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Abstract

In Switzerland, Regional Nature Parks are required to undergo an impact assessment 
after ten years of operation, in order for the federal government to award the Park 
of National Importance label for a further ten years and for the government, relevant 
canton and communes to continue to provide financial support for the park’s opera-
tion. To this end, is there a convenient way of identifying and holistically assessing 
the impacts of park management activities on the goals of the parks and the over-
arching targets of parks policy in Switzerland? 
Based on experience gained from the evaluation of three Regional Nature Parks, we 
have developed a framework model for the holistic evaluation of such parks and 
present it here for discussion.
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Introduction

A broad discussion of  how to measure the effec-
tiveness of  park management can be found with refer-
ence to the keywords Protected Area Management Effec-
tiveness (PAME) (Coad et al. 2015; Ferreira et al. 2018; 
Hockings et al. 2006, 2015; Leverington et al. 2010a, 
2010b, 2010c; Nolte et al. 2010; Oldekop et al. 2014). 
The discussion began with the implementation of  the 
Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD) and initial-
ly focused on the question of  how to determine the 
effects of  measures aimed at protecting biodiversity 
and achieving the goals of  the Convention (Coad et al. 
2015). The spotlight also fell initially on issues related 
to improving management processes (for example, in-
volving local actors). The international conversation 
widened to include the question of  how to measure 
management impacts for UNESCO Biosphere Re-
serves (Ferreira et al. 2018), prompted by the fact 
that Biosphere Reserves, unlike strict protected areas, 
play a role in socio-economic development as well as 
conservation. With the ongoing debate on sustainable 
development and the emerging view that many pro-
tected areas offer multiple socio-economic and cultur-
al benefits for the region in addition to their ecological 
contribution, it is now widely recognized that manage-
ment impacts also need to be considered and assessed 
with the bigger picture in mind (Hockings et al. 2015). 
The discussion has turned to how the impacts of  pro-
tected areas can be measured holistically, for example 
from a sustainable development perspective (Ferraro 
& Hanauer 2015; Ferraro & Pressey 2015).

The discussions reflect the fact that parks are usu-
ally confronted with multiple – often very diverse 

– economic and social expectations on the part of  
local stakeholders, even if  the parks belong to the 
same IUCN category (Hammer et al. 2016). In Swit-
zerland, Regional Nature Parks (RNPs) must undergo 
an impact assessment at the end of  a ten-year operat-
ing phase in order to apply for renewal of  the Park 
of  National Importance label and a subsequent ten-year 
operating phase (Swiss Parks Network 2021). A key 
question in this respect is how to assess the impacts of  
park management activities holistically, i. e. in relation 
to the overall objectives and those of  the parks policy, 
in a manner commensurate with the means available 
(Plachter et al. 2012; Ferraro & Hanauer 2015; Ferraro 
& Pressey 2015).

The aim of  this paper is to construct and justify a 
framework model for the holistic evaluation of  a spe-
cific type of  Swiss park, namely RNPs, based on expe-
rience evaluating the impacts of  management activi-
ties at three parks. The framework model is intended 
to be used to design impact assessments for this and 
similar types of  park, to derive relevant questions and 
to frame the results. 

The model is based on our experience evaluating 
the three RNPs in the canton of  Bern: Chasseral, 
Diemtigtal and Gantrisch (see Figure 1). These three 
parks were selected because the Canton of  Bern de-
cided to evaluate them together instead of  individually 
and to develop an appropriate method for this pur-
pose. In this paper we present, in turn, the Swiss con-
cept of  RNPs, the evaluation design, the results of  the 
evaluation and lessons for the holistic evaluation of  
RNPs in Switzerland. We then explain the framework 
model and formulate conclusions.
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The Swiss concept of Regional Nature Parks 

Legislation governing RNPs and the cantons con-
cerned is laid down in the Federal Act on the Protec-
tion of  Nature and Cultural Heritage (NCHA) and in 
the Parks Ordinance (ParkO) (Federal Assembly of  the 
Swiss Confederation 1966 / 2020; Swiss Federal Coun-
cil 2007 / 2018). Table 1 summarizes the main require-
ments contained in the legislation in relation to park ar-
eas and the establishment and operation of  the parks. 
These include obligations relating to minimum size, 
quality of  natural and cultural environments, spatial 
planning safeguards, participation of  local residents, 
companies and organizations in the establishment and 
management of  the park, composition and organiza-
tion of  the park authority, the role of  the responsible 
cantons and the goals to be pursued. The main features 
of  the Swiss concept of  RNPs are as follows:
 - A RNP is usually composed of  several communes. 

