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Abstract
After the “first wave” of the COVID-19 pandemic until the “second wave” lockdown, people were more than ever attracted to
the mountain ranges as a destination for nature connection through recreational activities. My thesis enquires into the
increasing human presence of natural environments, which represents a threat for the achievement of nature connection and
creates pressure on the precarious mountain environment. The area of study, namely the pre-Alps of the provinces of Lecco,
Sondrio and Bergamo, do not have a long history of tourism and are largely unequipped for such anthropogenic pressures. My
thesis aims at contributing to the knowledge about attitudes, discourses and behaviour around mountain experiences that
enhance the process of nature connectedness in order to identify the most important components that determine the gaining of
benefits from interacting with nature. As a guiding theory, I adopt the four quadrant model (Wilber, 2005) in the framework of
Integral Ecology (Esbjörn-Hargens & Zimmerman, 2009), conceptualizing the variables as follows: attitudes as subjective
experiences, discourses differentiated into cultural and social understandings and types of behaviour as objective actions. These
are analysed by collecting qualitative data through observations and interviews with excursionists and refuge managers for
triangulation of sources.
Results expose a rich variety of perspectives that include a need for nature connectedness as a consequence of busy urban
routine life. Achieving nature connectedness requires certain solitude, calmness and silence, as well as some organization and
knowledge to avoid busy destinations and periods. Crowds are perceived by some respondents as a disturbance, source of safety
issues and of environmental threats due to lack of awareness and knowledge. Most respondents recognize the importance of
ensuring for everyone the chance to benefit from mountain experiences. The benefits and values of human-nature relations are
reflected in the sphere of human relations in different scales: among friends, strangers or in customer relations in the mountain
refuges. Nonetheless, pressure on managers of the refuges increases with the popularization of these places and the need to
educate and inform the new tourists on how to safely and respectfully experience the mountain environments.
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Photograph taken during data collection, at the dawn of day 3. Camping among ancient shepherd ruins at 2200m altitude in Alta
Val Codera, in the Province of Sondrio.
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Introduction
“The Alpine environment is the result of a complex and millennia-long interaction between man and
the original Alpine biomes” (Tattoni et al., 2017, p. 28).
This statement is undeniable, however, the extent of human-nature relations in this mountain region
is becoming increasingly questionable in a consumer society characterized by technology and mass
tourism. In summer 2020, after the loosening of COVID-19 safety measures, people were seeking nature
experiences more than ever before. In the Italian Alps, crowds were pouring onto the hiking paths,
refuges and peaks. It appears we were seeking that contact with nature which was denied over the twomonth springtime lockdown and became again threatened facing the prospective winter 2020
restrictions. Our society has been experiencing a more than ever a “lack of meaning” and a “sense of
emptiness” whereby experience is becoming extinct as our idea of nature is narrowed down to a
romanticized dream of wilderness in a pristine environment (Cronon, 1996; Borrie et al., 2012). In a
context in which spiritual connections are replaced by stress and burn-out (Timothy & Conover, 2006),
understanding the benefits from the experiences in the mountains is more than ever relevant in
enhancing the healing of our mental, physical and spiritual states. Additionally, our well-being is
inevitably connected to the one of our surrounding environments.
Disconnection with nature constitutes an environmental threat in itself given the consequent lack of
environmental awareness and degradation of natural places (Kareiva, 2008). Hence, among
interdisciplinary academics, reconnection with nature is considered the trigger for propensity towards
conservation and achieving consequent benefits (Hartig et al., 2007; Zylstra et al., 2014, p.120). The
beneficial effects of nature on humans are constrained by multiple factors which can take increasing
predominance over the key elements that enhance nature connectedness. In this regard, the IUCN World
Commission on Protected Areas (WCPA) highlighted the importance to monitor visitation, particularly in
vulnerable ecosystems, as an uncontrolled amount of visitors are causes of pollution, erosion, loss of
solitude and other forms of wilderness degradation: “It is important to protect wilderness areas against
degradation and promote the special qualities that make experiencing wild nature and landscapes in
wilderness areas valued and highly rewarding”. (Casson et al., 2007, p. 17).
The option of closing these protected areas from the public in a fortress conservation traditional
approach (as criticized in Brockington, 2002; Cronon, 1996; Dowie, 2009; Igoe, 2004; Neumann, 2002)
is debatable since direct experience of humans with nature is seen as essential for restoring “ecological
conscience which motivates care and action” (Zylstra et al., 2014, p.120; Zylstra et al., 2018). The IUCN
prescribes a category of Protected Areas for both ecosystem protection and recreation, which along with
“protecting the ecological integrity”, aims to “provide a foundation for spiritual, scientific, educational,
recreational and visitor opportunities, all of which must be environmentally and culturally compatible”
(Dudley & Phillips, 2006, p.16).
