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Summary
Spiritual values are included in the concept of sustainable forest management of international forestrelated policies and strategies. However, little is known about the implementation of these intangible
values in the practice of Dutch forest management. These policies and strategies are not only
important for countries of indigenous people but also in the Netherlands where despite an increasing
secularisation 31% of the population consider themselves spiritual. Recent studies indicate that
spiritual experiences in nature are not only good for a persons mental and physical health but
connecting with nature in a meaningful way might also awaken the wish in people to conserve
nature. To be able to give forest managers tools to implement spiritual values in practice and
respond to demands related to spirituality from the public it is crucial to understand what role these
values currently play in management practices.
The objective of this research was therefore to better understand the role and dynamics of spiritual
values in forest management practice by investigating the forest managers’ perspectives on
spirituality in their management activities as well as spiritual stakeholders holding spiritual values
that come to the forests.
The main research question was “How do spiritual values play a role in the practice of Dutch forest
management?”. This was answered through investigating the following specific research questions:
1) What kinds of spiritual values can be distinguished in the practice of forest management?
2) What kinds of spiritual values are held by different spiritual stakeholders coming to the
forest?
3) How are these spiritual values enacted in forest management practices?
A qualitative research approach was taken. This research was based on the social science theory of
constructivism. The research tested the analytical framework for researching spirituality in the
context of forest management as developed by de Pater et al (forthcoming) in the field. In the scope
of this research semi-structured interviews across the Netherlands with 16 forest managers and 5
spiritual stakeholders were done. After transcribing the interviews, a grounded-theory analysis was
performed which gave insights into the undercurrent of spiritual values coming back in the
interviews. A similar pattern of occurrence was observed for the Experiential sub dimensions for
forest managers and spiritual stakeholders. However, the outstanding difference was a very high
number of occurrences of the Philosophical-Ethical dimension for spiritual stakeholders, which was
the most important for the spiritual stakeholders as they were philosophically making sense of their
spiritual experiences. Forest managers were more focused on the practical things they encounter and
material things they had in their area. Spiritual dimensions also had an overlap with management
dimensions and seemed to represent a spectrum of inclusion of spiritual values in management
ranging from passive to active. The passive side of the spectrum was represented by spiritual values
that happen in the forest management area, but forest managers are not actively doing anything for
it, and which might even cause conflicts. The middle of the spectrum came back in this research as
forest managers facilitating the Restorative dimension although this might not be motivated by
spiritual intentions but nonetheless benefits these. An example of the active inclusion of spiritual
values in forest management was encountered in one forest area. An active collaboration with a
working group on life energy took place in the restoration of this area. These results show that there
is a lot more happening when it comes to spiritual values in the practice of Dutch forest management
then one might expect. It is important to keep in mind that due to time limitation the sample size
was quite small and future research on a larger scale is required to know how examples of spiritual
values are distributed across this spectrum of inclusion in forest management. The analytical
framework turned out to be a very useful tool and it is recommended to also apply it in other
research contexts such as the tree cutting debate to see if spiritual undercurrent also plays a role in
this.
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1. Introduction
Spiritual values are included in the concept of sustainable forest management of international forestrelated policies and strategies such as the FSC and PEFC (PEFC Council, 2018; FSC Netherlands, 2018).
The mentioning of spiritual values as a criterion for sustainable forest management in international
forest policies and strategies leads back to the year 1998 (Verschuuren & Brown, 2019). In that year a
Task Force on Non-Material Values of Protected Areas was formed as part of the International Union
for Conservation of Nature (IUCN)’s World Commission on Protected Areas (WCPA) (Verschuuren &
Brown, 2019). Four years later, in 2002, spiritual values were incorporated into the criteria and
indicators for Sustainable Forest Management by the Ministerial Conference for the Protection of
Forests in Europe (MCPFE), but no additional information was given on how to implement these
values in practice (MCPFE, 2002). The 5th World Parks Congress in Durban South Africa produced a
recommendation that calls for the inclusion of all cultural and spiritual values in protected areas
(Verschuuren & Brown, 2019). Harmon and Putney underlined the relevance of these values in their
book on the full value of parks as they stated that “conservation authorities need to grasp the depth
and significance of the intangible, noneconomic values associated with protected areas, for it is here
that the ultimate motivation for caring will be found” (Harmon & Putney, 2003: p. 13, in Verschuuren
& Brown, 2019).
Two decades later, little is still known about how intangible values such as spiritual values are
operationalized in practice (de Pater et al., forthcoming). The recommendation above that is aimed
at protected areas is not only given for areas of indigenous people but is also applicable within the
Netherlands (Verschuuren & Brown, 2019). Despite the fact that the Netherlands is considered as
one of the most secularized countries in the Western world, 31% of the population still considers
themselves spiritual (Bernts & Berghuijs, 2016; Knippenberg, 1998). In Post-War Europe a decline in
traditional religion and a transformation towards new hybrid forms of religiosity and spirituality
could be observed to a varying degree across Europe (Knippenberg, 2015). Furthermore, there is a
growing public interest in spirituality and a so called ‘subjective turn’ from the objective and external
role of religion towards more of a subjective experience (Heelas & Woodhead, 2005).
In recent years more research was done into the positive long-term psychological effects for a
person’s well-being through experiencing nature (Hartig et al., 2010; Russell et al., 2013). The same
goes for spiritual experiences in nature. Even though they are hard to measure, spiritual experiences
can have an effect on the self and ultimately lead to long-term psychological well-being (Snell &
Simmonds, 2012; Russel et al., 2013). Furthermore, Snell & Simmonds’ research into the qualities and
outcomes of spiritual experience in nature showed that participants expressed the wish to protect
the environment (Snell & Simmonds, 2012). This is in line with the findings of another study that
showed that connectedness with nature can even be seen as a necessary prerequisite for successful
conservation since it predicts and motivates environmentally responsible behaviour (Zylstra et al,
2014). Zylstra’s findings have not yet been tested empirically in the Netherlands and it would be
interesting to see if this is the same in the Netherlands in order to gain insights into how this could
affect conservation efforts.
The Corona crisis is expected to impact the well-being of people globally (Boden et al., 2021). Studies
have shown that there is an association between being in quarantine and mental health issues such
as anxiety and depression (Kato et al., 2020). As a result of the limited activities that people could
choose from due to the Corona measures, people started to rapidly increase their daily walks in
6

nature (Rousseau & Deschacht, 2020; Sachs, 2020). When Norway went into lockdown, recreational
activities in nature saw an increase of 291% in comparison to the average activities of the last 3 years
(Venter et al., 2020). This is not surprising since as mentioned above several studies have shown the
positive relationship between physical activity in nature and emotional well-being, benefitting
mental health and reducing anxiety (Pasanen et al., 2014; Weng & Chiang, 2014). A drastic increase
in recreation pressure on natural areas was also observed within the Netherlands, especially during
the summer months of 2020 of the corona crisis, according to a survey of 158 forest managers
(Verkaik, 2020). This puts forest managers increasingly into contact with people. There seems to be
also a link between crisis and spirituality. Walker et al. write in their chapter on “The Role of
Spirituality in Humanitarian Crisis Survival and Recovery”, that there are four functions of spirituality
that promote resilience when faced with a crisis (Walker et al., 2012). The most relevant for this
research are the “quest for emotional comfort or anxiety reduction” as well as the “communion with
the sacred” (Walker et al., 2012: p. 120). For people experiencing spirituality in nature this could
mean that they would make increasingly use of nature in times of crisis such as now during the
Corona pandemic. The fact that more people are drawn to the nature areas could in turn negatively
affect the spiritual experience. As Heintzman writes: “research studies suggest that more natural
settings, (...) and being alone in these settings are more likely to be associated with spirituality”
(Heintzman, 2009: p. 432). An increased number of visitors to nature areas clashes of course with
this aspect of being alone in nature. On the other hand, people who have previously not been in
contact with nature might find themselves moved by a spontaneous spiritual experience. This could
not only have a positive effect on their own psychological well-being but also awaken their desire to
protect nature which in turn could benefit conservation (Snell & Simmonds, 2012; Russel et al., 2013,
Zylstra et al., 2014). Natuurmonumenten already saw an increase in their new members which was
25% higher than the year before (Natuurmonumenten, 2021).
Nature-based spirituality is increasing world-wide (Taylor, 2001). People who are part of this
development are looking for “ultimate meaning and transformative power in nature” (Taylor, 2001:
p. 225). It is therefore expected that also in the Netherlands people visit forests for spiritual purposes
and this way come into contact with forest managers. Since part of the work of forest managers is
also to respond to requests from the public it is expected that these people also have ideas and
requirements that forest managers have to respond to. Therefore, part of speaking about spiritual
values in forest management is also about speaking about the perspective of people who use the
forest for spiritual purposes. This group of people will be in the following referred to as spiritual
stakeholders and are further described in chapter 3. The mentioning of spiritual values of these
spiritual stakeholders in this research exclusively refers to forest-related values.
As mentioned above, spiritual values do not only play a role in international forest policy schemes.
Studies furthermore indicate a variety of beneficial aspects of spiritual experiences in nature which
can range from positive effects on people as well as on nature. Therefore, it is expected that spiritual
values play a role in in forest management and have importance for spiritual stakeholders, but little
is known about the characteristics of these values and their working in forest management practice.
Although there is also still more to be said about forest users’ perspective on spirituality, this
research focuses on the perspective of the forest managers. Not much research has been done in this
area although previous research has shown that a connection with nature is an important factor for
choosing and maintaining a professional career in forestry (de Pater et al., 2008). Forest managers
are the ones putting the forest management plans and recommendations into practice. They are
7

therefore a crucial link between the forest and the forest user, enabling spiritual experiences and
hence unlocking the beneficial aspects of spiritual experiences. Analysing their perspective on
spirituality can therefore inform well about how spiritual values are implemented in forest
management practices.
Spiritual experiences in nature are intangible (Driver et al., 1999). In order to make the intangible,
tangible, this research tested the analytical framework for researching spirituality in the context of
forest management as developed by de Pater et al. (de Pater et al., forthcoming). This framework
enables a structured approach to the topic and besides answering how spiritual values are enacted in
forest management, this framework was also tested for its applicability in the field.
In the following sections, the research questions that were posed for this research were outlined. An
explanation of the theoretical and conceptual framework as well as operationalization of terms that
were frequently used in this research are presented in chapter 3. In chapter 4, the methodological
approach and which methods of data collection and analysis were used, are described. The results
can be found in chapter 5. The findings of this study are listed following the order of the specific
research questions. In chapter 6, these results are discussed, once again following the order of the
specific research questions. As mentioned above testing the analytical framework was part of this
research and therefore a reflection on the framework as well as a reflection on the methods is also
part of this chapter. Chapter 6 is concluded with a reflection on findings of other research to put the
findings into the broader context of the academic discussion. Chapter 7 contains the conclusion,
which sums up my research and answer the research questions. This chapter also includes
recommendations for future research.
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2. Research questions
The objective of this research is to better understand the role and dynamics of spiritual values in
forest management practice by investigating the forest managers’ perspectives. I focus on spiritual
values in forest management activities as well as in the perspective of other spiritual stakeholders
that come to the forest.
The main research question is therefore:
How do spiritual values play a role in the practice of Dutch forest management?
In order to answer the main research question the following three specific research questions were
investigated.
1) What kinds of spiritual values can be distinguished in the practice of forest management?
2) What kinds of spiritual values are held by different spiritual stakeholders coming to the
forest?
3) How are these spiritual values enacted in forest management practices?

9

3. Theoretical and conceptual framework
In the following chapter, firstly outlines the theoretical framework for my research as well as
operationalized terms that will be used frequently. This is synthesized in the last section of this
chapter, namely the conceptual framework that I have used in my research.

3.1 Theoretical framework
The following paragraph elaborates on the theoretical foundation in the social science theory
context. Delgado underlined an important point as she quoted Marcoen (1994) who stated that “the
spirituality of a person is never entirely self-made. It originates from an exchange process with the
culture in which the person is embedded” (Marcoen, 1994, in Delgado 2005: p. 159). Furthermore, as
described below, this research also makes use of a constructed definition of spirituality from
different sources. But it is not only the term spirituality that is constructed. This research is generally
based on the social science theory of constructivism. Social constructivism theory “assumes that
understanding, significance, and meaning are developed in coordination with other human beings”
(Amineh & Asl, 2015: p.13). An important element of this theory is that human beings or human
agents, “construct and reproduce” (p. 145) the social reality, or the structure they find themselves in
(Risse, 2009). At the same time the social environment that surrounds human agents also strongly
shapes their identities (Risse, 2009). This means that the social structure is constructed by the agent
and vice versa or as Risse puts it “the crucial point is that constructivists insist on the mutual
constitutiveness of (social) structures and agents” (Risse, 2009: p 145). Another element of this
theory is “language as the most essential system through which humans construct reality” (Amineh &
Asl, 2015: p. 13). This is why words and utterances are central in social constructivism analysis, as
they give insights into social behaviour (Risse, 2009). As Risse states, it is “through discursive
practices that agents make sense of the world and attribute meaning to their activities” (Risse, 2009:
p.149). Spiritual values are expected to permeate forest managers’ behaviour and hence come back
in forest management practices. This can be made traceable through analysing the language used by
forest managers.