The communes involved in the park set up a park 
authority on which they are represented and have a 
majority of  the votes. 

 - In close consultation with the canton, the park 
authority draws up a ten-year charter on the opera-
tion and quality assurance of  the parks. The charter 
contains the strategic goals and a management plan 
for the ten years and serves as the park authority’s 
strategic steering instrument.

 - To implement the charter, the park authority and 
the canton, in consultation with the federal govern-
ment, draw up a four-year programme agreement. This 
agreement specifies, among other things, which 
projects are to be implemented and how funds are 
to be used; it lays out the proportions in which the 
communes, relevant canton(s), federal government 
and other actors will contribute financially and with 
other services.

 - The park authority appoints a park management body 
which is responsible for the operational implemen-
tation of  the strategic goals and the programme 
agreement.

 - To apply for recognition and support from the fed-
eral government, the park communes have to dem-
onstrate that the majority of  the population living 
in the park supports the establishment of  a park.

 - If  the federal government approves the applica-
tion for recognition as a RNP, it awards the Park of  
National Importance label to the park authority for a 
period of  ten years.

The Swiss concept of  RNPs is characterized by the 
need to demonstrate the local population’s approval 
for the establishment of  a RNP. 

The Park of  National Importance label belongs to the 
park authority and thus to the park communes. The 
communes pursue strategic goals, which are imple-

Figure 1 – Regional Nature Parks in the canton of  Bern (green) and in the rest of  Switzerland (yellow).

Regional Nature Parks - Canton of Bern
Regional Nature Parks - Rest of Switzerland
Water bodies

National borders
Cantonal borders

Data:
- Cantonal borders (swisstopo 2020)
- National borders (eurostat 2020)
- Regional nature parks (FOEN 2020)
- Water bodies (swisstopo 2020, EEA 2010)
Design: Roger Bär, 2021
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Table 1 – Legislation governing the Regional Nature Parks (RNPs) in Switzerland (NCHA Art. 23g; ParkO Art. 15, 19-21, 
25-28).
General requirements for Regional Nature Parks in Switzerland

A RNP in Switzerland is a large, partially populated area of at least 100 km2 of high natural and scenic value, whose buildings and facilities 
blend into the landscape and townscape. It must include the entire area of the communes in which the park is located and is characterized 
in particular by the following:

 - the diversity and rarity of native animal and plant species and their habitats;
 - the outstanding beauty and distinctiveness of the landscape;
 - a low degree of disturbance of the habitats of native animal and plant species and of the landscape and townscape by buildings, facili-
ties and uses made of the park; and

 - the uniqueness and exceptional quality of the cultural landscape, and sites and monuments of cultural and historical significance.

Overall Goal 1: Conservation and enhancement of nature and landscape

The following should be carried out to maintain and improve the quality of nature and landscape in a RNP:
 - preserve and as far as possible enhance the diversity of native animal and plant species, the habitat types and the landscape and town-
scape;

 - for native animal and plant species, enhance and connect habitats, especially those that require special protection;
 - preserve and strengthen the character of the landscape and townscape in the event that new buildings and facilities are built in the park 
or new uses made of areas of the park; and

 - reduce or eliminate, when the opportunity arises, existing encroachments on the landscape and townscape by buildings and facilities in 
the park or uses made of areas of the park.

Overall Goal 2: Encouraging sustainable business activities and promoting the marketing of the park’s products and services

To encourage sustainable business activities, the RNP should, in particular,
 - ensure that local natural resources are used in an environmentally friendly way;
 - promote the regional transformation of raw materials and marketing of products produced in the park;
 - promote services with a focus on nature-based tourism and environmental education; and
 - support the use of environmentally friendly technologies.

Further requirements

 - The cantons shall support local efforts to establish and maintain parks and shall ensure that the population in the communes concerned 
can participate in an appropriate manner.

 - There must be a park authority that has a legal form, a park management body and resources that can guarantee the establishment, 
operation and quality assurance of the park. The communes to which the park area belongs must be properly represented on the park 
authority.

 - The park authority must ensure the participation of the population in the establishment and operation of the park and enable the partici-
pation of interested companies and organizations in the region.

 - The charter to be drawn up by the park authority must stipulate how the natural, scenic and cultural values of the park are to be pre-
served, what measures to enhance and develop the park should be taken, how land-use related activities carried out by the communes 
are to be aligned with the requirements of the park and how human and financial resources are to be deployed.

