR but more 
than two thirds agree that road traffic has become a 
burden for the region. 62 % agree with the statement 
that this burden should be reduced, especially in a 
BR. About three quarters agree that public transport, 
which is hampered by the administrative division of  
the Rhön, should be enhanced.

Impacts on attitudes and behaviour
A conscious relation between the BR and the personal 
environmental behaviour of  the residents cannot be 
confirmed. Only 19 % affirm the corresponding ques-
tion. They specify for example that they particularly 
respect the rules for nature protection, e.g. that they 
keep to the hiking trails. The author presumes that the 
protected landscape has an unconscious influence on 
the behaviour but further research should be under-
taken to investigate this.

Influence on the regional identity
It seems obvious that the regional identity plays an 
important role for the successful implementation of  
the conservation and development objectives of  the 
BR but at the current point of  research this statement 
could not be proven. Scientific debate is consolidat-
ing (Schaal 2009) but we still need to discuss if  and 

to what extent protected areas could create regional 
identity (Behnen 2008, 2009; Kühne & Behnen 2006; 
Ipsen 1993; Mose 2009; Wittmann 2006).
Initially, the questions to the residents aimed at find-
ing out with which region they identified most. The 
results show that the residents of  the Rhön relate to 
competing regions (Figure 7). 39 % just said “Rhön”, 
but almost the same number of  interviewees answered 
“Bavarian Rhön”, “Hessian Rhön” or “Thuringian Rhön”. 
Other geographical units were also mentioned. For a 
high percentage of  the residents, the BR has helped to 
reduce the effects of  the topographic and administra-
tive segmentation of  the region and this percentage 
has grown constantly (2005: 49 %, 2006: 52 %, 2008: 
65 %, 2009: 72 %).

The main reasons for a sense of  belonging to the re-
gion are obvious aspects of  socialization, such as “I 
grew up there” (62 %) or “My place of  residence”, but these 
are closely followed by mentioning “Landscape” (41 %). 
Socio-cultural features like dialect or traditions play a 
role but they are mentioned less often. Additionally, an 
open question shows that specific mountains, animals 
or plants are of  great importance for the residents. In 
Hesse, the Wasserkuppe peak is named quite often. 
It is not only the highest peak of  the Rhön but also 
the central tourist honey pot (Figure 8). The main living 
icon for the regional image is the breed of  sheep called 
Rhönschaf. It has been successfully re-established as the 
multifunctional grazer supplying wool and meat but it 
also preserves the cultural landscape by reducing scrub 
encroachment.

Discussion

The results of  the survey show that the residents of  
the Rhön BR feel very attached to the landscape and 
also to the aims of  the protected area. For the protec-
tion it is particularly relevant that a high rate of  the 
local population accepts the BR, e.g. by agreeing that 
farmers are paid for landscape maintenance. For the 
sensitive perception of  the landscape it is important 
that the residents use it regularly and with awareness. 
A direct influence of  the BR on the environmental be-
haviour could not be proven but local food identity (Ever-
ett & Aitchison 2008) plays an important role. For the 
development aims it is positive that the regional food 
products are not only niche products.

Figure 7 – “In which region do you live?” (%, author’s 
surveys 2005 and 2006, n = 1 391)
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Across the world, the Rhön is seen as a benchmark 
for biosphere reserves but there are also substantial 
negative impacts caused by the residents. Mobility be-
haviour dominated by cars goes against the objectives 
of  the BR. It damages the environment but, paradoxi-
cally, is the effect of  the otherwise desirable rooted-
ness of  the local population in the region. However, 
the growing identification with the Rhön as a whole 
can be put down to the existence of  the BR. 
The comparison with surveys undertaken in other 
mountainous protected areas is not easy. Scientific ap-
proaches differ greatly, dependent on specific research 
aims and related issues, such as perception, acceptance, 
public image vs. self  image, regional identity or partici-
pation. Methods also vary considerably: standardized 
surveys (written, over the phone or face-to-face) with 
different types of  questions and given answers as well 
as narrative interviews or mental maps. Additionally, 
regional peculiarities may be taken into account, such as 
the topics regional food and mobility behaviour in this study.
It should be added that the comparison with national 
parks is not without problems as most of  them con-
tain few or no settlements. Nevertheless, because of  
the available data about national parks, some compari-
sons can be drawn. Acceptance of  the protected area 
Rhön BR stands at a relatively high rate of  71 % (“very 
important” or “important”). Stilfserjoch National Park 
(Italy) however, has only 58 % “supporters” (Leitinger et 
al. 2010), Harz National Park (Germany) 59 % (“agree” 
or “rather agree”, v. Ruschkowski 2009) and the Großes 
Walsertal BR (Austria) 84 % (“very useful” or “useful”, 
Rumpolt 2009). 93 % of  the residents see the new 
Schwäbische Alb BR (Germany) as “positive” or “rather 
positive” (Schieber 2009). 
The rate of  93 % of  the interviewees for whom the 
landscape of  the Rhön is “very important” or “important” 
corresponds with the answers to a similar question 
asked in the Großes Walsertal BR (85 %).
Concerning the information about protected areas, 
Job (1996) and v. Ruschkowski (2009) investigated the 
dominant role of  daily newspapers in the Harz Na-
tional Park. Daily newspapers also dominate informa-
tion in the Rhön but the quality of  the information was 
seen as better. 71 % of  the answers were “very good” or 
“good” against lower rates for the Harz (v. Ruschkowski 
2009: 37 %; Job 1996: 53 %). Job’s hypothesis (1996) 
that less informed residents show a lower acceptance 
could be confirmed in most parts.
The outdoor leisure behaviour of  the residents of  
the Rhön and the Harz is quite similar. In both re-
gions, hiking is the dominant activity in the landscape 
(v. Ruschkowski 2009). The higher acceptance of  the 
protected area by persons who use the landscape for 
recreational purposes, which was proved by Job (1996) 
in the Harz, could be confirmed in the Rhön as well.
The research about the Rhön BR resulted in a number 
of useful transferable findings. These could also be un-
derstood as management implications for other bio-
sphere reserves or national parks:

It became obvious that a protected area will benefit 
from the promotion of  the environmentally friendly 
use of  the landscape by the residents. Acceptance will 
grow and behaviour that runs against the conservation 
aims will be reduced. 
Another striking finding concerns the marketing of  
regional food. The saying “The way to a man’s heart is 
through his stomach” sounds simple but it could be an 
effective way to support the regional identity through 
an everyday activity.
In terms of  information about the protected area, the 
administrations should remember that they have two 
target groups interested in the landscape: tourists and 
residents. The best way to inform the local population 
about protection or development aims and concrete 
measures are daily newspapers.
However, it should not be forgotten that the definition 
and support of  an ideal resident of  a protected area 
who is well informed, consumes only local food and 
prefers traditional outdoor activities runs the danger 
of  excluding people with a different landscape-related 
behaviour.
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