3.2 Definitions
To learn more about spiritual values it is firstly important to understand what spirituality is.
Spirituality is a commonly used term that has many definitions but nonetheless remains hard to pindown. The origins of the word spirituality can be found in the Latin word “spiritus” meaning “breath”
and shows the connection with the breath of life (Delgado, 2005). As Delgado points out in her
research into the concept of spirituality, “the terms religion and spirituality are often used
interchangeably” (Delgado, 2005: p.158). Whilst both terms have a lot in common, spirituality is
often seen as a “personal affirmation of the transcendent, whereas religion is viewed as the creedal
and ritual expression of spirituality that is associated with institutional church organizations” (Walker
& Pitts, 1998: p. 409). A shift in the discourse around these two terms could be observed in the last
60 years, from the understanding of spirituality as a part of religion towards spirituality being a much
broader construct on its own (Oman, 2013). Spirituality is therefore not limited to a formal faith
system but an overarching phenomenon, experienced at the personal level (Delgado, 2005). Due to
its subjective nature, it was earlier also referred to as “’personal religion’, ‘faith’ or ‘invisible religion’”
(Bregman, 2004: p. 157). The expression of personal religion points at an important aspect of
spirituality namely the “inward turn” (Carey, 2018). This turn consists of two important aspects,
firstly becoming aware of one’s emotions and mind processes and secondly how we can keep our
attention on this in order to bring about positive change and lead happier lives (Carey, 2018). In this
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research the definition of spirituality of Delgado was considered most suitable. “Spirituality is
characterized by faith, a search for meaning and purpose in life, a sense of connection with others,
and a transcendence of self” (Delgado, 2005: p. 157). Connectedness is not only experienced to
others but also nature and the so called Ultimate Other (Hungelmann et al., 1996). The meaning of
the Ultimate Other or ultimate, varies amongst people. It can be God or a personal Deity or in New
Age spirituality life force (Hungelmann et al., 1996; Carey, 2018). Despite its subjective connotations,
spirituality also contains collective aspects and can even be defined as “a personal or group search
for the sacred” (Zinnabauer & Pergament, 2005 in Snell & Simonds, 2012: p. 35).
In order to do research into spiritual values it is important to define this term. This research adopts
the approach of de Pater et al. who made use of the definition by Driver et al. with the addition of
non-human spirits. Spiritual values are hence described as “hard-to define nature-based values that
help maintain and renew the human spirit’ (List and Brown 1999: 5), and characterize them as ‘hard
to measure’, ‘intangible’, ‘ethereal’, or ‘psychologically deep’ values associated with land” (de Pater
et al., forthcoming: p 2).
Forests are central in this research. They are defined as “Land with tree crown cover (or equivalent
stocking level) of more than 10 percent and area of more than 0,5 ha. The trees should be able to
reach a minimum height of 5m at maturity in situ. May consist either of closed forest formations
where trees of various storeys and undergrowth cover a high proportion of the ground; or of open
forest formations with a continuous vegetation cover in which tree crown cover exceeds 10 percent”
(Schelhaas et al., 2014: p. 58).
Forest management is the management of a forest area to reach a predefined goal (Vellema & Maas,
2003). The focus of this research lies on the implementation phase of forest management, meaning
the operational objectives and its related activities to implement these in the forest (Vellema &
Maas, 2003). In order to develop these operational objectives, the preparatory phase of forest
management plans includes an evaluation of the policy framework (Vellema & Maas, 2003). This way
forest management plans are the link between what policies set out to achieve and the actual
achievement of for example Sustainable Forest Management in the field (Vellema & Maas, 2003).
Furthermore, these anticipated objectives regarding the use or conservation of an area are listed in
the forest management plan of an area (Vellema & Maas, 2003). Forest management plans may
contain descriptions on an operational spectrum from abstract to concrete that can be translated
into forest management practice (de Pater et al., forthcoming). To answer the second research
question on how spiritual values are enacted in forest management practices, it is important to
define what forest management practices are. This research focuses on practices that are
implemented by forest managers in the field. A few examples of these would be: “protection,
restoration measures, integrated use, recreation management, communication, monitoring, and
evaluation” (de Pater et al., forthcoming: p.10). For the purpose of data analysis forest management
plans provide a framework for categorizing forest management practices.
Sustainable forest management is “a dynamic and evolving concept, which aims to maintain and
enhance the economic, social and environmental values of all types of forests, for the benefit of
present and future generations.” (FAO, n.d.). The Dutch government has signed agreements on
sustainable forest management on an international level and promotes the implementation of them
on the national level (Hendriks, 2016). In the Netherlands there is not one separate forest policy on
national level but rather a more decentralized approach of the provinces and local authorities
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working on the implementation of these agreements (Hendriks, 2016). This is because forest policy is
part of nature policy, which is the responsibility of the provinces. In that sense each province drafts a
nature management plan for their own territory (Hendriks, 2016). Landowners can request subsidies
from the provinces for the management of these forest and nature areas (Hendriks, 2016).
Sustainable management of the area and its resources are a prerequisite to receive this subsidy and
in addition, municipalities also draft regional plans for spatial planning (Hendriks, 2016). However,
recently the ministry of Agriculture, Nature, and Food Quality in cooperation with the provinces
released a National Forest Strategy and policy agenda for 2030 (Ministier van Landbouw, Natuur en
Voedselkwaliteit, 2020). The document describes the target image for forests in the Netherlands in
2030 and actions to reach this goal but the implementation towards this remains decentralised
(Ministier van Landbouw, Natuur en Voedselkwaliteit, 2020).
Forest managers are ultimately the ones putting the forest management plans into action. In this
study a forest manager is defined as a person who is “responsible for the management vision and
management planning and the implementation thereof” (FSC Netherlands, 2019: p. 74). In the
Netherlands forest managers are quite a diverse group due to the different kinds of forest ownership
(Schelhaas et al., 2014). The Sixth Dutch Forest Inventory in 2012 and 2013 showed that around 2/3
of the forest belongs to the government, larger nature conservation organisations such as
Natuurmonumenten or the provinces and municipalities (Schelhaas et al., 2014). Those forest areas
are managed by professional forest managers and the rest of the forest land being in private
ownership (Schelhaas et al., 2014). This research targeted forest managers who make decisions in
the field, be it on their own territory or that of someone else.
“There is an increasing demand for active public involvement in forestry decision-making” (Sheppard
& Meitner, 2005: p. 171). This is because in sustainable forest management the values that people
see in the forest should also be included and therefore forest managers find themselves confronted
with a variety of demands by different stakeholders (Sheppard & Meitner, 2005). In this study a
stakeholder is defined as someone with an “interest in relation to an activity” (McGrath & Whitty,
2017: p. 741). In the case of this study the focus is on stakeholders holding nature-related spiritual
values and being in some way or another spiritually active as well as outspoken about it. In the
following they are referred to as spiritual stakeholders. A forest manager may deal with spiritual
stakeholders that may attribute one or several dimensions of spiritual values (from de Pater et al.,
outlined below) to the forest. That means someone having an interest in the activity of forest
management as the decisions affect to what extent the spiritual values can be experienced,
expressed, or practiced in the forest area.

3.3 Conceptual framework
Although the term spirituality has been discussed in the section above, the question remains how to
research something so seemingly illusive. In order to achieve this, this research made use of the
analytical framework for researching spirituality in the context of forest management as developed
by de Pater et al. (de Pater et al., forthcoming). The framework was developed based on the 7
dimensions of religion initially formulated by Smart (Smart, 2002). De Pater et al. applied these
dimensions for forest management. The outcome are the following 7 dimensions that can be found
in table 1. To put these dimensions in context with the topic of forest and forest management,
practical examples per dimension are given in the text below. It is important to note that a spiritual
experience or phenomenon is not exclusive to one of the dimensions nor does it need to cover all of
them.
12

Table 1- Framework for spiritual dimensions as developed by de Pater et al. (forthcoming)

Dimension of Spirituality
Theoretical relation with Forest
1. Experiential/emotional 1.a) Aesthetic: Beauty & Awe
1.b) Relational: Connectedness & oneness experience
1.c) Restorative: tranquillity, rest
1.d) “Lifeforce” or “vital energy” in forests and trees
2. Practical/ritual
Forests & trees as object of ritual practice
3. Narrative/Mythical
Mythical foundation of sacred sites
4. Philosophical
Worldviews
5. Ethical
Injunctions to conservation, tree planting, restoration
6. Social-institutional
(Underlying) drivers of Community & Social Forestry and
conservation movements
7. Material
Forests as provider of sacred materials
The first dimension covers experiential and emotional aspects and is divided into 4 subdimensions.
The first subdimension is called Experiential-Aesthetic (1a). This dimension entails the experience of
‘awe’ and beauty in forests which was described as transcendent by people who visit, work or live in
forests (Williams & Harvey, 2001). The transcendent experience was defined as: “A moment of
extreme happiness; a feeling of lightness and freedom; a sense of harmony with the whole world;
moments which are totally absorbing, and which feel important” (Williams & Harvey, 2001: p. 249).
The feeling of fear which can also be experienced in the forest, belongs to this subdimension, too (de
Pater et al., forthcoming).
The second subdimension is classified as the Experiential-Relational dimension (1b). In this
dimension experiences related to connectedness with nature in general or parts of it such as for
example trees are found. This experience can also be described with the feeling of oneness with
nature which was found to be closely related to environment-friendly behaviour as mentioned in the
introduction (Zylstra et al., 2014; de Pater et al., forthcoming).
The third subdimension covers the Experiential-Restorative (1c) aspects presenting experiences of
“refreshing quality of the forest, the benefits of peace and quiet, a sense of renewed energy and
activity” (Williams & Harvey, 2001: p 255). In practice it could be experienced through, for example,
“forest bathing”, a mediative forest walk benefiting the mental and physical health (Lee et al., 2011).
The fourth and last subdimension is the Experiential-Lifeforce dimension (1d). Lifeforces stand for
subtle energies that can be found in many things such as forests and trees and “run through Earth
and its human and non-human inhabitants in certain patterns” (de Pater et al., forthcoming: p.8). In
practice for example the attempt to restore the energetic balance of a forest falls into this
subdimension (Ecointention, n.d.).
The second dimension is called the Practical-Ritual dimension. It includes actions performed to
develop “spiritual awareness or ethical insight” (Smart, 2002: p.14-15). One example for this category
are natural burials that have become increasingly popular amongst the Dutch population, with the
number of natural burials doubling each 2 years (NU, 2020).
The third dimension includes narratives and myths. This dimension includes storytelling "about
features of creation, people’s place on earth, saints and heroes” (de Pater et al., forthcoming: p.8).
13

This dimension channels experiences and emotions in nature in the form of storytelling and is
therefore not only closely related to the first dimension but also the previously mentioned ritual
dimension (de Pater et al., forthcoming).
The fourth dimension puts people’s worldviews central. This dimension is called the Philosophical
dimension. An example would be the understanding of the cosmos which underpins the other abovementioned dimensions. Attempts of sensemaking of experience in nature are also included in this
dimension (de Pater et al., forthcoming).
The fifth dimension which is the Ethical dimension is closely linked to the fourth dimension. Whilst
the philosophical dimension is more concerned with abstract reasoning the ethical dimension is more
related towards action. This action could be for example planting trees and conserving sacred sites
(de Pater et al., forthcoming).
The sixth dimension includes social and institutional aspects. This dimension sums up the embedding
of the above-mentioned dimensions into social structures. Examples of this dimension could be
“green” initiatives in communities or related to religious organisations (de Pater et al., forthcoming).
The seventh and last dimension is that of the Material dimension. It is about spirituality found in
material objects. Since forest management is always about material aspects, this dimension is limited
to moveable or otherwise distinguishable elements of the landscape such as for example sacred trees
(de Pater et al., forthcoming).
The framework of this research was based on the framework develop by de Pater et al. as outlined
above. In order to detect the spiritual dimensions deductively in the interview transcripts, these were
translated into analytical units. One subdimension that was also translated into an analytical unit was
added. This is the experiential-unspecified dimension. De Pater showed that some terms such as
“experiential value”, “nature experience” or “enable experience” that were mentioned in Dutch
forest management plans, cannot be added to any of the other experiential subdimensions (de Pater
et al., 2020). The following 10 analytical units were used for the spiritual dimensions:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.
10.

Experiential-Unspecified
Experiential-Aesthetic
Experiential-Relational
Experiential-Restorative
Experiential-Lifeforce
Practical-Ritual
Narrative-Mythical
Philosophical-Ethical
Social-Institutional
Material
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To draw conclusion on spiritual values in the practice of forest management it is important to
categorize what forest management practices entail. Therefore, a selection of 5 categories of
management that are related to interventions in the field were chosen from De Pater et al.
classification (de Pater et al., 2020). These sensitizing concepts were detected deductively in the
interview transcripts with the forest managers. These are: “practical prescriptions for action and
interventions such as:
1. Protection of an area or specific elements in it
2. Restoration of forests and other sites of natural and/or cultural importance
3. Integrated use and/or restoration of forest and nature areas or culturally or historically
important objects
4. Activities related to communication, education and research
5. Interventions to facilitate nature tourism”
The spiritual dimensions as well as the management practices were put into a matrix as illustrated in
table 2 and presented the conceptual framework that was applied in this study. Numbers filled into
the table indicated a co-occurrence between the two and informed where spiritual values came back
in forest management. This will be further outlined in the following chapter.
Table 2 - Conceptual framework including spiritual dimensions in the columns and management categories in rows

D0.
D1.
D2.
ExpExpExpUnspec Aesth Rel

D3.
ExpRest

D4.
D5.
D6.
D7.
ExpPrac- Narr- PhilLifeforce Rit
Myth Eth

M1.
Protection
M2.
Restoration
M3.
Integrated
use
M4.
Comm,
Edu, Res
M5.
Nature
tourism
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D8. D9.
Soc- Mat
Inst

4. Methodological approach and methods
The following chapter will firstly outline the methodological approach before more information is
provided on the data collection and analysis.