 - The park must be protected by spatial planning policies. The authorities entrusted with planning shall adapt the land use plans according 
to the requirements of the park.

In addition, the federal office concerned (Federal Office for the Environment, FOEN), shall a) together with the park authorities, the relevant 
cantons and the research funding institutions, ensure that research on parks, where it concerns several parks, is coordinated, and b) ensure 
cooperation and knowledge transfer among Swiss parks and internationally.

  

mented on the ground by a park management body. 
The park management body itself  has no legislative 
powers. This has implications for a holistic assessment 
of  management impacts: in addition to the legislative 
requirements at national and cantonal levels, the expec-
tations of  the local population and other stakeholders 
must also be taken into account. Some stakeholders 
(not just in Switzerland), for example, regard nature 
parks as model regions of  sustainable development and 
have corresponding demands that go beyond the legal 
requirements (Dinica 2016; Hammer et al. 2018; Ro-
magosa et al. 2015). 

The Canton of  Bern and the park authorities pro-
vided financial resources for the evaluation, but these 
were limited, so it was not possible to conduct wide-
ranging, comprehensive research. In order to measure 
– or at least estimate – the impacts of  park management 
activities, we therefore had to develop an approach that 
was commensurate with the means available. 

Evaluation design

The federal government provides guidelines for 
the evaluation of  Parks of  National Importance (FOEN 
2014 / 2019). According to the guidelines, three analy-

ses are to be carried out. Firstly, an analysis should 
be conducted showing what significant changes (e. g. 
social, political) have taken place in and around the 
park since the start of  the operating phase and what 
implications these changes have had in relation to 
park management. Secondly, it should be determined 
to what extent the legally prescribed overarching goals 
and the strategic goals formulated by the park have 
been achieved. And thirdly, an overall assessment of  
the management effectiveness should be carried out, 
which will also demonstrate the implications for the 
future direction of  the charter and park management 
activities.

The evaluation of  the three RNPs in the canton of  
Bern (mid-2018 to end of  2019; Bär et al. 2020) was 
based on these guidelines and, as far as possible, de-
signed as a transdisciplinary research project. Scientific 
responsibility lay with the Centre for Development 
and Environment (CDE) of  the University of  Bern. 
An advisory group consisted of  representatives of  the 
Canton, the three RNPs, the Swiss Park Research Co-
ordination Office and a private consultancy. Their task 
was to provide constructive criticism and guidance in 
relation to the planning, implementation and analysis 
of  the evaluation.
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Table 2 – Example of  the operationalization of  the legally prescribed overall goal Conservation and enhancement of  nature 
and landscap by one of  the three Regional Nature Parks in the form of  a strategic goal and several outcome and output goals.
Overall goal Strategic goal Outcome goals Output goals

Conservation and 
enhancement of na-
ture and landscape

Maintain, develop 
and, where ap-
propriate, enhance 
natural, landscape 
and cultural values

Foster the quality 
of landscapes and 
habitats

At least 3 ha of habitats should be enhanced per year

At least three landscape management measures will be carried out every 
year in different habitats

Foster the quality 
of settlement areas 
and townscapes

A programme of measures for the enhancement of sites and landscapes 
will be completed by 2015

The measures should be implemented annually in line with the pro-
gramme

Foster unique and 
valuable cultural 
and scenic assets

At least one cultural camp should be held each year until 2021

Special cultural events and activities should be held

A signage scheme should be implemented to label cultural assets

Communes should sign up to light pollution guidelines enabling the park 
to be recognized as a “star park”

Foster the diver-
sity of species and 
habitats and their 
interconnectedness

The area, distribution and development of habitats should be known

At least three technical reports on the matter should be published each 
year

A solution should be found that respects the legal framework in this area 
and takes into account the various interests involved

Measures should be implemented aimed at promoting and raising 
awareness of most of the species recorded in the park

Threatened species should be recorded

Ensure sustainable 
engagement with 
nature and culture

At least 500 people should complete the block course on the subject of 
water

Awareness-raising measures should be carried out

The evaluation design was based on the standard 
model of  policy evaluation, as advocated by the Inter-
national Union for Conservation of  Nature (IUCN) 
(Hockings et al. 2015, p. 900–902) and as used, in a 
modified form, by the Swiss Federal Office for the 
Environment (FOEN) as a framework for evaluation 
(see Figure 2). This model essentially distinguishes be-
tween the following four elements: inputs (available 
resources), processes (implementation in the form of  
activities and measures), outputs (services and prod-
ucts provided) and outcomes (results and impacts). 

