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Forest management or greed of gain? –  
A case study of forest visitors’ attitudes  

on forest operations 
 

J. Huber, L. Ranacher and T. Stern1 
 

 
Abstract - The forest-based sector has problems with 
regard to its acceptance in the society: people like the 
forest and they also relish wood products but often 
they do not agree with forest operations. It is re-
searched, whether information about forestry activi-
ties directly provided at the harvesting site reduces 
negative attitudes towards forest operations. This 
study investigates the impact of information boards at 
the harvesting site on forest visitors’ attitudes. First, 
a hierarchical value map (HVM) was created to inves-
tigate possible attributes and values. Second, 51 
interviews with forest visitors were conducted to 
identify a shift of attributes and values in the HVM. 
Results show that the info boards have a calming 
impact to the forest visitors’ attitudes: the naming of 
critical attributes and values was reduced by half 
when the visitors read the information boards. 1 
 

INTRODUCTION 
The forest is in the centre of conflicting interests: It 
is the habitat of animals and plants, it produces the 
economic resource wood and it offers a recreation 
area for the society (AGDW – Die Waldeigentümer, 
2015; Eriksson, 2012; Rüther et al., 2007). This is 
also visible in the perception of the forest-based 
sector. Studies show that the forest and wood prod-
ucts are popular with the society, although forest 
operations and wood processing are tainted with 
critical or negative emotions and society in general 
has inaccurate ideas to the activities of the sector 
(EU Commission, 2002; Rametsteiner et al., 2009).  
 Since the majority of forestland in Austria is pri-
vately owned with 120,000 owners with lots smaller 
than 200 hectares (Statistik Austria, 2008) of which 
79% have some sort of agricultural background 
(Hogl et al., 2005), negative attitudes put them 
under pressure to fulfil often conflicting societal 
demands.  
 However, research has shown that the forest-
based sector often communicates its economic role 
(Korhonen et al., in press) and some messages are 
not being perceived by people without personal 
involvement in the sector (Ranacher and Stern, in 
press). 
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The aim of the study is to explore how forest visi-
tors’ attitudes are influenced by reading information 
boards at the highly emotional setting of harvesting 
areas. The results make a contribution on how to 
inform the society about the services and products 
of the European forest-based sector and to revive its 
image. A definition by Fishbein and Ajzen (1975) 
note that “an attitude represents a person’s general 
feeling of favourableness or unfavourableness to-
ward some stimulus object”. In this study attributes 
and values are used to express people attitudes by 
using a hierarchical value map.  
 Thus, the specific questions which are answered 
by this study are “What attitudes have the forest 
visitors to the use of wood?” and “What influence 
have the information boards on the attitudes of the 
forest visitors to the use of wood?” 
 

METHOD AND RESEARCH DESIGN 
The method of the research is a combination of 
quantitative and qualitative exploratory primary 
research. In the explorative, qualitative preparation 
study a HVM (Hierarchical Value Map) was created. 
For the development of the HVM 12 participants 
were chosen by convenience sampling and asked 
about their attitudes on forest operations. The sam-
ple differed in age, educational background, and 
their involvement in the forest-based sector. All of 
them use to visit forest regularly for recreational 
purposes. In structuring their answers by condens-
ing similar responses a HVM was created, which is 
the foundation for the survey in the Vienna Woods. 
 Thereafter a quantitative survey, however with 
qualitative inclusions such as the laddering tech-
nique was conducted using the HVM to see whether 
the forest visitors’ attitudes change when info boards 
are used. For this main part where we tried to get 
the attitude of the respondents we used an adapted 
version of the qualitative laddering method accord-
ing to Reynolds and Gutman (1988). The interview 
with a semi-structured guideline had open and 
closed questions. Besides the questions as to favour 
and accordance to the info boards and socio-
demographic data an association test is conducted. 
 The survey took place on two fair weathered 
weekends in April 2016 in the Vienna Woods at a 
recently harvested area between Gaaden and Hin-
terbrühl. On the info boards information on forestry 
activities, its impacts and wood use, was provided 
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directly at the place of emotional concern. Every 
passer-by was asked if he or she wants to attend the 
survey, which fortunately was affirmed by more than 
90%. To measure the effect of the info boards, there 
have been periods, where the information boards 
were disposed, and periods, where they were put 
away, this resulted in three different groups: One 
group of visitors when no boards were disposed, one 
group, that had the possibility to read the boards but 
did not read them, and one group of visitors, that 
read the boards. For the analysis, the first and the 
third group take our further interest, because they 
show the difference between forest visitors in their 
usual environment (without info boards) and visitors 
that used the ability to read the boards when they 
were presented. In total 51 people aged 23-82 were 
interviewed. For the evaluation of the HVMs it is 
usual to count the number of mentions (Reynolds 
and Gutman, 1988). Therefore, the mentioned at-
tributes in the different groups were compared 
based on which ones where mentioned and how 
often. 
 

RESULTS 
An extensive HVM is the first outcome of the prepar-
atory study. It uses a wide range of attributes and 
values – like ‘furniture’, ‘paper’, ‘sustainability’, but 
also ‘destruction of the environment’ or ‘greed of 
gain’ – to describe possible attitudes people may 
have concerning to forest operations like harvesting 
wood.  
 At the survey in the Vienna Woods it could be 
seen that most of the passengers were willingly to 
read the information boards, because they found 
them optical attractive and they wanted to get in-
formation about the harvesting area.  
 The survey data shows that the information 
boards have an impact on mentioned attributes. 
Main differences between forest visitors that read 
the information boards and visitors who did not, 
were identified for the attributes ‘visual appearance’, 
‘destruction of the environment’, ‘recreation area for 
humans’ and to the ecologic value ‘worries about the 
environmental compatibility’. All of these attributes 
and values were mentioned maximum half as often 
when the visitors read the info boards. It is as-
sumed, that this conduct is substantiated in the 
factual enlightening content of the information 
boards. 
 

CONCLUSIONS 
The study shows that people connect critical attrib-
utes to forest operations. It further shows, that 
when confronted with information directly at the 
point of emotion i.e. the harvesting site, this critical 
attributes can be reduced. Therefore it is concluded, 
that providing information about forest operations 
can alleviate negative attitudes.  
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