4.1 Methodological approach
This research is a cross-sectional study with a qualitative approach (Kumar, 2014). To explore the
topic of spiritual values in the practice of forest management, primary data was collected through
semi-structured interviews with forest managers and spiritual stakeholders. To better understand
the practice of spirituality, this research uses the transcripts of the interviews, to understand the
experienced reality around spirituality.
To answer the specific research questions a grounded theory approach was taken. This approach was
chosen because the theory is built on the data provided by the subject of the study (de Pater et al.,
2008). In grounded theory one “sets out to discover or construct theory from data, systematically
obtained and analysed using comparative analysis” (Tie et al., 2019: p.1). Grounded theory is a
flexible methodology which is especially useful for uncovering more about a phenomenon about
which not much is known yet (Tie et al., 2019). As mentioned above, little is known around spiritual
values in the practice of forest management, and this is therefore considered such a phenomenon.
The research has the pitfall of researchers constructing the research through interaction with not
only the data but also colleagues and themselves (Charmaz, 2008; Risse, 2009). Therefore, a
constructivist grounded theory approach was taken in which it is essential to examine “(1) the
relativity of the researcher’s perspectives, positions, practices, and research situation, (2) the
researcher’s reflexivity; and (3) depictions of social constructions in the studied world.” (Charmaz,
2008: p.398). It is important to reflect as a researcher on one’s own effect on the research process,
collected data, representation, and analysis of it (Charmaz, 2008). This approach keeps in mind that
ultimately the researcher constructs categories of data but tries to interpret the understanding in its
social context and more value is placed on the participants view rather than the researchers
(Charmaz, 2008).
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4.2 Methods
4.2.1 Data collection
Data was collected during interviews with 16 forest managers of different forest management sites
(see table 3). All of these forest managers were working or had work experience at field level. Only
one forest manager was responsible for several areas in the scope of the Forest group (‘Bosgroep’).
This research made use of snowball sampling, since familiar forest managers were approached
through an email request and could refer to other forest managers. In the successive selection of
interviewees, it was aimed to increase the number of female forest managers as well as to get a
better spreading of forest manager areas across the Netherlands.
Table 3- List of forest managers (FM) interviewed in the scope of this research

Nr
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10

FM code
FM1
FM2
FM3
FM4
FM5
FM6
FM7
FM8
FM9
FM10

Gender
F
M
M
M
M
M
M
M
M
M

Employer
SBB
Gemeente
Landgoed
NM
SBB
SBB
Landschap Noord Holland
SBB
NM
Bosgroep

11
12
13
14
15
16

FM11
FM12
FM13
FM14
FM15
FM16

M
M
F
M
F
F

SBB
NM
SBB
SBB
SBB
NM

Province
Noord Holland
Gelderland
Gelderland
Gelderland
Texel
Utrecht
Noord Holland
Drenthe
Noord-Brabant
Zuid Nederland (Noord-Brabant,
Zeeland and Limburg)
Friesland
Gelderland
Overijssel
Drenthe (SBB)
Noord-Brabant
Gelderland

During the interview process with these forest managers, I asked them which spiritual stakeholders
they find themselves in interaction with. Not many forest managers had contact with spiritual
stakeholders and as it turned out the spiritual stakeholders that I was referred to all were taking
other people into the forest with them. A selection criterion was that the activity had to relate in
some way to any of the spiritual dimensions and that spiritual stakeholders were willing to speak
about their perspective and experience. I sent a flyer with information of my research so that the
spiritual stakeholders could decide themselves if this was a topic that they wanted to elaborate on.
Table 4 lists the five spiritual stakeholders were interviewed in the scope of this study. One of the
aims of interviewing spiritual stakeholders was to achieve triangulation on the interaction between
forest managers and spiritual stakeholders. Triangulation can help to get a better understanding of
an interaction since it provides different angles on the interaction (Wester & Peters, 2004). In two
cases, it was possible to interview forest managers and spiritual stakeholders of the same area. The
second aim of interviewing spiritual stakeholders was to get insights into their perspective on the
forest which can help forest managers navigate the expectations and interactions with this group.
One of the spiritual stakeholders was a former forest manager and therefore interviewed about the
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activities in forest management as well as about current activities as a spiritual stakeholder in the
forest. Forest manager 16 and spiritual stakeholder 1 are therefore the same person but separate
transcripts made for the sake of simplicity in the analysis.
Table 4 - List of spiritual stakeholders (SS) interviewed in the scope of this research

Nr
1
2

SS code
SS1
SS2

Gender
F
F

3
4
5

SS3
SS4
SS5

F
M
F

Activity in forest
Nature coaching
Several, amongst others Wicca rituals and
Celtic tree walks
Coaching
Bushcraft
Outside psychologist

The data collection took place in the form of semi-structured interviews which lasted around 1h. An
interview guide was used during the interviews. The guide for forest management interviews can be
found in Appendix I and for spiritual stakeholders in Appendix II. The questions were mainly
formulated around the dimensions of de Pater et al. (forthcoming) framework. This way the
questions and broader themes were prepared in advance, but the structure of the interview
remained flexible.
Due to the Corona pandemic, traveling to the forest management sites as initially planned was not
possible and all interviews but one were held online. For one forest management site it was possible
to visit the site and have a walking interview with two forest managers through the area. Noticeably
the walking interview was particularly fruitful, and this style of interviewing seem to indeed help the
interviewees to focus on the topic and the area seemed to help as a source of inspiration or recalling
of previous experience (de Pater et al., 2008). The interview was recorded on a mobile phone and
written transcripts made afterwards. The online interviews were recorded either through MS Teams
or Zoom and transcribed afterwards with Otter.ai for the English interviews and Microsoft Word for
the Dutch interviews.
The participants of the study were informed about the content and gave free, prior, informed
consent. The transcripts of the interviews were stored in line with the regulations of the Forest and
Nature Conservation Policy group anonymously and on a save server. Since the topic of spirituality is
still a sensitive topic no names are used in the final research as well as any reports following from
this research.
Some limitations occurred because travelling to the sites was for the most part not possible due to
the Corona situation. In two cases conversations turned out a bit challenging because the internet
connection was not so good and there was a delay in people talking. This made communication
difficult since interviewer and interviewee were interrupting each other. However, it is not expected
that this affected the quality of the data since the interviewee was mainly talking in which case the
delay was not a problem. Furthermore, it was noticed that some online interviews were part of a
busy day for forest managers. The online interviews made it harder to set the mood which was
noticeably different for the field visit in which more time was dedicated to the conversation and the
walking through the area had a much more relaxed and in-depth undertone.
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For the most part language was not a barrier since for those forest managers who were comfortable
to speak English their language skill was sufficient enough to bring across all the information. For
those forest managers that were not comfortable speaking English, the interview was held in Dutch.
This was sometimes challenging particularly when spontaneously asking deeper questions. The
feedback from those interviewees was however positive and interviewees did not seem to have any
troubles understanding the interviewer.
As an additional source, field notes were made after the interviews, reflecting on the experience
during the interview as well as the role of the interviewer on the outcome of the interview. These
reflections were used to refine the interview process as well as to keep my own bias in check.
Fieldnotes were also made to evaluate the interviews and anything that could have affected their
outcome. Ultimately the fieldnotes were used to adjust and improve the interview process.

4.2.2 Data analysis
The interviews held in English were transcribed with the help of Otter.ai. The interviews held in
Dutch were transcribed using Microsoft word. Next a Grounded-theory analysis was performed
based on the transcripts. Therefore, the computer program Atlas.to 9 was used.
The analytical units for spiritual dimensions as well as management categories as mentioned in 3.3
(page 11-12) were used for deductive detection during the analysis of the interview transcripts.
Whilst going through the transcripts an additional 8 management codes were added since they
proved to be useful for the coding process. These were the following codes that were found
inductively during the coding of the interviews:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.

Description of how the area is used
Description of what is in the area
Management objectives and strategies
Wildlife management
Zoning of the area
Collaboration with external groups or people
Requests received from the public
Problems and dilemmas that the forest managers encounter

In addition to the spiritual and management codes, this research made use of A-codes. A-codes are
additional qualifications or specifications of the spiritual dimensions. An initial list of A-codes was
formulated based on findings of an ongoing research into spiritual values in forest management plans
(de Pater, et al., forthcoming).The initial list can be found in Appendix III. During the coding of the
interviews more A-codes were inductively found and added to the list of A-codes. A-codes from the
initial list that did not come back in the interviews at all or only very few times were removed from
the final A-code list of which a graphical illustration is shown in Appendix IV.
For all three specific research questions the transcripts of the interview built the foundation for the
data analysis. The transcripts were coded in a constructivist grounded theory analysis for the
different spiritual analytical units, the forest management analytical units that they belong to as well
as for the A-codes.
Ultimately the percentage of occurrence for each spiritual dimension was calculated to see
differences between these dimensions for the interviews with forest managers and spiritual
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stakeholders respectively. This way a picture emerged of what kinds of spiritual values are
encountered within forest management practices in the Netherlands as well as with spiritual
stakeholders that come to the forest. For the third specific research question the conceptual
framework shown in table 2 was applied. The sections in the transcripts of the interviews with the
forest managers which were coded with a spiritual dimension code as well as management codes
were important and gave insights in how spiritual values come back in forest management. These
sections had hence an occurrence of spiritual dimension code as well as management codes and are
in the following referred to as co-occurrence.
In constructivist grounded theory the process of data analysis is divided into different steps of
coding. “Coding is the pivotal link between collecting or generating data and developing a theory that
explains the data.” (Tie et al., 2019: p.4). As Tie et al. (2019) explain, the process starts with initial
coding of the data. They outline that the idea is to compare data and look at resemblances and
disparities thereby creating as many codes as possible, representing important words or groups of
words. Although Tie et al. (2019) advise to generate as many initial codes as possible, I also needed
to keep the number manageable and ended up with 79 codes.
As a next step, intermediate coding builds on the first step and transforms the initial codes into fewer
categories sharing similar properties (Tie et al., 2019). I was comparing the findings amongst the
different interviews to see which concepts kept coming back and which codes could possibly be
merged as they were describing the same phenomenon. This is also the stage where theoretical
saturation can be reached if nothing new is encountered in the data (Tie et al., 2019). This was not
the case for this research as new information was encountered during all interviews. As a last step
advanced coding aims at integrating the theory that emerges from the data (Tie et al., 2019). While
the initial coding takes the data apart, themes and storylines that emerge from the data result in a
theory (Tie et al., 2019). This was done using different analysis tools in Atlas, one of which being the
co-occurrence table. Going back and forth between the analysis tool and the quotes from the
interview transcript allowed for a general picture to emerge which is outlined in the results chapter
and discussed in chapter 6.
In order to ensure validity of the research, instructions from Wester and Peters (2004) were
followed. The following paragraph describes the steps taken in this research based on the theory of
Wester and Peters (2004). The small sample size as well as the results of these interviews make it
hard to generalize the findings so external validity was not the goal of this study. Statements are
mainly made about the groups of forest managers and spiritual stakeholders who were part of this
research. The results are however discussed in the light of existing literature in the field to see if
similar patterns have emerged in other studies (Wester & Peters, 2004).
To also make sure that internal validity was maintained during the research, unclear statements were
summed up and repeated to the interviewees as to make sure that misunderstandings could be
prevented. Furthermore, this research made use of a member check (Wester & Peters, 2004). This
meant that one participant was approached with an interpretation that was in line with findings of
other interviews to make sure the statement was not misinterpreted. The interview transcripts were
also checked by a more experienced researcher to receive feedback on how to improve the
interviewing skills. Lastly, peer-debriefing was done at a later stage of the project (Wester & Peters,
2004). This meant that a researcher who is more knowledgeable and experienced in the field,
checked the interpretations.
To some extent triangulation was also applied during the research (Wester & Peters, 2004). Two
spiritual stakeholders working in two forest management sites which were part of this research were
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interviewed. There was not much said about the interaction because not much contact existed
between forest managers and spiritual stakeholders besides of a contract that described the general
rules that spiritual stakeholders have to follow.
As mentioned above a field diary served as a place of reflection on the individual interviews, the
researcher’s mood and any other circumstances that could have affected the interview process, so as
to make sure that the data collection was as objective as possible. Ultimately the field notes were
used only to adjust the interviewing process as mentioned above.
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5. Results
5.1 Types of spiritual values found in the interviews
In the following paragraphs I will outline the findings of my research in the order in which the specific
research questions were posed.

5.1.1 Number of references to spiritual values in interviews with forest managers
The following section explains the occurrences of spiritual values in the interviews with the forest
managers. Figure 1 illustrates the total number of codes referring to spiritual dimensions per
interview with each of the forest managers (FM) and detailed numbers can be found in Appendix V.

Figure 1. Number of codes referring to
spiritual dimensions per interview (forest
managers)
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Figure 1 - Number of codes spiritual dimensions per interview with forest managers

Figure 2 illustrates the number of occurrences for the interviews with the forest managers per
spiritual dimension. There is some variation across the dimensions but not one dimension was
particularly outstanding. However, the Experiential-Aesthetic dimension as well as the SocialInstitutional dimensions scored very low. Numbers in detail can be found in Appendix VI.