Our methodological design made it possible to 
identify outputs and outcomes and to assess related 
objectives based on criteria and indicators. Where pos-
sible, we derived the criteria and indicators from the 
objectives and other specifications set out in the re-
spective management plans of  the three parks. How-
ever, indicators could only be determined for two 
parks, because one of  the three management plans 
contained almost no quantitative targets. In this case, 
the criteria alone were used to assess the outputs and 
outcomes. As the three parks operationalized the over-
arching goals for all parks in different ways, we had to 
define specific criteria and indicators for each park to 
assess their outputs and outcomes. Table 2 shows an 
example of  how a park has operationalized an over-
arching goal.

The evaluation was also designed to take into ac-
count specific characteristics of  each park. We there-
fore analysed existing data and previous studies relat-
ing to the nature parks and carried out park-specific 
surveys, interviews with local actors and workshops.

Evaluation results and lessons for the holis-
tic evaluation of Regional Nature Parks in 
Switzerland

The results of  the evaluation of  the three RNPs in 
the canton of  Bern have been published in a synthesis 
report (Bär et al. 2020). These can be summarized as 
follows: Across all three parks, about two thirds of  the 
output and outcome goals were achieved or even sur-
passed. The remaining objectives were achieved only 
partially or not at all, for various reasons, or no reliable 
statements could be made on their achievement. The 
park management body succeeded in implementing a 
range of  measures and projects that had positive im-
pacts.

Overall, we found that park management bodies’ 
options for action were, in line with the resources avail-
able to them, severely limited in regard to the strategic 
goals formulated by the respective park authorities to 
achieve the goals specified in the legislation, and the 
very wide-ranging, and in part contradictory, social 
demands. Park management can contribute to gradual 
changes by cooperating closely with local and regional 
actors and by informing, raising awareness, initiating, 
advising, motivating, networking and providing sup-
port. Park management can also create incentives for 
action, such as awarding its own certification label for 
products produced in the park that meet certain stand-
ards, organizing competitions or offering attractive op-
portunities for volunteers. But what park management 
can effectively achieve depends very much on local cir-
cumstances such as local authorities, local policies, the 
existence of  various local and regional actors and their 
willingness to cooperate, and the funding available.
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The evaluation of  the three RNPs in the canton 
of  Bern showed that a rule-book approach quickly 
reaches its limits. Regional complexity and the ten-year 
operating phase form a dynamic monitoring context 
which a static approach is not well-suited to reflect. In 
order to identify the main lessons learned, we exam-
ined the experiences associated with the evaluation of  
the three RNPs in a working session. In this session, 
we were able to refer to various discussions held dur-
ing the evaluation process. The findings from the six 
workshops (two workshops per park) held to assess 
the output and outcome goals with the park manage-
ment bodies and other local actors proved to be par-
ticularly valuable. In particular, the following insights 
were gained and challenges identified:

The evaluation is a learning process
During the evaluation, we found that the actors in-

volved in the process discussed issues and gained in-
sights; these can be interpreted as learning processes 
and are thus relevant for both park management and 
research purposes. Assessing the impact of  park man-
agement activities in the way we have done is therefore 
an integrated transdisciplinary research and learning 
process that differs substantially from, for example, 
clearly delineated evaluation formats such as evalua-
tion research, self-evaluation and external evaluation, 
while at the same time combining the strengths of  
these approaches. Throughout the process, the three 
park management bodies, researchers, one representa-
tive from each of  the Canton of  Bern, Park Research 
Switzerland and a non-governmental organization, and 
other local stakeholders participated in the six work-
shops in the three RNPs. Involving a wide range of  ac-
tors in this manner provides differentiated knowledge 
of  the context, enables adaptation of  the evaluation to 
local conditions and leverages knowledge of  the park 
management body’s scope of  action.

A differentiated methodological design is 
needed for the evaluation

Identifying and assessing outputs and outcomes is 
demanding. The assessment cannot be designed solely 
in relation to resources and process. Contextual fac-
tors such as communal, cantonal and national policies, 
and the park management body’s scope of  action, are 
essential to reduce attribution gaps in explaining the 
causal relationship between the resources, process fac-

tors, outputs and outcomes. In addition, not all output 
and outcome objectives, criteria and indicators were 
adequately formulated at the beginning of  the ten-year 
operating phase, so that it was not sufficient to con-
sider only the criteria and indicators originally defined.

Some developments are difficult to observe and 
identify

Various developments such as changes in biodiver-
sity and landscape and the effects of  awareness-raising 
and educational measures are difficult to determine 
and quantify. Although we came to the conclusion 
that park management activities make significant con-
tributions to achieving outcome goals, this does not 
necessarily mean that the environmental, social and 
economic situation in the Bernese Nature Parks im-
proved in all relevant areas during the operating phase.

Adaptive management is systemic 
RNPs contribute to developments that are signifi-

cant from a sustainability perspective but were not 
originally planned in the charter. These include, for 
example, contributions to strengthening regional co-
operation and regional identity. In a dynamic region, a 
nature park must be able to respond to changing social 
demands. Simply ticking off  previously formulated 
output and outcome goals and indicators does not do 
justice to circumstances on the ground.

Aspects of process design must be included in 
the evaluation

Governance structures that enable local and region-
al actors to take initiative and participate are essential 
for the success of  a RNP. On the whole, RNPs are 
soft steering instruments of  sustainable development 
with limited capability and means. However, they can 
indirectly influence the ongoing development of  hard 
underlying institutional aspects (e. g. spatial planning), 
and thus prepare the ground for substantial changes 
towards sustainability.

A framework model for the holistic assess-
ment of Regional Nature Parks in Switzer-
land

Based on the lessons learned from the evaluation 
of  the three Regional Natural Parks in the canton of  
Bern, we propose a differentiated framework model 

Figure 2 – Standard model for the evaluation of  the impact of  management activities on parks (adapted from 
Hockings et al. 2015, p. 901).

Inputs Processes Outputs Outcomes
What 
recources 
(personnel, 
finances, 
infrastrucutre) 
were used?

What 
activities
(projects, 
measures) were 
implemented?

What 
concrete 
services and 
products were 
provided?

What 
results and 
impacts 
were achieved?
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Figure 3 – Model for evaluating the impacts of  management on Regional Nature Parks in Switzerland: The blue box shows the 
requirements and demands. These are composed firstly of  the general national and international expectations of  protected areas (e. g. 
contribution to the conservation of  biodiversity), which are not necessarily laid down in law (e. g. contribution to combating climate 
change and to the energy transition). Secondly, these and possibly other expectations are specified in national and cantonal legal provi-
sions (requirements). Thirdly, the local population and other local actors have expectations of  the parks, which are all incorporated 
into the charter as a normative framework for park management. The charter in turn provides the framework for the means and 
processes (arrow from blue to green box) that are part of  the standard model (inputs, processes, outputs, outcomes) shown in Figure 
2 (green box). The inputs and processes determine which outputs and outcomes are produced. The context (yellow box) also has a 
significant bearing (arrow from yellow to green box) on these outputs and outcomes. The outputs and outcomes have effects (arrow 
from the green to the orange box) on the context and the requirements and demands (arrows in red). The effects on the context also 
feed into changes in the requirements and demands (arrow from the yellow to the blue box).

for the holistic assessment of  RNPs in Switzerland 
(see Figure 3). This model is intended to encourage 
consideration of  all essential elements right from the 
initial development of  an evaluation, to help us think 
about them in a networked way and to enable the cor-
responding evaluation questions to be formulated (see 
Table 3). Compared to the standard model shown in 
Figure 2, it demonstrates significant refinements:

First, the proposed framework model places much 
greater importance on processes (second element in 
the standard model in Figure 2 and second element in 
the impact chain in Figure 3) by giving strong weight 
to process design in addition to measures. What park 
management can achieve depends largely on what 
governance structures are in place, how local and re-

gional actors are involved and can participate, and the 
quality of  park management. It therefore makes sense, 
in addition to the actual projects and other activities, 
to relate the process design in particular to the outputs 
and outcomes in the area of  implementation and also 
to assess the process design itself.

Second, the extended framework model presents 
outcomes in a more differentiated way. Whereas in 
the standard model (see Figure 2) results and impacts 
are considered together, the extended model (Figure 
3) divides them into direct effects (direct effects and 
benefits among target groups brought about by park 
management, described in Figure 3 as outcomes and 
broader-ranging effects (described in Figure 3 as im-
pacts).

ImpactsRequirements and Demands

Overarching 
demands
National, 

supranational, 
global

Requirements
Government 
and cantons

Expectations
Population, 
communes, 
organized 

actors

Impact chain

Means and processes

Inputs

Resources with 
which to implement 

the charter and 
achieve the goals 

(finances, personnel, 
infrastructure, etc.)

Processes

Measures: Projects, 
activities

Process design
Governance 
structures, 

participation, quality 
of park management

Charter

Strategic goals

Context

Current situation

Environmental

Economic

Social

Enabling and 
limiting factors

Communal policies, 
sectoral policies 
(government and 

cantons), 
international 

developments, etc.