Figure 2. Codes per spiritual dimension for
interviews with forest managers (in % of total)
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Figure 2 - Codes per spiritual dimension for interviews with forest managers
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The Practical-Ritual dimension occurred the most during the interviews with forest managers (N = 97,
or 17.4% of the total codes for dimensions). In the case of the interviews with the forest managers
the Material-Spiritual dimension (N = 87, or 15.6%) was the dimension with the second highest
occurrence. The three ‘experiential’ dimensions had a lower yet still frequent occurrence of, in
decreasing order, Restorative (N = 77, or 13.8%), Lifeforce (N = 74, or 13.3%) and Relational (N = 71,
or 12.8%) dimension. Lower occurrences were observed for the other dimensions with the lowest
number found for the Social-Institutional dimension (N = 4, or 0.7%).
The five ‘experiential’ dimensions result in 285 codes, or 51.3% of the total codes for spiritual
dimensions (see Appendix VII). The Restorative dimension has also here with 27% the highest
occurrence of the ‘experiential’ group. The Lifeforce dimension (26%) and the Relational dimension
(24.9%) however have a similarly high occurrence. A lower number of occurrences was found for the
Unspecified dimension (14%) and the Aesthetic dimension (8.1%) had the lowest number of
references in the ‘experiential’ group. Calculations of percentage can be found in Appendix VII.
After having explained the quantitative part of the dimensions for forest managers, the following
section outlines the qualitative part. This is about how the spiritual dimensions came back in the
interviews with forest managers including additional qualitative codes (A-codes). As outlined above
A-codes were used to specify the spiritual dimensions. Thirteen different A-codes were encountered
that had an occurrence of higher than 6 and were relevant for the specification of the spiritual
dimensions (see Appendix IV). A-codes are explained per spiritual dimension in which they had the
highest occurrence. They will be explained in the respective section of either forest managers or
spiritual stakeholders, depending on where they came back most frequently.
The Experiential-Unspecified dimension contains mainly references to nature experiences (natuur
beleving). Therefore, the A-code of ‘nature experiences’ (8 occurrences, all in forest manager
interviews) was created. The forest managers spoke about activities that they organised such as full
moon walks or overnight stays in the forest area that allowed visitors to experience nature in a
different, meaningful and concentrated way. They also mentioned activities such as nature quests
that some forest managers would like to organize but cannot do because of conflicts with
Natura2000 nature protection laws. Forest managers also noted that there is great enthusiasm
among the public to join these types of activities.
This dimension also included forest managers’ own profound, meaningful experiences in the forest
as the following quote illustrates:
“I have those experiences almost weekly. And it can be a very small thing which you see on a tree. It
can be a bird, or it can be that you are standing in the field and it’s the fog or it is the absolute silence
you notice. Or it’s a deer which is standing before your nose. It can also be the rain. So, I personally
am really touched by these moments.” FM 12
As this forest manager mentioned, animals played a role in these meaningful experiences and
therefore the A-code of ‘animal encounter’ (6, only in forest manager interviews) was created. Four
forest managers even mentioned that they believe that most people have these experiences but use
different words for it, an example of that being the flow experience. The flow experience is a
phenomenon that happens when a person is fully immersed in the moment with whatever they are
doing (Shin et al., 2010). In this stage “there exists no worry or boredom, and a person feels a holistic
sensation of acting with the total environment” (Shin et al., 2010: p. 41).
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The Experiential-Aesthetic dimension was described in the interviews with adjectives such as
splendid, mystical, incredibly beautiful and was often mentioned in references to old trees which
sometimes had a specific outstanding shape that triggered a feeling of awe in the forest managers.
Since the feeling of being at awe was particularly often mentioned in relation to old trees, the A-code
of ‘old-growth’ (FMs: 8, SSs: 6) was created. This feeling of awe can also be related to a place in the
forest management area itself as this quote illustrates:
“This is where you enter (name of location) and here I really experience a feeling of some sort of
chapel or holiness.” FM 8
The Experiential-Relational dimension contains a lot of references to the nature education program
Natuurwijs that forest managers were enthusiastic about and which is essentially about connecting
children with nature in a meaningful way. An A-code that was created in this dimension was
‘resonance’ (6 occurrences, only in FM interviews). Resonance is in this research defined as an
experience or memory thereof that gives an area in the forest or activity a special meaning. This
experience is therefore not simply a memory but a memory that influences the present perception or
activity. When forest managers explained why they feel a connection with a particular area they
mentioned memories such as marriage pictures on a heather field, walks with their dog and
overnight stays they had in the area. Childhood memories were a similar case and something that
affected the career choice of several forest managers. Several forest managers mentioned that the
work that they have done in an area also resulted in a connection with that particular area. Lastly the
connection of local people to the nature area also played a role in the interviews as local people
considered the nature area their land and disagreed with the cutting of trees on their land.
The Experiential-Restorative dimension had a lot of quotes particularly around the forest managers
understanding how valuable forests are as places to energize and that health benefits can be derived
from nature and its quietness. This was true for the forest managers themselves seeking restoration
as well as for what they see visitors seeking in the area. Silence and tranquillity were frequently
reoccurring themes and therefore the A-code of ‘tranquillity’ (17 occurrences, only in FM interviews)
was formulated. Silence and tranquillity were often attributed to zonation. The forest managers also
indicated that from research amongst their visitors they know that quietness is something that
people actively seek in nature. Quietness was also included in some nature tourism activities such as
a moment of silence during an excursion. More extreme examples are found in silence walks which
were offered in the nature areas either initiated by the management or by volunteers in that area. A
forest manager also mentioned that similarly to meaningful nature experiences some people might
be unintentionally doing silence walks:
“I think a lot of people do silence walks without knowing it. They take a walk to a place where it’s
quiet, just to get back to themselves. It is something I also do when I am stressed, overworked or a
little sad. I always look at nature! I go for a walk, and I try to go to places where I don’t meet people,
so I can hear myself.” FM 11
There were three other A-codes that were formulated for this dimension. One of these A-codes is
‘nature coaching’. Nature coaching is a form of coaching that makes use of the restorative aspects of
nature. In some areas forest managers had a collaboration with a nature coach or knew that a nature
coach was working in the area. The sections in the interviews that were about restorative activities
mentioned that these activities are taking place at open sites with old trees nearby, hence the A code
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of ‘openness (of landscape)’ (FM: 5, SS: 1) was created and the A-code of ‘old growth’ (FM: 4, SS: 3)
made a reoccurrence.
The Experiential-Lifeforce dimension came back in the interviews as places that had a certain type of
‘life energy‘. In three cases this was pointed to forest managers by spiritual stakeholders either as
energy fields, magnetic fields, or radiation from the ground. One of the forest management areas
had an exceptional project collaborating with a working group on life energy during the
reconstruction of the management area. At an information evening for the public someone stood up
and pointed out that there were energetic values in the area that the forest managers were not
including in their work. The forest managers were open to the request to include these values into
their reconstruction and so a collaboration started between the forest managers and the workgroup.
A challenge that was encountered during this collaboration was how to talk about these energetic
values. Some people of the workgroup saw life energies in the form of fairies and goblins which was
translated into life energy for the forest managers. Therefore, fairy-tale creatures were a reoccurring
topic in this interview and the A-code ‘fairy-tale creatures’ (9 occurrences, all in FMs interviews)
created. Besides the challenge of how to talk about these energetic values, forest managers also
mentioned the following:
“And for people who have technical backgrounds it is hard to imagine that someone like this woman
can see spiritual, energetical value, literally.” FM 11
The forest manager mentioned this contrasting view to be the cause of conflicts between some
forest managers of the team and the workgroup.
Two forest managers also mentioned that they had material-spiritual sites such as dolmen, burial
mounds and labyrinths located on ley lines. Forest managers were referring to these lines as places
of altered earth energies. ECOIntention the ecological balancing of an area was also mentioned in
two interviews with one area noticing an improvement after the balancing but the other area not
being able to accept the offer as there was not enough money to pay for it.
For the Practical-Ritual dimension, the most frequent example of a spiritual activity that was
encountered in most areas was yoga. Another frequent practical example was activities related to
the remembrance of a deceased person and therefore the A-code of ‘remembrance’ (6 occurrences,
only in FM interviews) was created. This came back in the form of dispersing the ashes at a
meaningful place, sponsoring a bench as a reminder of a place where people used to sit with their
loved one and lastly making little altars. The ritual often involved bringing candles and flowers to
which most forest managers responded that they do not mind as long as it is natural and does not
look messy. Other things would be removed. A less frequent example but still mentioned in the
interviews was people meditating. As mentioned in the section above on the Restorative dimension,
spiritual activities seem to happen in quiet, open areas sometimes near old trees. In two cases this
caused a conflict because those were areas where protected plant species grew. It was recognized by
several forest managers that only a low percentage of spiritual activities are encountered and
presumably much more rituals are happening in the areas. This is assumed also since leftovers such
as stacked rocks, stone circles or mandalas made of natural material were encountered. When it
comes to making requests for these activities in advance, most forest managers would like to have an
official request for activities that are commercial, but they mention that implementation of this
objective is difficult as people often consider nature as a free space that anyone can just use. An
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interesting point was also made by two forest managers reflecting on whether the location of their
forest area within the Netherlands had an effect on the number of spiritual activities. One forest
manager had previously worked near the Randstad and received more requests from people wanting
to do yoga in the nature area. Now the forest manager is working further away from the Randstad
and noticed that no requests for yoga or similar activities were made. Another forest manager
mentioned that it was surprising that people were not doing any activities such as yoga or meditation
in the area but pointed out that the eastern part of the country could be a reason for that as
particularly in this area people might be hesitant to attract attention with their spiritual activities.
Regarding the Narrative-Mythical dimension, there was a variety of ways in which this dimension
came back in the interviews. Cultural historical stories came back frequently and therefore the Acode ‘cultural history’ (12 occurrences, only in FM interviews) was created. This A-code contains
several aspects of cultural history. It is about stories of the area, either historical or more mystical
ones such as stories around fog as the ‘witte wieven’ (= white women) and witches. Cultural
monuments or characteristics such as old tree lanes that were protected are also part of this A-code.
In short, this A-code is about everything that evoked or created stories and kept memories of the
land alive. The A-code ‘old-growth’ (7 occurrences, only in FM interviews) came back in this
dimension and stood for forest managers who mentioned old trees and old crooked fairy-tale forests
as sites that invoke stories but also how keeping cultural history often means keeping old trees and
old growth lanes intact.
Particularly cultural history was placed also on information boards and this way communicated to
visitors of the forest. More mystical stories were communicated less often to visitors and if so, then
during excursions. Two forest managers who were working in communication with the public
(‘boswachter publiek’) recognized the importance of stories in activities that were intended to bring
people closer to nature. This was interesting because it connected to another statement by one of
the forest managers who mentioned that there are more people interested in presentations about
stories of the area than in the ecology of the area.
The Philosophical-Ethical dimension although mentioned less frequently included a variety of
philosophical aspects. A theme that came back in two interviews was who the nature area belongs to
and how that can cause conflicts. One forest manager mentioned that they had issues cutting trees in
the area because the local people considered the land belonging to them and did not want the forest
management to make any changes on it. An interesting finding was that two forest managers also
felt triggered to think deeper when they either encountered an animal or saw an old tree. The animal
in the first case was seen as a messenger giving the forest manager deeper insights. In the second
case, the old tree was seen as a way of reflecting on what it has already seen and witnessed:
“They have been there for like 80, 100 or 150 years and they have seen all these people coming by.
They are way older and wiser than we are, so they can teach us a lot. They are way longer on earth
than we are so we can learn so much from the trees.” FM 1
The Social-Institutional dimension had by far the lowest number of occurrences. One forest manager
mentioned he had an experience abroad with faith-based community forestry which resonated with
him still. Another forest manager mentioned that she had considered how to include spirituality in
the social structure of a rational minded forest management organisation. This idea links to another
forest manager mentioning that besides rational aspects of selecting a future co-worker, she also
uses her intuition to guide her in the process:
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“I am currently busy with selecting a future colleague and then I also work with my intuition. So, I
check of course first the application letter and check which education the person has. But that is one
source. I also try to make use of my intuition, so to calm down and then to sense, what other
information am I receiving? Is that someone I have a click with? Does it make me happy, or do I get
curious? Or is there not really anything happening?” FM 13
The last of the spiritual dimensions, namely the Material-Spiritual dimension came back in the
interviews in the following ways. Material spiritual sites were found in most areas in the form of
burial hills (grafheuvels) which was also the dominating occurrence of this dimension. Fewer
occurrences were natural materials that were used to make mandalas, stone circles and labyrinths.
Trees were in two cases special sites for rituals or the spiritual entrance to an area. In one area there
was a larger area of a several square meters which was considered the spiritual centre of the area for
the working group on life energy. The A-code of ‘remembrance’ (9 occurrences, only in FM
interviews) came back in this dimension and was here referring to the objects that are used for the
activity of remembrance such as the flowers or the sites which symbolized the place of remembrance
and therefore gained a deeper meaning. The A-code of ‘old growth’ (6 occurrences, only in FM
interviews) was also important in this dimension as these old trees turned out to have a special
meaning for forest managers and forest users in several cases.

5.1.2. Number of references to spiritual values in interviews with spiritual stakeholders
In the section below references to the spiritual dimensions of the interviews with the spiritual
stakeholders are explained. Figure 3 illustrates the total number of codes referring to spiritual
dimensions per interview with each of the spiritual stakeholders (SS) (for detailed numbers see
Appendix V).
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Figure 3 - Number of codes spiritual dimensions per interview with spiritual stakeholder

In the transcripts of the interviews with 5 spiritual stakeholders a total number of 202 references to
the spiritual dimensions could be found. Figure 4 shows that there was quite some variation between
the occurrence of the different spiritual dimensions. Numbers mentioned in the text below can be
found in Appendix VI.
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Figure 4. Codes per spiritual dimension for
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Figure 4 - Codes per spiritual dimension for interviews with spiritual stakeholders