Impact 1: 
requirements and 

charter
Federal and 

cantonal 
requirements and 
charter goals are 

met

Impact 2:
demands and 
expectations

Impacts with regard 
to overarching 
demands and 

expectations of local 
and regional actors

Achievements and results

Outputs

Services provided 
directly, or brought 
about indirectly (via 

products/other 
services), by park 

management

Outcomes

Results: Direct effects 
and benefits among 

target groups, brought 
about by park 
management
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Third, the extended model supplements the stand-
ard model by providing a coherent framework that 
includes both the context and the requirements and 
demands. This consists of: (a) feedback loops (Impacts 
in the orange box and red arrows, Figure 3), through 
which the outputs and outcomes influence the require-
ments and demands (blue box) and the context (yellow 
box) via their impacts and thus continuously reshape 
the evaluation framework; and (b) requirements and 
demands at different levels (blue box). Through their 
interplay, these elements form a dynamic framework, 
the understanding of  which is indispensable for a con-
textual evaluation that leads to helpful recommenda-
tions. The importance of  these elements for an evalu-
ation is described below:

Feedback loops
These are at the heart of  the framework model, as 

they reveal changes in the park’s context and the ex-
pectations of  the actors in that context (and beyond); 
these feedback loops should therefore be seen as part 
of  the context rather than as an external construct. 
This subtlety is essential because it implies that a dy-
namic goal is an integral part of  the context and that 
this requires park management to be adaptive.

Impacts
The impacts represent the changes achieved. Cap-

turing them is key, since an evaluation is concerned 
particularly with identifying and assessing the actual 
changes achieved. Here we distinguish on the one 
hand between impacts that relate to requirements and 
demands, i. e. those that concern, among other things, 

the requirements of  the federal government and the 
canton, the expectations of  the population and other 
actors, and the goals set out in the charter (blue box, 
Figure 3). On the other hand, we distinguish between 
impacts on the context (yellow box), such as changes 
brought about by enabling and limiting factors, and 
changes in the sustainability dimensions of  environ-
ment, economy and society. The elements distin-
guished in the blue and yellow boxes are intended to 
help classify the changes identified.

The same applies to the elements distinguished in 
the Impacts box. In principle, it makes sense on the 
one hand to identify the impacts in terms of  the federal 
and cantonal requirements and the charter objectives 
(orange box, Figure 3: Impact 1: requirements and charter), 
which is a crucial part of  evaluating a RNP. However, 
as explained above, the parks face further demands 
from a national, supranational and global perspective 
and expectations of  local and regional actors, which is 
why it makes sense to also identify impacts related to 
the role of  RNPs as model regions for sustainable de-
velopment. In the case of  the latter, questions should 
also be asked about the soft effects, such as changes in 
regional identity, in sustainability awareness or in forms 
of  cooperation, which are difficult to identify but are 
of  fundamental importance for sustainable develop-
ment. Central to the understanding of  the framework 
model and the design of  evaluations is that Impacts 
1 and 2 generate an effect with regard to the ongo-
ing development of  the charter, the requirements of  
the federal government and the relevant canton, the 
contextual conditions, the expectations of  local and re-
gional actors, and the overarching demands on RNPs:

Table 3 – Example of  a questionnaire for evaluating the impacts of  management activities on Regional Nature Parks in Switzerland.
Questions about the services provided (“Outputs”) and the results achieved (“Outcomes”)

What outputs are provided directly by park management activities and what outputs are brought about indirectly with the help of projects 
and activities (e. g. products, services)? Have the output goals been met?
What are the direct effects brought about in the target groups and target assets (including in relation to land use, landscape and nature? 
Have the outcome goals been met?
If the output and / or outcome goals were not met, what are the reasons for this?
Were the output and outcome goals commensurate with the resources available?
How have contextual factors such as communal policies, cantonal and federal sectoral policies, and international developments influenced 
outputs and outcomes?

Questions about the impacts (Impacts 1 and 2)

To what extent have the federal and cantonal requirements been met and the strategic goals set out in the charter achieved? (Impact 1)
Have adequate contributions been made to fulfilling overarching national, international and global demands (e. g. to mitigating climate 
change) and to fulfilling local expectations (e. g. preservation of jobs)? (Impact 2)
If federal and cantonal requirements and the goals set out in the charter have not been met: What are the reasons for this? What influence 
did contextual factors have?
What are the main changes in the park area in environmental, economic and social terms that have resulted from all outputs, outcomes and 
impacts of park management? (Impacts on the current situation)

Questions about the use of resources and the implementation process

Have the available resources (including finances, personnel, infrastructure) been used appropriately and in line with the strategic goals set 
out in the charter?
Did the measures implemented (e. g. projects, activities) achieve the intended outputs and outcomes? Were the measures adequate and ap-
propriate to achieve the outputs and outcomes?
Have appropriate governance structures been established for the implementation of the measures and have appropriate participation pro-
cesses been designed? Have the measures been accompanied by an adequate quality of park management?

Questions about refinements to the charter and the federal and cantonal requirements based on the evaluation results

What need is there to adapt the strategic goals in light of current and expected overarching demands, expectations of local actors and 
requirements of the federal government and the canton?
What are the recommendations regarding future measures, process design and the use of resources to achieve the strategic goals?
What are the recommendations regarding the ongoing development of federal and cantonal requirements?
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Expectations and requirements
These shape the content of  the charter at the start 

of  the operating period (see below). It is therefore 
necessary when formulating the charter to consider 
which overarching societal effects (Impact 2, e. g. 
energy transition, reduction of  the use of  natural re-
sources, increase in the quality of  life, sustainable mo-
bility) are to be achieved through the measures aimed 
at achieving the strategic goals in the park area (Im-
pact 1). For the evaluation, however, this also means 
that expectations and requirements are to be under-
stood as dynamic elements, as became evident in the 
evaluation of  the Bernese Parks: the priorities that 
were set out in the charter had changed ten years later. 
For example, adaptation to climate change, which may 
have been viewed with scepticism ten years ago, is now 
much more important, be it for winter tourism or for 
agriculture.

Context-specific factors
As the consideration of  contextual factors is es-

sential for an appropriate assessment of  manage-
ment effects, these take on a framing function in the 
model. Two types of  factor can be distinguished in 
this respect: first, the region’s current situation (envi-
ronmental, economic, social) and second, the enabling 
and limiting factors. The contextual factors influence 
the overarching demands on RNPs, the requirements 
of  government and canton, and the expectations of  
local and regional actors and thus the formulation 
of  the charter. They also influence the inputs, imple-
mentation process, outputs and outcomes, and thus, 
indirectly, the impacts. The impacts in turn lead to 
changes in the context, and the altered context con-
sequently influences the demands, expectations and 
requirements, which in turn influence the inputs and 
the implementation process. 

Strategic goals 
Finally, the strategic goals set out in the charter are 

based on the requirements of  the federal government 
and the relevant canton, and the expectations of  lo-
cal and regional actors. The services provided to the 
park management body and their strategic use are also 
described in the charter. These services also represent 
the inputs that are available to the park management 
body for the operational implementation of  the char-
ter. In the context of  an evaluation, the temporal con-
text in which these goals were formulated must not 
be forgotten, and the difference between priorities 
at the time the goals were set, intermediate priorities 
and priorities at the time of  evaluation (for example, 
changes in priority that arise due to a change in legisla-
tion) must be taken into account.

Discussion 

Using the extended framework model for an evalu-
ation takes greater effort than using the standard 

model. The extended model requires a consistent im-
mersion in the context of  the relevant park; it is more 
than a matter of  checking off  indicators and quanti-
fying outputs and outcomes. It places high demands 
on everyone involved, especially researchers. They 
must be able to enter into a process with an uncertain 
outcome, integrate the perspectives of  all actors and 
maintain high scientific standards.

On the other hand, such an evaluation also offers 
significant added value, namely the design and imple-
mentation of  a joint learning process which can sup-
port the region as a whole in its transformation to-
wards sustainability. The evaluation can demonstrate 
which lessons can be learned from the implementation 
process up to that point – to what extent park man-
agement has contributed to fulfilling the requirements 
set out in the charter, to achieving the strategic goals 
(Impact 1) and the overarching societal demands (Im-
pact 2) – and what its future contributions should be. 
We believe that carrying out an evaluation based on 
the proposed framework model serves as a learning 
tool for the park management and the other actors in-
volved in the evaluation of  the relevant park which 
makes it possible to deal with fundamental questions 
that go well beyond the minimum evaluation results 
required by the authorities.

It is essential that this process is participatory. For 
without the broad involvement of  local actors, there is 
no opportunity to engage in a joint learning process. 
In the evaluation of  the three Bernese Nature Parks, 
it would have been useful to involve the local popula-
tion and other stakeholders more extensively, for ex-
ample in discussions on the future role of  a RNP and 
the scope of  action granted to the park management 
body, especially with a view to creating a good basis 
for taking the charter forward.