The Philosophical-Ethical dimension was by far the dimension with the highest occurrence (N = 59, or
29.2% of the total codes for dimensions). This is followed by the occurrence of the Restorative
dimension (N = 36, or 17.8%) as well as the Relational dimension (N = 32, or 15,8%). Lower numbers
of occurrences were observed for the other dimensions with the Social-Institutional dimension
having the lowest number of occurrences (N = 5, or 2.5%).
For the interviews with the spiritual stakeholders, the five ‘experiential’ dimensions resulted in a
total of 101 codes, or precisely 50% of the total codes for spiritual dimensions (see Appendix VII).
Again, the Restorative dimension had with 35.6% the highest occurrence of the ‘Experiential’ group
and is yet again closely followed by the Relational dimension (31.7%). The Lifeforce dimension
(15.8%) and Unspecified dimension (11,9%) amount to lower percentages of occurrence, and the
Aesthetic dimension (5%) having the lowest number.
The Experiential-Unspecified dimension came back in the interviews with the spiritual stakeholders
mainly when they were describing their meaningful experiences in nature. One spiritual stakeholder
indicated that although it is hard to tell if there is a direct connection, she could imagine that these
meaningful experiences could also have an effect on people’s way of treating nature:
“It’s a meaningful experience that they have in the forest. And if it’s so meaningful to you then of
course it changes your life, or it changes the way you feel about yourself. Of course, you will try to
keep this connection good. That’s a good thing since people are experience driven. So, if the
experience is good, they tend to sort of take care to make this happen again or make sure it won’t
fade away.” SS 3
These meaningful nature experiences were not often specified but in one case an example was given
of a close encounter with animals in the forest. Another example of these experiences which was
mentioned by two spiritual stakeholders was the experience of a different reality something that is
not 3D or different timelines in the forest.
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The Experiential-Aesthetic dimension had very little occurrences in the interviews with the spiritual
stakeholders. Once the feeling of awe when looking up at a big old tree was mentioned. Another
aspect of this dimension came back in the interview with one spiritual stakeholder who stated the
following:
“Yes, definitely, it is important the aesthetics (...). I think what is appealing is the harmony, sort of
natural harmony or the disharmony. So, I sometimes take people to devastated areas where there’s
been logging and so to sort of open up this ‘wow, there can also be chaos’.” SS 3
A very common theme amongst the spiritual stakeholders in the Experiential-Relational dimension
was communicating with nature. Therefore, the A-code of ‘communicating with nature’ (FM: 8, SS:
10) was created. This A-code was about sensing if a tree was inviting spiritual stakeholders to come
closer or stay away. More generally this also included communication with life that can be
experienced in nature and the wisdom and insights that can be gained from that. They also speak
about consciously connecting to nature or leveling up to the energy of the forest to get into
communication with nature. Once this is achieved nature is communicating in different ways. A
theme that came back several times was animal symbolism meaning that an encounter with an
animal had a deeper meaning. The A-code of ‘Animal-symbolism’ was created for this (FM: 2, SS: 7).
Encountering certain animals at certain times can be interpreted as a message as this quote
illustrates:
“I was sitting on a little wooden bench with my client just talking about the idea that you can’t control
a situation by overthinking it, instead you have to make contact with your inner feelings, intuition and
your inner wisdom to have some control. And then all of a sudden, a Robin was making contact with
us and flew against the jacket of my client. We looked up the symbolism of Robin and that perfectly
fitted the topic we were talking about because the symbolism of Robin is: ‘Follow your heart!’.” SS 5
Most spiritual stakeholders had an early connection with or affinity for nature. Even when speaking
of nature or the sites that they frequently visit some call them their home.
The interview sections coded for the Experiential-Restorative dimension clearly show that all five
spiritual stakeholders agreed on the fact that nature has a lot to offer when it comes to people
seeking restoration. A reoccurring topic in this dimension was coded with the A-code of ‘health
benefits of nature’ (FM: 5, SS: 13). Whereas one of the spiritual stakeholders approached this in a
rather rational way stating that the oxygen, humidity and daylight we try to imitate with all sorts of
technology for our apartments, can just be found outside. The rest of the stakeholders mentioned
that the forest is a great place to rest, calm down, recharge, clear your mind and get reassurance that
everything is ok. It was also noted that experiencing this makes it much easier to open up to
emotions, feel and process which is a great starting point for difficult conversations that are
necessary for healing.
Besides that, the three spiritual stakeholders who use the forest as part of their coaching or therapy
also pointed out how this drastically increases the inner healing of people because it is much easier
to get in contact with your inner self and wisdom in nature, something this spiritual stakeholder’s
partner pointed out:
“And my love said to me yesterday, ‘It's so remarkable that you just go to the woods, and you can
ALWAYS find the reset there. When there are things happening, you go to the woods and after that
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you feel better, and you come to insights and you release things there. And then you feel well, again,
when you are back.’.” SS 2
The Experiential-Lifeforce dimension came back in the interviews with the spiritual stakeholders,
mainly as references to the life energy of big trees or sites that feel particularly good or save. Three
of the spiritual stakeholders also mentioned that there is a big variation in energy between forests
and even within forests between different sites. ‘Bad‘ or ‘confused‘ energy was twice attributed to
human action in the area such as the cutting of trees, places where justice was spoken or a person
sitting at a spot crying for a long time.
One of the spiritual stakeholders also pointed out the importance of levelling up to the energy of the
forest for experiencing nature:
“I have the feeling that, when I can really level up to the energy of the forest, there are lots of
wonders to be experienced.” SS 2
Furthermore, for the Practical-Ritual dimension, the spiritual stakeholders mentioned different
rituals that they do in the forest. One of the spiritual stakeholders had followed the Pagan path for
some time which meant that she used to do quite a lot of rituals in the forest. Part of these rituals
was also making something as an offering back to nature which is an idea that was also mentioned by
another spiritual stakeholders. The spiritual stakeholders pointed out that the balance has to be
restored between the fact that we always take from nature and don’t give anything in return. A
theme that came back in interviews with three of the spiritual stakeholders was that they were
looking for something in nature that spoke to themselves or the people they were bringing to the
forest. With these items they either made a little altar or used them as a starting point for a coaching
conversation. Another reoccurring theme was that three spiritual stakeholders also have a ritual
when entering the forest in order to ‘land in the moment‘, be silent and level up to the energy of the
forest.
The Narrative-Mythical dimension had only a few occurrences in the interviews and was mainly part
of an interview with a spiritual stakeholder who had given workshops on Germanic and Celtic
religion. One spiritual stakeholder mentioned that sometimes during coaching sessions stories such
as nature always renewing, as a metaphor for the changes we encounter in life are used. An
interesting activity that included symbols came back in one of the interviews. One of the spiritual
stakeholders made a tarot card set with tree symbols which were used in a workshop in order for the
participants to deepen their insights, potentially contacting their inner self and bringing things to the
surface.
The Philosophical-Ethical dimension was the dimension that came back the most in the interviews
with the spiritual stakeholders. A variety of things were mentioned. One of the spiritual stakeholders
who was a Wicca practitioner talked for example about views on nature. A reoccurring theme was
summarized with the A-code of ‘animal symbolism’ (FMs: 2, SSs: 9). Encountering an animal in nature
was for some spiritual stakeholders not considered as a coincidence and the animal was seen as a
messenger with different animals having different meanings. What the spiritual stakeholders
fundamentally did was to philosophically make sense of the encounter and this way deepening their
insights about themselves and their lives. A similar theme was finding phenomena in nature that
speak to oneself and to use them as a metaphor or connect them to the problem one is trying to
solve. The idea is to ask more questions about this object or phenomena in nature to understand
why this spoke to them. An example could be, why was a stone chosen that was just lying by itself
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and what does emotions does that trigger. Does this maybe even resonate with the feeling the
person is having. This way the problem that a person might be having can be looked at from a
different perspective. One of the spiritual stakeholders called nature her co-therapist because of the
messages nature sends in the form of an animal encounters and the symbolism that is attached to
that. The underlying philosophy of this is that nature can be helpful to deepen your insights. One of
the spiritual stakeholders made a similar formulation:
“When we look into a normal mirror, we see all these prejudices we might have towards ourselves.
But when you are in nature, it is like looking into a mirror that has no prejudices. (...) When you see a
bird flying you don’t question why it is flying in a certain way and why does it not fly faster, yet we do
that with ourselves.” SS 3
Another philosophical point that came back more frequently is that the forest is not considered only
a place but actually a collection of entities and life energies similar to a society. All of the spiritual
stakeholders except for one also spoke about nature as a separate entity that had different names
such as God, compassionate being, life itself or co-therapist.
The few occurrences of the Social-Institutional dimension were around Christian religion and its
view on nature as well as the way Wicca celebrates the different year feasts.
Lastly, the Material-Spiritual dimension came back in the interviews mainly through the objects that
people looked for in the forest that spoke to them and the deeper purpose they used it for. Material
objects such as sticks were also mentioned as part of a ritual to make a javelin out of it and find your
inner warrior. This dimension also came back in the objects used for Wicca rituals.
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5.2 Enactment of spiritual values in forest management practice
Table 5 shows the co-occurrences between the management categories and spiritual analytical units.
This refers to sections in the interviews that were coded with both, a spiritual code as well as a
management code. These co-occurrences give therefore insight into how spiritual values are coming
back in forest management. The highest co-occurrences with the management categories are
described per spiritual analytical unit. The section below table 5 outlines the highest co-occurrences
per spiritual dimension.
Table 5 - Co-occurrence table between spiritual analytical unit and management categories for interviews with forest
managers
D0. ExpUnspec
M. Collaboration
M. Description-use
M. Description-what is
M. Interv. CommEducKnowl
M. Interv. Integrated Use
M. Interv. Nature tourism
M. Interv. Protection
M. Interv. Restoration
M. Objective & Strategy
M. Problems & Dilemmas
M. Requests from public
M. Wildlife management
M. Zoning

D1. ExpAesth

D2. Exp-Rel

D3. ExpRestorative

D4. ExpLifeforce

D5. PractRitual

D6. NarrMyth

D7. Phil-Eth D8. Soc-Inst D9. Material
spiritual

3

1

2

3

17

1

1

0

0

5

3

0

0

7

3

18

1

0

0

3

0

0

0

0

0

0

1

0

0

2

1

0

12

0

2

1

3

1

0

0

0

0

0

0

0

0

0

0

0

1

10

1

1

21

6

3

13

0

0

3

2

3

4

1

2

5

2

1

0

7

0

0

0

0

0

0

2

0

0

1

1

0

0

2

1

3

1

1

0

2

6

1

5

10

11
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5

2

1

10

0

1

0

4

7

12

5

0

0

8

0

0

0

1

0

0

0

0

0

0

0

0

0

6

0

0

0

0

0

0

The Experiential-Unspecified dimension had the highest overlap with the management intervention
‘nature tourism’. In the interviews forest managers talked about nature tourism activities such as full
moon walks and overnight stays in nature which are essentially forms of nature experience (natuur
beleving) or letting people experience nature in a meaningful way.
The second highest overlap in the Experiential-Unspecified dimension was found with the
management category of problems and dilemmas. This is because a lot of forest managers
recognized the potential conflicts that could arise from on the one hand wanting to enable people to
have these type of nature experiences but on the other hand having rules to stay on the paths or
seeing Natura 2000 protection laws clash with this goal.
As for the Experiential-Aesthetic dimension, a rather low number of co-occurrences was found with
the management categories. However, the highest co-occurrence was encountered with the
management intervention ‘protection‘. This is because a forest manager mentioned that sites
triggered a feeling of awe such as old trees that looked a special way were protected. Another
example was the protection of the heather area. This area was admired for its beauty by one of the
forest managers and therefore had a deeper aesthetic value.
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In the Experiential-Relational dimension, the highest co-occurrence was found with the
management category of communication, education and knowledge. Most forest managers were
enthusiastically talking about Natuurwijs which has a strong aim at connecting kids with nature as
this forest manager clearly illustrated:
“It is about triggering a sense of wonder in the children and to get them connected with nature and
not so much about having them name 10 species when they return, but really more that they have
experienced it and that they really made this connection.” FM 13
The strongest overlap of all spiritual and management dimensions was encountered between the
Experiential-Restorative dimension and the management category of nature tourism. Amongst the
obvious benefits that nature offers such as the fresh air, the ability to walk and move and let the
thoughts drift, silence and tranquillity were reoccurring themes in the interviews and showed to have
its effects on the management actions of the forest managers. Forest managers recognized, in some
cases even supported by recreation research of their management area, that there are a lot of
people who visit nature areas to find tranquillity and quietness as this quote from one of the
interviews shows:
“I know that a lot of people who visit nature areas they’re coming there because it’s quiet, that there
are not so many people, that it’s an experience of BEING.” FM 12
It was also something that was easy to address in the interviews because all interviewees were able
to relate to the experience of quietness, being away from human triggers and getting in touch with
the present moment and yourself. In the interviews they described how they arrange different
routes for recreation so that mountain bikers and the quietness seeker do not clash. Two forest
managers also made a point by stating that the quietness seeker is often someone who comes for
longer distance walks. Furthermore, the management in some areas tries to facilitate this restorative
experience in nature by placing benches at quiet sites where there is a nice view of the area.
In some areas, activities exemplary of the Experiential-Restorative dimension are offered to visitors
such as silence walks or parts of the nature excursions including moments of quietness.
“We do also have silence walks, so the idea is that you just walk with each other. But yes, especially
to enjoy the silence, so you are with a group of 15 people or so, but you experience the whole walk in
complete silence. It is really about experiencing the silence.” FM 9
The second highest co-occurrence of the Experiential-Restorative dimension was found with
problems and dilemmas encountered in management. Most of these sections refer to conflicts of
Natura 2000 and wildlife protection laws as well as rules such as to stay on the path clashing with
people seeking quietness and wanting to dive into nature since generally quiet sites are often the
ones away from paths and people. The conflicts between mountain bikers and the quietness seeker
were mentioned three times and was something that is taken into account when zoning or arranging
paths in order to prevent these conflicts. Not surprisingly, the increased recreation pressure due to
corona was also mentioned by forest managers which makes finding a quiet spot much more
difficult. This was the only effect of corona that the spiritual stakeholders mentioned.
The strongest co-occurrence for the Experiential-Lifeforce dimensions was found with the
management category of collaboration. As mentioned above, one of the forest management areas
had an exceptional project collaborating with a working group on life energy during the
reconstruction of the management area. The forest management considered this workgroup as
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another stakeholder group after, at one of the information evenings for the local community,
someone stood up and pointed out that there were energetic values in the area. One of the forest
manager working on the project said during the interview:
“I thought well, why couldn’t it be that there are these values in the area? So, I took them seriously.”
FM 8
This is how a strong collaboration started between the forest management and the working group on
life energy. The forest managers were open to the idea that other people could feel or see energies
in the area that they were not or only to some extend able to experience. Reflecting on the project
they mentioned that it was crucial to have this openness and furthermore to find a contractor for the
reconstruction work who was also willing to follow instructions as to not use machinery in certain
areas and leave the dead branches on certain trees as requested by the workgroup. Although forest
managers mentioned the hard work that went into the project, the collaboration was still praised by
the two forest managers involved in the project. Collaboration with this group resulted in changes in
the initial transformation plan which contained the removal of some trees that were considered to
have life energies by the workgroup. The most important part of the area which the working group
referred to as the ‘silent core’ was treated with highest respect such as not using heavy machinery.
However, forest managers mentioned that the collaboration brought some challenges along with it
since very technically minded team members from the forest management had a hard time to be
open-minded about what the group was saying. Part of the working group saw fairies and kabouters
where others would only sense life energy. This turned out to be a challenge as people were getting
stuck on the terminology rather than what was actually being said.
Another example of collaboration was given for one of the other areas which had work done by Hans
Andeweg’s team from ECOIntention. The area was energetically balanced, and work done within the
team because there had been some tension. The forest manager mentioned that some change could
be observed although it was hard to tell if this came through the energetic balancing or also because
the team changed. Another example of ECOIntention was mentioned in another area where
someone from ECOIntention made the request to energetically balance the area but there was no
money at the time to pay for particularly a value that is so intangible.
This also explains why the second highest co-occurrence in the Experiential-Lifeforce dimension was
with the problems and dilemmas that forest managers encountered. A conflict that was pointed out
was how to make lifeforce values tangible and which words to use for it. As mentioned above, the
working group on life energy translated the energy that they saw as fairy-tale creatures which made
it difficult to be taken seriously by some rationally minded forest managers. Furthermore, some of
the concessions to the working group on life energy resulted in higher costs for the management
which showed the conflict of an intangible value being measured in money:
“Making it tangible, that is how it gets value. And that is precisely the delicate part of spiritual values,
I think. You have to translate it, and everything has to have a value in the Netherlands. And it needs
to be expressed in money or emotion. And it (spiritual value) is intangible.” FM 14
The Practical-Ritual dimension had the highest co-occurrence with the problems and dilemmas of
forest management. Forest managers mentioned the dilemma that comes along by allowing certain
activities such as yoga to take place in their area and not allowing other activities. This was
particularly true for parks that had a lot of visitors and naturally lots of requests for all sorts of
activities and areas that had the objective to provide an especially quiet area. The activities around
34

remembrance of a deceased person also caused some issues in some areas. People were found to
bring all sorts of objects such as candles and flowers to the remembrance sites and the forest
managers agreed that only items that were natural and did not look too messy were allowed to be
left. Some spiritual activities that did disrespect the rules of staying on the path were noticed and
resulted in a conflict for the forest managers. In some cases that was because of activities such as
yoga often taking place at open sites and people unfortunately choosing sites that were crucial for
endangered plant species. In some cases, no requests for commercial spiritual activities such as a
meditation workshop or silence walks were a cause of conflict for the forest managers. A view that
was shared by quite a lot of forest managers was that they would like to have official requests for
spiritual activities particularly when it comes to them being commercial.
The second highest co-occurrence with the Practical-Ritual dimension could be observed with the
description of how the forest management site is used. Examples of practical or ritual activities are
yoga, meditation walks and nature quests. The general tone around practical or ritual activities in
forest areas can be summarized as something that very few people make requests for in advance and
just happens and that the forest managers sometimes come across but also recognize that they
probably only see part of it, as this forest manager points out:
“I think we only see 25% or less of the people doing this kind of practice, because they also always do
it when it is quiet.” FM 12
An example given by the same forest manager regarding a ritual that was encountered in the forest
was the following. A picture of the ritual site can be found in Figure 5.
“I have an example from last year. There was a very special group in our area. It was a group that
was having a spiritual experience. They were walking through the fields and heathlands to get to a
place in the woods which was special to them and had energy coming from the ground. A colleague
encountered them there while they were standing in a big cirlce around a tree and singing. But this
colleague is a very practical men with a mindset of law and order. So, his focus was how to get these
people out of the forest because we don’t like people just going off the paths. It is a very busy park
and if everybody would start doing that it would be not good for nature.” FM 12

Figure 5 - Photograph of site of spiritual ritual
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The Narrative-Mythical dimension had the highest co-occurrence with nature tourism interventions.
There was a variety of stories mentioned in all but three of the areas. There were stories on a
spectrum from cultural-historical to more mystical stories and poetry about nature. Whereas forest
managers spoke about information boards often mentioning historic information the more mystical
stories of the area were included by some forest managers in nature excursions or nature experience
activities. One forest manager even noted that information evenings about the story of the area are
more popular than information evenings about wildlife.
There were only very few references to the Philosophical-Ethical dimension. The highest overlap
was found with problems and dilemmas for forest management. All quotes point to a similar issue
that this forest manager sums up clearly:
“You know, we have to share our vision, our policy with the people who live there. Because we are the
rightful owner. But they are the, well I think, spiritual owners, right? When you live there it doesn’t
matter that the sign says it belongs to SBB. It is your birth right. So yeah, I think it is rather strange to
say ‘this is our nature reserve’.” FM 11
This issue was also encountered in another area where local people were against tree cutting
because they considered the forest management area as their land.
The Social-Institutional dimension is left out of this description since it was only referred to once by
one of the forest managers.
The last spiritual dimension, namely the Material-Spiritual dimension did have a large co-occurrence
with problems and dilemmas that FMs encountered. A recurring topic was material that was used at
remembrance sites which turned out to be conflicting with what the forest managers wanted in their
area if it was either unnatural, dangerous (such as candles) or looked messy. Forest managers
mentioned that if the material was natural and did not look messy that it was OK to be left in place.
Some trees were also encountered in the areas that were either scared or had a special meaning to
spiritual groups. In some cases, this resulted in a dilemma between cutting the trees which were
initially supposed to be removed and the value that it had for the spiritual stakeholder group.
This explains why the second largest co-occurrence in this dimension was with the management
category of requests from the public. There were several requests mentioned around energetically
special sites or trees that the public wanted to see protected. Other requests were regarding
dispersing the ashes of a deceased loved one at particular sites in the management area.
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6. Discussion
In the following chapter I will be discussing the results of my study. I will firstly summarize the main
points of the results for each of the specific research questions. After the first and second specific
research question, I will shortly point out the main differences between forest managers and spiritual
stakeholders. This is followed by a discussion on the findings regarding the third specific research
question. A reflection on the analytical framework and the methods follows this and the chapter will
be closed with a discussion of my findings in context of findings of other studies.

6.1 Discussion of results
6.1.1 Spiritual values in the practice of forest management
For the interviews with the forest managers the Restorative, Relational and Lifeforce dimension
came back frequently. Forest managers mainly talked about how others experience and connect with
nature in a meaningful and restorative way, and which requests they get from the public around life
energies in their area. The Lifeforce dimension was strong for the FMs due to the collaboration with
a working group on life energy and the energetic balancing of one area. The Unspecified and the
Aesthetics dimension made up the lower percentages of the Experiential dimensions. The
Unspecified dimension were for forest managers about their own meaningful nature experiences
although the forest managers also talked about activities focussing on letting people experience
nature. There were few occurrences of the Aesthetic dimension. The references to this dimension
were about experiencing the feeling of awe at the sight of beautifully shaped, old trees.
For the interviews with the forest managers the Practical-Ritual dimension had the highest number
of occurrences. This makes sense since forest managers were asked what type of spiritual activity
they encounter in their areas, so they listed all sorts of spiritual activity they came across.
The Narrative-Mythical dimension came back in the interviews with the forest managers as they
were talking about the stories of the area and how they include these in excursions.
The Philosophical-Ethical dimension had only the seventh highest occurrence in the interviews with
the forest managers and the Social-Institutional dimension the lowest number. These dimensions
will therefore not be further discussed.
The Material-Spiritual dimension had the second highest number of occurrences in the interviews
with forest managers. A large portion of the forest management sites had burial hills in their area
and forest managers therefore talked about how they preserve these. Besides that, they talked
about mandalas, circles and labyrinths in their area which were made of natural materials.

6.1.2 Spiritual values held by spiritual stakeholders
The following section summarizes the findings regarding the second specific research question of
what kinds of spiritual values are held by spiritual stakeholders. At the end of this a small paragraph
will outline the main similarities and differences between forest managers and spiritual stakeholders.
This can help forest managers navigate the interaction with spiritual stakeholders, as well as give
indication for areas of tension.
The interviews with the spiritual stakeholders resulted mainly in references to the Restorative and
Relational dimension and followed by occurrences of the Lifeforce dimension. The references with
regards to the Restorative dimension had a similar tone to what forest managers mentioned
although spiritual stakeholders were much more outspoken about spiritual healing in nature. The
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Relational dimension was an important aspect for the spiritual stakeholders since making connection
with nature, besides being present in the moment, seemed to be the first step to receive the gifts
and healing that can be found in nature. Life energies played little role in the interviews with spiritual
stakeholders although four out of five spiritual stakeholders spoke about feeling the energy of
different trees and sites.
Similar to the forest managers the Unspecified and the Aesthetics dimension made up the lower
percentages of the Experiential dimensions. The Unspecified dimension was for spiritual
stakeholders about their own meaningful nature experiences and most spiritual stakeholders were
much more outspoken about the meaningfulness of these experiences. Although there were few
occurrences of the Aesthetic dimension the references to this dimension had a similar tone to that
of the forest managers as they both mentioned to experience the feeling of awe at the sight of
beautifully shaped, old trees.
It was interesting that not much was mentioned in the Practical-Ritual dimension for the spiritual
stakeholders which leaves the question if the spiritual stakeholders interviewed for this research just
naturally have their spiritual experiences without having to do specific activities or rituals.
Codes of the Narrative-Mythical dimensions showed that for spiritual stakeholders stories played a
very minor role. They seemed to be much more focused on the experience of the present moment
and how to use the signs they were receiving for their own well-being and healing.
Interestingly, the Philosophical-Ethical dimension had by far the highest occurrence in the interviews
with the spiritual stakeholders. The interview transcripts showed that the spiritual stakeholders were
more focussed on explaining the experiences they were having themselves in the forest and putting
these experiences into a philosophical context. Particularly important for spiritual stakeholders was
encountering phenomena in nature that spoke to them and gave them insights into their inner self.
In the Material-Spiritual dimension spiritual stakeholders spoke about natural material for their
spiritual activities. Burial hills did not play a role in these interviews. At least for this group of spiritual
stakeholders no explicitly holy site was mentioned either. They seemed to be able to have their
spiritual experiences detached from a specific place.
To summarize the findings above, forest managers were speaking firstly about the practical and
material aspects of spiritual values and secondly how to let people experience the restorative
qualities of nature, let them make a connection with nature and how to respond to requests around
life energetic values in their area. Whereas spiritual stakeholders were talking much less about
practicalities and material sites. Spiritual stakeholders were more focussed on the experiences they
had in nature and how they philosophically made sense of these. This philosophical approach is also
reflected in the fact that four out of five spiritual stakeholders had a different name for nature as a
third entity such as God, life itself and compassionate being. An area of tension could be this clear
dominance of the philosophical-ethical dimension of the spiritual stakeholders clashing with the
more practical tendency of forest managers. Some forest managers mentioned during the interviews
that it was difficult to make people understand that they have to pay for organizing commercial
activities such as silence walks whereas these people were considering nature as a free space to use
for everyone. Another example was that forest managers spoke about the practicalities of cutting
trees whereas one spiritual stakeholder mentioned understanding the practicalities but added that
this should be done in a respectful way.
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The A-codes and how they specify the respective spiritual dimension were described in the results
section above. There were however two A-codes that had high occurrences over several dimensions
which was an interesting finding as these phenomena were not specifying one dimension more but
rather touching upon aspects of several dimensions. This could be an indication that they play a
particularly important role when it comes to spiritual values in forest management. This was firstly
the case for the A-code of ‘old growth’ which had higher occurrences in the Experiential-Aesthetic,
Experiential-Restorative, Narrative-Mythological as well as Material dimension. A similar
phenomenon was observed for the A-code of ‘animal encounter’ which had higher occurrences in
the Experiential-Unspecified, Experiential-Relational and Philosophical-Ethical dimension. This will be
further discussed in the light of other research in the reflection on literature in 6.4.