Based on experience gained from the evaluation, 
we can conclude that understanding the evaluation of  
the charter as a comprehensive learning tool enables 
park authorities and park management to engage in a 
process with the local actors, take a critical look back 
at previous activities and develop forward-looking vi-
sions for sustainable development in the region.

We consider the creation of  a differentiated hierar-
chy of  objectives with corresponding criteria and in-
dicators along the impact chain of  outputs, outcomes 
and impacts to be a useful guide both for park man-
agement and for carrying out an evaluation. Impact 2 
(desired impacts with regard to overarching demands 
and expectations of  local and regional actors) can re-
flect, in particular, how park management wants to 
contribute to overarching social sustainability goals 
beyond the immediate strategic goals of  the RNP, i. e. 
to goals that are not included in the core mission, but 
that various actors expect RNPs to fulfil as models of  
sustainable development. It is important that appro-
priate monitoring systems are set up at the beginning 
of  the implementation phase so that corresponding 
data can be accessed during the evaluation phase.
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As we discovered, the strategic objectives of  the 
Bernese Nature Parks were only partially taken into 
account in communal, regional and cantonal planning 
and consultation procedures, and in sectoral policies. 
It would be valuable to find ways for park authorities 
and park management to become more involved in the 
ongoing development of  the institutional framework 
(including sectoral policies) at communal, regional and 
cantonal levels and to be regarded as important actors 
in this respect.

Given the observation that park management’s 
options for action are very limited in terms of  actu-
ally fulfilling its strategic goals, it is essential to place 
increased focus on the strengths of  the RNPs, when 
formulating – and communicating about – the char-
ter. The evaluation showed that the strengths of  these 
parks lie especially in awareness-raising and educa-
tional measures, initiation and (non-material) support 
of  projects, motivation and networking of  actors, and 
cooperation with actors from the local to cantonal 
and national level. Although difficult to quantify and 
qualify, such soft measures certainly promote regional 
change towards sustainability. They focus on changing 
the preconditions for action. RNPs already take on a 
variety of  mediating and bridging functions between 
different actors. Park management can thus be seen 
– and promoted – as coordinators of  regional change 
(see Hammer & Siegrist 2016). However, this does not 
exempt park management from presenting and com-
municating quantifiable outputs and outcomes to en-
sure visibility of  their direct achievements, as this is of  
fundamental importance for the acceptance of  RNPs 
by local populations (Michel & Wallner 2020).

The question arises whether the framework mod-
el can also be used for evaluations of  the effects of  
park management activities in other countries. The 
answer depends in particular on the purpose of  the 
park in question, the objectives of  the evaluation, and 
the requirements of  the authorities and any interna-
tional organizations involved. However, we believe that 
evaluations of  parks with a broad mandate in terms of  
sustainable development can be inspired by this model.

Recommendations

We found a degree of  contradiction between the 
legal stipulations of  the federal government and the 
cantons, the level of  funding available and the scope 
of  action of  park management on the one hand – and, 
on the other, the image of  RNPs as model regions of  
sustainable development, as postulated by the federal 
government and supported by social actors. In reality, 
the scope for RNPs to exert influence is limited. To 
fulfil their role as model regions, their opportunities 
for exerting influence at communal, regional and can-
tonal levels should be expanded and they should, for 
example, be more closely involved in policymaking.

This would require adjusting the requirements set 
by the government, and the scope of  action of  the 

park authorities and park management, to enable the 
latter to better incorporate their strategic goals into 
policy processes. One possibility is to expand the legal 
requirements of  the government and the Canton of  
Bern. For example, RNPs could be required to show 
in their charters how they intend to deal with over-
arching demands and expectations in relation to sus-
tainable development that are not explicitly defined by 
law. This would enable the evaluation to show what 
RNPs contribute, for example, to sustainability strate-
gies at both communal, cantonal and national levels 
and globally (e. g. Sustainable Development Goals, 
SDGs).

However, expanding the legal requirements is also 
a balancing act for RNPs if  their resources are not in-
creased accordingly, their scope of  influence expanded 
and their status as actors of  regional change revalued. 
This requires the support of  the federal government 
and the relevant cantons, communes, population and 
other local actors. RNPs in the canton of  Bern – and 
thus also park policy – could take a step in this di-
rection for the next ten-year operating phase, to really 
fulfil their role as model regions of  sustainable devel-
opment.
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