6.1.3 Enactment of spiritual values in forest management practices
In order to answer the third specific research question of how spiritual values are enacted in forest
management practices, a closer look is taken at the result section containing the co-occurrence table.
The four highest co-occurrences between spiritual dimensions and management categories suggest
that there is an underlying spectrum of including spiritual values in forest management from passive
to active. This will be outlined below.
The second and third highest co-occurrence was found between the Practical-Ritual dimension and
the problems and dilemmas as well as how forest managers describe the use of the area. This was
about spiritual activity that the forest managers encounter in their management areas. A frequent
example was people doing yoga which is not surprising because it is an example of an activity that is
fairly easy to recognize. In some cases, these activities were the reason for conflicts as described
above. These two co-occurrences represent the passive side of the spectrum. Spiritual values are
encountered in the area, but forest managers do not do anything for it, or these spiritual values
might even be undesired by the forest managers as they cause conflicts.
The highest co-occurrence was found between the Experiential-Restorative dimension and the
management dimension of nature tourism. The A-code of ‘health benefits of nature’ was one of the
most occurring A-codes. Interestingly this A-code had a high occurrence with the spiritual
stakeholders, most of which made use of nature for the healing of themselves and their clients.
Forest managers also acknowledged the health benefits of nature. One important aspect of the
health benefits is the silence that can be encountered in nature which is clearly recognized by the
forest managers as it was the A-code with the third highest occurrence (‘tranquillity’). Forest
managers include silence actively into either their nature excursions, offer silence walks or zonate
their area in such a way to facilitate visitors the experience of tranquillity. This way no matter what
the initial intention for creating silence was, the stage is given to having a meaningful experience in
nature for those who are open to it. Therefore, this co-occurrence represents the middle of the
spectrum as spiritual values are included but not necessarily intentionally.
The fourth highest co-occurrence was found between the Experiential-Lifeforce dimension and the
management dimension of collaboration. It is important to keep in mind, as mentioned above, that
two forest managers spoke about the same area in which the exceptional collaboration with the
working group on life energy took place and which is why there are a lot of occurrences of this
dimension. Despite this quantitative aspect, this is an interesting example of the other side of the
spectrum namely that of active inclusion of spiritual values in forest management. This was the only
forest area in this research which had an intensive collaboration with a spiritual stakeholder group.
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As the forest managers mentioned, the workgroup was taken seriously and considered another
stakeholder group. The forest managers mentioned that the project in their area can really be
considered as a first in the Netherlands and its learnings and approach help to fill the research gap of
how spiritual values are actively included in forest management. Interestingly the approach was
similar to collaboration with other stakeholder groups with the difference being more time that the
forest managers invested in this collaboration. An excursion was organized to understand what the
wishes of this group were and how this could be included in the reconstruction plan of the area.
Ultimately the forest managers made some concessions whereas the working group made a few
trade-offs too. Both parties were happy with the result. It is crucial however to mention that this
project took place in 2010 when more money was available. The collaboration with the working
group was not the only example of active inclusion of energetic values in forest management. In
another area, the team from ECOIntention did balance the area energetically.
To sum up, the inclusion of spiritual values in forest management can be found on a spectrum
ranging from passive to active. Spiritual values were in the case of this study present even if the
forest managers did not actively do anything for them in their management. This presented the
passive side of the spectrum. In the middle of the spectrum, spiritual values such as those of the
restorative dimension are facilitated by forest managers enabling visitors to nature areas to
experience quietness. Irrespective of the underlying intention, this may facilitate spiritual values. On
the other side of the spectrum the active inclusion of spiritual values such as energetic values were
encountered at two different forest management sites.
Since forest management is quite a rational field of profession and no tools are given for forest
managers of how to include spiritual values in their management, one might only expect the passive
side of the spectrum to be present in the Netherlands. It is therefore interesting to see that the
whole spectrum of inclusion of spiritual values in forest management is represented in the
Netherlands. This provides answers to the research question of in what way spiritual values play a
role in forest management. The question remains to what extent forest areas are distributed across
this spectrum in the Netherlands and which side of the spectrum is more represented. Further
research is required to answer this question.

6.2 Reflection on the analytical framework
The analytical framework for researching spirituality in the context of forest management as
developed by de Pater et al. turned out to be a very useful tool in this research. The framework
provided a structure to dive deeper into what the interviewees said and helped uncover spiritual
undercurrent. In the research by den Toom (2020) the ‘Experiential’-subdimensions were combined
into one dimension. In this study it proved however to be useful to keep these subdimensions
separate and it helped to show differences of how these ‘Experiential’-subdimensions occurred in
the interviews between forest managers and spiritual stakeholders. The framework made it possible
to get to the spiritual aspects that were mentioned in the interviews and made it this way possible,
even in interviews that seemed to have very little to do with spirituality, to filter out the spiritual
undercurrent. This framework was therefore considered to be very useful for the application in the
field. Another aspect that was noticed during the research for the reflection on literature section
below is that it was hard to compare my findings to those of other studies because the frameworks
applied were really different. Therefore, the analytical framework holds great potential to make
different studies more comparable.
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6.3 Reflection on methods
The sample size of both the forest manager group and the spiritual stakeholder group needs to be
critically evaluated. For both groups, the interviews did not lead to a saturation point as new
information was obtained with every new interview. This is why a larger sample size for a similar
future study is recommended. Forest managers were working in nine out of the twelve Dutch
provinces were involved in this research. A larger sample size and even spreading across the
Netherlands would be necessary to draw any conclusions about the state of spiritual values in Dutch
forest management for the whole of the Netherlands. This was however not what this study was
aiming for.
According to Taylor (2001), nature-based spirituality consists of significant diversity and “experiences
of nature spirituality are evoked by practices as diverse as mountaineering, neo-shamanic ritualising
and states of consciousness induced by hallucinogens” (p. 225). It is therefore assumed that
particularly the spiritual stakeholder group is quite a diverse group of people with many different
opinions, believes and motivations. In order to be able to draw any solid conclusions the sample size
for this group would also have to be bigger.
Another aspect that needs to be critically evaluated is the positionality of the researcher. In this
study the researcher was the research instrument, and some bias will to some extent always be
introduced by this. I tried to stay as close to the data as possible and checked with interviewees right
away during the interview if anything was unclear. For assumptions that were later made during the
data analysis I also checked with one interviewee if my interpretation was in line with what was said.
Furthermore, as explained above an experienced researcher was included in this research who I
approached with any uncertainties which helped ensure that the research was not too much biased
by my own perspective and interpretation. A challenge of this research was also to know when a
phenomenon was ‘spiritual’ or not. As de Pater et al. (forthcoming) concluded, there is always a ‘grey
area’ in the framework since there is no clear line between spiritual and not spiritual. Therefore,
during the coding of the interviews, the safe option was chosen to only code sections that showed to
have stronger spiritual undercurrent.
Fieldnotes were found to be particularly helpful to notice initial questions which turned out to be
irrelevant and distorting. An example of this would be whether or not the interviewee considered
themselves spiritual. This question was in the initial interview guide and left out in later interviews
because it seemed to put off interviewees. The field notes were a great place to see what worked in
interviews and what didn’t and to adjust the interview approach accordingly.
An aspect that I critically reflected upon was my own openness towards the topic of spirituality. This
was carefully considered as the goal was to prevent reading too much into the data. However, the
framework was a useful tool because its clear structure prevented reading too much into the data.
My openness to speak about spirituality was also an advantage in interviews with forest managers
and spiritual stakeholders alike, particularly those who talked more about their own spiritual
experiences. It was easier to follow their line of thought and the interviewees were given the feeling
that they were heard, understood, and not judged for what they were saying.
As mentioned above due to the Corona pandemic it was only possible to visit one forest
management site. This walking interview showed how much more detailed a conversation could be
since the interview took more than 3 hours and the area turned out to be a great source of
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inspiration for the interview. It is important to mention, though, that this might not have been the
case for the other areas since this was also the area that had the most to do with spiritual values in
management practice. However, for future research it is recommended to do walking interviews
instead of online interviews.
Another interesting aspect to consider was the gender distribution in this research. Particularly for
the interviews with the forest managers only five out of the 16 interviewees were women. This was a
result of the snowball sampling in combination with the time limitation of the study since forest
managers who were willing to participate and had time were interviewed rather than actively aiming
for an equal gender distribution. Although forest management may be traditionally a male
dominated field of expertise the role of female forest managers turned out to be quite interesting in
my research. Four out of the five female forest managers had an openness to the topic with three
being outspoken about being spiritual and one being open to the role of deeper values in forest
management. This was only the case for three out of 11 male forest managers. It might be that there
is some aspect of gender when it comes to this topic. Jafari et al. (2010) encountered in their
research into spiritual well-being and mental health in university students a gender difference in
spiritual well-being with a significantly higher score for women. They define spiritual well-being “as a
feeling of communicating with the others, having meaning and goal in life and having belief and
relation with an exalted power” (Jafari et al., 2010: p 1477). As an explanation for this finding, they
mention difference in socialisation, societal expectations as well as coping strategies, with generally
perceived female characteristics being more compatible with aspects of spirituality (Jafari et al.,
2010). It is therefore recommended to aim for an equal distribution of gender in future research.
A learning from this study was to avoid using the terms spirituality and spiritual values. Interviewees
seemed to shy away from these terms and even defended their statements as not being spiritual.
This phenomenon was encountered in another research which investigated spirituality in relation to
trees and forests in the Netherlands (van Trigt et al., 2003). The researchers also noticed that study
participants were refusing the term spirituality and using this term seemed to be more polarizing
than useful. Their recommendation is to clarify the term spirituality in the nature experience context
and to speak then about deeper experiences. This recommendation is adopted also for this research.
It might even be possible to leave out the term spiritual values entirely and instead use terms such as
meaningful or deeper values instead.
As previously mentioned, very little research has been done into the forest managers’ perspectives
on spirituality and how spiritual values come back in forest management. However, there is a
Bachelor thesis research by Joanne den Toom (2020) into what role spiritual values play in
management of forest estates in the Netherlands. Den Toom’s research also made use of the
analytical framework for researching spirituality in the context of forest management as developed
by de Pater et al (forthcoming). Differences to Den Toom’s research are shortly summarized in the
following section. Den Toom analysed the content of websites of 30 forest estates in the
Netherlands. Furthermore, the Experiential sub dimensions were in her research merged into one
dimension which is why this will also be done with the findings of this study in the following section.
It needs to be however critically reflected that comparison with her results are only to some extend
possible because much of the differences could be due to the different setup of the researches. Since
the questions raised in both studies were similar and both made use of the same analytical
framework, comparison is still considered useful.
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6.4 Reflection on literature
As Den Toom also addressed the research gap of how spiritual values are enacted in forest
management in the Netherlands, I will be putting my findings in comparison to her results in the
following section.
Similar to den Toom’s findings the Experiential dimensions had the highest occurrence in my
research. In my research however these dimensions had a much higher number of occurrences than
den Toom’s finding. As den Toom stated herself, websites often do not contain these deeper
motivations and explanations which can be uncovered in interviews. Themes that frequently came
back in both studies in this dimension were tranquillity and silence.
Whereas the Material-Spiritual dimension had the second highest number of occurrences in den
Toom’s research, in my research this dimension only held the third highest rank. One explanation for
the higher occurrence of this dimension on forest estates is, as den Toom mentions, that nearly all
estates had management objectives and measures to maintain cultural monuments or landscape
elements such as the structure of historic lanes. This was less important in the interviews with the
FMs since only some areas contained cultural monuments.
The Practical-Ritual, Narrative-Mythical and Philosophical-Ethical dimension had similarly high
percentages of occurrence in both studies. For all three dimensions Den-Toom found slightly lower
number of occurrences which can however be attributed to the different setup of the research, as
interviews enable digging deeper than looking at information on websites. Differences between the
two studies are mainly attributed to the difference in research setup.
As mentioned above the Aesthetic dimensions had a low occurrence in interviews with forest
managers and spiritual stakeholders alike. Interestingly though, what was mentioned was very
similar. Forest managers and spiritual stakeholders mentioned that seeing an old, beautifully shaped
tree left them in awe. This is similar to the findings of a study implemented in the Netherlands into
spiritual experiences in relation to trees and forests (van Trigt et al., 2003). Van Trigt et al. mentioned
that the beauty of trees can trigger deeper feelings in people which leave a permanent impression.
This experience can trigger questions about the meaning of life and a higher existence (van Trigt et
al., 2003). A similar phenomenon was observed in this study, but it was less about beautiful trees and
more about older and crooked trees. These trees left interviewees in awe and triggered reflections
on the age of the tree and what different times it already has witnessed.
Old trees seemed to play a particularly important role in my research as the high occurrence of the Acode ‘old growth’ in the Experiential-Aesthetic, Experiential-Restorative, Narrative-Mythological as
well as Material dimension indicates. As Konijnendijk states, “the older a tree is, the more likely it is
to become the focus of particular attention and value” (Konijnendijk, 2018: p 28). That the aesthetic
value of trees is important is something that Blicharska and Mikusinski (2014) also addressed in their
research on incorporating social and cultural significance of large old trees into conservation policy.
They write, “large trees are usually perceived as special entities that awaken imagination and
emotions” (Blicharska & Mikusinski, 2014: p 1559). Amongst the values of old trees, they mention
that particularly the aesthetic value of large old trees in the landscape often leads to personal
attachment to that specific tree. Furthermore, they state that trees also have a symbolic meaning
such as shelter and wisdom (Blicharska & Mikusinski, 2014). Both aspects were also named in the
interviews of my research. The high occurrence in the Narrative-Mythological dimension of my
research is similar to another finding of Blicharska & Mikusinskis’ research. They state that ancient
myths surrounding old trees and even contemporary stories are created around trees as sentient
creatures. Lastly, the interviewees of my research mentioned old growth forest in the context of the
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Experiential-Restorative dimension. In a research into the restorative effect of different types of
forest, old-growth forest and mature commercial forest were found to have the significantly highest
restorative effect (Simkin et al., 2020). As an explanation the researchers state that characteristics
such as old trees were valued by study participants but do not go further with their explanation
(Simkin et al., 2020).
Similarly, to the A-code of ‘old growth’, the A-code of ‘animal encounter’ also had higher occurrences
in different dimensions. These were the Experiential-Unspecified, Experiential-Relational and
Philosophical-Ethical dimension. Wildlife encounters were also found in other research to trigger
deeper feelings using similar terms that interviewees used to explain meaningful animal encounters
of the Experiential-Unspecified dimension. As Curtin explains in her research into intangible,
psychological benefits of human-wildlife encounters: “There is time to stand and stare and
contemplate. (...) participants are totally absorbed in the spectacle. All thought and action is
concentrated on the moment. This provokes a deep sense of well-being that transcends the initial
encounter leading to spiritual fulfilment and psychological health benefits” (Curtin, 2009: p. 451). The
higher occurrences in the Experiential-Relational and the Philosophical-Ethical dimension can be
largely explained by the symbols these encounters presented for interviewees. Spiritual stakeholders
explained that when they had a connection with nature, animal encounters could be understood as a
message that help them deepen their insights of themselves.
This relates to the high occurrence of the Philosophical-Ethical dimension in the interviews with the
spiritual stakeholders. One aspect of this was the deeper meaning of an animal encounter.
Furthermore, spiritual stakeholders were looking for phenomena in nature that spoke to them and
gave them insights into their inner self. This is similar to the theory of projection of Jung’s archetypes
onto the external world around us. Projection refers to “unconscious feelings, thoughts, and
experiences that are projected onto something other than the self” (Roos, 2012: p. 250). Techniques
that make use of projections are therefore helpful in uncovering unconscious conflicts and give a
person better insight into their unconsciousness (Roos, 2012). Archetypes are a concept of the
subconscious common mind (Schroeder, 1992). As it is hard to explain this concept in a concise
manner this will not be further elaborated. Important is the aspect that they are part of the
subconscious mind. Spiritual stakeholders demonstrated that nature can reflect the “own inner,
psychological world” (Schroeder, 1992: p. 27). This way one can connect to their own unconscious
and get deeper insights of themselves (Schroeder, 1992).
The findings of this research help to fill the research gap of what kind of spiritual values are held by
forest managers and spiritual stakeholders and could provide indication of underlying factors
influencing the tree cutting debate in the Netherlands. However, more research is needed to support
this suspicion. As Schroeder (1992) indicates in his research on spiritual aspects of nature, special
experiences which include the feeling of connection to nature could be a reason why people are
against any sort of management effort. He states, “From a spiritual viewpoint, nature represents an
‘other’ to be loved and respected, rather than a physical and biological process to be controlled and
manipulated for human benefit” (Schroeder, 1992: p 29). As mentioned above, in this research this
concept of nature as ‘other’ also came back in the interviews with spiritual stakeholders. Further
causes of conflicts could occur because forest managers come from a biological scientific background
and spiritual values seem to clash with this rational understanding (Schroeder, 1992). However, this
does not take away the power of these values in motivating people to protect the forest (Schroeder,
1992).
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Regarding the spectrum of inclusions of spiritual values in forest management, on the passive side of
the spectrum, forest managers explained that they saw people doing Yoga in their areas. As
mentioned above the frequent mentioning of Yoga was not surprising not only because it is easy to
recognize. Yoga has also gained drastic popularity in the Western world (Webb, et al. 2017). A
research into the status of Yoga in the Netherlands from 2016 showed that 1.6 million, which is 12%
of the Dutch population, have done Yoga in the last half year. This has increased between 2010 and
2015 by 16% (Yoga Nederland, 2016).
The middle of the spectrum contained the co-occurrence that were found between the ExperientialRestorative dimension and the management dimension of nature tourism. This was even the
highest co-occurrence encountered in my research. Since more and more research has been done
into the health benefits of being in nature, this finding is not too surprising (Hartig, 2010; Russel et
al., 2013; Snell & Simmonds, 2012). Activities for nature tourism that contain components of spiritual
values, is something that was also captured in another research. Verhoeven also came across this in
her research into meaningful activities in nature (Verhoeven, 2015). She found out that the State
Forestry Service (SBB) does already offer activities that contain some aspects of meaningfulness such
as wonder and exploration. In her research, she explained that these activities are not explicitly
labelled as meaningful yet still include components of meaningfulness. Furthermore, Verhoeven
recommended the State Forestry Service to include conditions and elements that can help stimulate
meaningful experiences. An example she gave for this is to create silence areas for meditation which
is in line with the findings of my research and the importance of quiet areas for spiritual experiences.
That this theme had the highest co-occurrence in my research could mean that forest managers are
responding to the growing demand that they see for meaningful restorative activities, such as
Verhoeven also states in her research.
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7. Conclusion
The goal of this research was to better understand the role and dynamics of spiritual values in Dutch
forest management practice by investigating the forest managers’ perspectives on spirituality in their
management activities as well as other spiritual stakeholders holding spiritual values coming to the
forest management sites. Therefore, the following main research question was posed and
investigated: “How do spiritual values play a role in the practice of Dutch forest management?”.
In order to answer this main question, the following first specific research question was formulated:
what kind of spiritual values can be distinguished in the practice of forest management? Looking at
the results above it can be concluded that all dimensions were mentioned during the interviews with
forest managers to a varying degree. The Practical-Ritual dimension as well as the Material-Spiritual
dimension had the highest percentage of occurrence. This goes to show that forest managers are in
contact with spiritual values particularly through what they see happening in the area, what remains
they find of practical-ritual activity and in the form of cultural spiritual sites such as burial hills. This
was followed by the Experiential sub dimensions of Restorative, Lifeforce and Relational in
decreasing importance. Less attention was given to the other dimensions. The A-codes of ‘old
growth’ and ‘tranquillity’ played an important role in spiritual experiences and special attention
should be given to these aspects in forest management decisions if the aim is to include spiritual
values.
The second specific research question was about what spiritual values are held by different spiritual
stakeholders that come to the forest. For the spiritual stakeholders, the Philosophical-Ethical
dimension had by far the most occurrences. This was followed by the Restorative and Relational
dimension. This goes to show that much of the spiritual values that spiritual stakeholders are seeking
in the forest are around tranquillity and to make contact with the inner self. For that a connection
with nature often seemed to be play an important role. Spiritual stakeholders were explaining in
detail their understanding of how this works, and this is why the Philosophical-Ethical dimension had
such a strong occurrence in these interviews. Whereas forest managers were much more focused on
practical ritual and material aspects, spiritual stakeholders were busy philosophizing about their own
experiences.
The third specific research question was about how these spiritual values are enacted in forest
management practices. Looking at the co-occurrences above it seems like there is an underlying
spectrum from passive to active inclusion of spiritual values in forest management. The passive side
of the spectrum contains spiritual values that happen in the forest management area but forest
managers do not do anything for it, and which might even cause conflicts. This came back in the
research as a high co-occurrence between the Practical-Ritual Dimension and the management code
of ‘description use’ or ‘Problems and dilemmas’. The middle of the spectrum is where spiritual values
are found that the forest managers facilitate irrespective of the underlying intention. In occurrences
this was reflected in the high overlap between the Restorative dimension and the management code
of ‘Nature tourism’. This is for example that forest managers pay attention to quietness and include it
in their nature tourism activities. Whatever the underlying motivation may be, this is beneficial for
the Restorative dimension. On the other side of the spectrum active inclusion of spiritual values can
be found. An example of this was the collaboration with the working group on life energy in one of
the areas.
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Regarding future research it would be interesting to apply the analytical framework of de Pater et al.
in other contexts such as for example the tree cutting debate. This research has found that the
framework is a useful tool for getting to the underlying spiritual aspect. This could shine a light on
the debate from a different perspective and possibly help understand it better. Furthermore, it is
recommended to repeat a similar study on a larger scale with a larger sample size to see if the
findings of this study could be generalized for the Netherlands. As mentioned above, the question
remains to what extent forest areas are distributed across the spectrum of inclusion of spiritual value
in the Netherlands. Further research is required to answer this question.
To finally conclude, this research showed that there is a lot more going on when it comes to spiritual
values than one might expect. More research is however required to get a representative picture of
the whole of the Netherlands. The hope is to start with this research a conversation around the topic
of spiritual values since it seems like this is rarely the case in forest management. Irrespective of the
rational nature of the profession the interviews showed that being rational and open-minded to
experiencing deeper values in nature may seem conflicting to some but was demonstrated by several
interviewees.
Let’s embrace holding space for this ambiguity and get curious about the deeper values of forests. At
best it may result in a beneficial effect on peoples’ mental health and physical well-being as well as
connect people to nature so that they will care to protect it. And at worst it will be an interesting
conversation which challenges us to be open-minded and curious about how other people see the
forest. Or as Schroeder concluded his research: “No single viewpoint can encompass all the
dimensions of nature, but if we respect, listen to, and learn from each other, perhaps we can find a
new management perspective that integrates both the sciences and the spirituality of natural
environments.” (Schroeder, 1992: p 25).
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Appendix I - Interview guide forest managers
Introduction
Short introduction and outline to the research and mention that it is part of a bigger PhD research.
Then start with the following questions:

•
•
•

Could you briefly introduce yourself?
How long have you managed this forest management site?
How big is this management area?
Do you have a FMP for the area? (If yes  Would you be ok with sharing that with us?)

Main questions
 Why did you choose this profession?
 Do people come to your forest area for spiritual reasons? (Examples: shamanic circle, yoga,
forest bathing..)
No:
• Have you had requests for spiritual activities in your area?
• What type of requests?
• Who were these people? (Could I get the contact?)
• What were your reasons to not facilitate these?
• Do you know about other FM sites where this is the case?
Yes:
•
•
•
•
•

Could you give an example?
Who are these people? (Could I get the contact?)
Is this something you like?
Does this affect your management in any way?
Do you know about other FM sites where this is also the case?

 Questions about spiritual dimensions in forest management
• Does aesthetics play a role in your management? (And why is that so?)
• Are there particular areas where quietness and tranquillity are very important? (And why is
that so?)
• Are you aware of a site or tree in your management area that people (or yourself) feel
particularly connected to? (or more generally ask about conflicts with cutting down trees)
• Are you aware of any trees or parts of your landscape that other people (or yourself) feel
have subtle, life/vital energies?
• Are there any rituals being held in your management area?
• Are there any stories or myths associated with your area?
• Have there been initiatives for planting trees or conserving sacred sites?
• Have you been interacting with any spiritual groups that wanted to come to your forest
area?
• Do people take things out of the forest for ritual purpose?

 Have you had a significant or powerful experience in the forest?
 Do you have a favourite site in your management area? Could you tell me more about that?
End of interview:
Was there anything else you wanted to mention in the context of this research?
Would you be open for further questions if I come up with any after our interview?
Would you like to receive my final research?
Would you be ok with sharing your FMP for the PhD research?
Do you have any idea how the results could be best communicated professionally with Forest
managers in the Netherlands?
 Do you know anyone else who could be interested in being interviewed about this topic?






If you have any questions or something else comes to your mind you can always reach out to me
again.

Appendix II - Interview guide spiritual stakeholder
Introduction
Short introduction and outline to the research and mention that it is part of a bigger PhD research.
Then start with the following questions:
 Could you briefly introduce yourself?
• Could you explain more about your profession related to the forest?
• Which forest area is it that you regularly come to?
Main questions
 Why did you choose this profession?
 Questions about spiritual dimensions:
• Does aesthetics play a role in sites that you go to? (And why is that so?)
• Are there particular areas that you seek out for quietness and tranquillity? (And why is that
so?)
• Are there any sites or trees that you feel particularly connected to? (
• Are you aware of any trees or parts of your landscape that other people (or yourself) feel
have subtle, life/vital energies?
• Do you perform any rituals in the forest?
• Are you aware of any stories or myths associated with the forest area and does this play any
role in your experience?
• Are you aware of any other spiritual groups that make use of the same forest area?
• Do you take things out of the forest or use them in the forest for ritual purpose?
 Questions in relation to forest management:
• Have you been in contact with the forest management?
• How was that contact?
 Have you had a significant or powerful experience in the forest?
End of interview:
 Was there anything else you wanted to mention in the context of this research?
 Would you be open for further questions if I come up with any after our interview?
 Would you like to receive my final research?
If you have any questions or something else comes to your mind you can always reach out to me
again.

Appendix III – List of initial A-codes
Additional codes
1 Feeling of oneness
2 Mission
3 Awareness
4 Balance
5 Meaningful
6 Energy
7 Special
8 Calm
9 Quiet
10 Peace
11 Light
12 Openness
13 View
14 Inviting
15 Pleasant
16 Beauty of nature
17 Old growth
18 Intuition
19 Respect for nature
20 Family history
21 Communicating with nature
22 Connection with nature
23 Trust
24 Animals-wildlife
25 Animals-domestic
26 Art
27 Clear cut
28 Cultural history
29 Traditional landscape
30 Tranquillity
31 Wilderness
32 Landscape vision
33 Nature education
34 Local community
35 Alienation from nature
36 World crisis
37 Health benefits nature
38 Raising awareness

Appendix IV – List of final A-codes
Nr of overlap with SD
Old growth
Communicating with nature
Health benefits of nature

27
18
18

Tranquillity
Remembrance
Cultural history
Animal symbolism
Fairy-tale creatures

17
15
12
9
9

Nature experience

8

Resonance

6

Nature coaching

6

Openness of area
Animal encounter

6
6

Figure 6. Additional qualitative codes related to
dimensions of spirituality (All interviews)
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Figure 6 - Additional qualitative codes related to dimensions of spirituality

Appendix V – Number of spiritual codes per individual interview
Interviewee code
FM1
FM2
FM3

Nr of codes referring to spiritual dimension
64
19
41

FM4
FM5
FM6
FM7
FM8
FM9

10
24
34
15
31
19

FM10
FM11
FM12
FM13

8
13
26
37

FM14
FM15

71
27

FM16
SS1
SS2

6
22
40

SS3

52

SS4
SS5

13
22

Appendix VI - Number of occurrences of spiritual dimensions in interviews
FMs
D0. Exp-Unspec

SSs

All interviews

40 (7.2% of
interviews with
FMs)
23 (4.1%)

12 (5.9% of
interviews with
SSs)
5 (2.5%)

52 (6.9% of all
interviews)

D2. Exp-Rel

71 (12.8%)

32 (15.8%)

103 (13.6%)

D3. Exp-Restorative

77 (13.8%)

36 (17.8%)

113 (14.9%)

D4. Exp-Lifeforce

74 (13.3%)

16 (7.9%)

90 (11.9%)

D5. Pract-Ritual

97 (17.4%)

20 (9.9%)

117 (15.4%)

D6. Narr-Myth

58 (10.4%)

10 (5%)

68 (9%)

D7. Phil-Eth

25 (4.5%)

59 (29.2%)

84 (11.1%)

D8. Soc-Inst

4 (0.7%)

4 (2%)

8 (1.1%)

87 (15.6%)

8 (4%)

95 (12.5%)

556

202

758

D1. Exp-Aesth

D9. Material spiritual
Total

28 (3.7%)

Appendix VII – Calculations of % of SD in the ‘Experiential’ group

D0. Exp-Unspec
D1. Exp-Aesth
D2. Exp-Rel
D3. Exp-Restorative
D4. Exp-Lifeforce
Total Experiential
dimensions

FMs
40 (14%)
23 (8.1%)
71 (24.9%)
77 (27%)
74 (26%)
285

SSs
12 (11.9%)
5 (5%)
32 (31.7%)
36 (35.6%)
16 (15.8)
101

All interviews
52 (13.5%)
28 (7.3%)
103 (26.7%)
113 (29.3%)
90 (23.3%)
386