Throughout history, the Alps have been landscapes of change, of conquest, invasions and resistance;
“a product of the interactions between the community and nature” (Burns, 1963 cited in Notaro &
Paletto, 2011, p.137). For my research I chose to study populations of the mountain ranges of the centralnorthern Italian Alps, a semi-pristine environment becoming increasingly valued by humans
(Andreottola et al., 2004). Excursionists in the mountain ranges of the provinces of Lecco, Bergamo and
Sondrio are represented (Fig. 2 & 3). The ecosystem services (ES) of these mountain ranges comprise
provisioning, supporting and regulating services, that ensure a healthy environment, as well as cultural
services (Schirpke et al., 2014; Schirpke et al., 2018). In the project “LIFE + Making Good Natura 2000”,
in which ES are assessed in protected areas, cultural services emerge, reportedly comprehensive of
aesthetic and recreational values, but also services that serve as “inspiration for art, education, spiritual
values and sense of identity” (Schirpke et al., 2014, p.25)
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While more and more people seek nature experiences for recreation, the framing of these needs within
the discourse of mental and environmental benefits and awareness, as well as the need for adequate
infrastructure to meet such demands, appears to be trailing behind. To understand these needs and their
impacts from their different perspectives, a viable way is to study the attitudes, discourses and behaviour
of the people involved. Therefore, this research is oriented around understanding attitudes, discourses
and types of behaviour to highlight the components that influence the process of nature connectedness.

Problem statement
The Northern Italian mountain ranges are assigned as protected areas or National Parks (NPs).
Rather than being restricted for wilderness restoration alone, recreational purposes like hiking, climbing,
bouldering, canyoning, canoeing, trail running, mountain biking and even motor-cross racing are
allowed and are becoming increasingly popular in these NPs. Such outdoor activities enhance physical
and psychological health, which in our society is a challenge to maintain for many people, particularly
during the on-going pandemic emergency.
Following the strict two-month lockdown of the 2020 spring aimed at mitigating the spread of
COVID-19, an unprecedented number of visitors has become increasingly attracted to the Northern
Italian Alps. While the Dolomites of Trentino Alto Adige and the Valle d’Aosta region have a long history
of tourism, the central Alps, immediately north of Milan, are not so used to hosting such booming
tourism. Given the travel restrictions to foreign countries and the potential risk of remaining “trapped” in
a distant region with the threat of a predicted “second wave” of the pandemic, citizens of Milan and the
surrounding urban areas have reshifted their interest towards the closest mountain ranges to them.
Increasing demand for nature experiences is being reported by journalists, conservation activists and
regular excursionists (Busi, 2020; Casanova, 2020; Lundari, 2020). Such phenomena creates pressures
on the mountain environment and its communities, due to inadequate infrastructure and information
supply. Many of the new visitors are neither equipped physically nor mentally for the experience.
The problem of overcrowding the mountains is not just a security and environmental issue, but also
involves consequences in terms of achieving the health benefits from mountain experiences. The COVID19 lockdown saw unprecedented mental problems due to anxiety and low quality of life (Munk et al.,
2020; Pieh et al., 2020; Ren et al., 2020). Northern Italy is a representative example of a place where
people increasingly flee from the cities to enjoy the mountains through recreational activities to gain
some restorative health benefits, encompassing physical, mental and spiritual gains. In addition, studies
have shown that increased nature connectedness enhances pro-environmental behaviour and
consequently less environmental degradation (Hartig et al., 2007; McDonald, 1989; Schultz, 2000;
Schultz et al., 2004). This, in turn, allows access to further psychological and physical benefits, given the
restorative outcome for and by the natural environment, resulting in a positive feedback loop
(Thomashow, 1998; Warburton et al., 2006).
Literature has shown that a high concentration of people in a natural environment may hinder the
achievement of such benefits due to lack of space, inadequate infrastructure, noise disturbances and
threats to conservation, among others (Clayton & Myers, 2015; Graefe et al., 1990; Mace et al., 2013;
Manning et al., 2002). Anthropogenic disturbances, of which reportedly noise interferences, in
particular, are a cause of annoyance from a feeling of intrusion of personal space (Stansfeld et al., 1992).
A large body of academic articles analyses the benefits from human-nature connection, encompassing
cognitive, affective and behavioural factors (Bratman et al., 2012; Hartig et al., 2010; Kaplan & Kaplan,
1989; Mayer et al., 2009; Williams & Harvey, 2001; Zylstra et al., 2014; Zylstra et al., 2018). Various
studies are focussed on experiences of recreational activities (Borrie et al., 2012; Heintzman 2000, 2002;
Pohl et al., 2000), some with an emphasis on the spiritual component (Hawks, 1994; Heintzman 2009;
Livengood, 2009; Marsh, 2008; Stringer & McAvoy, 1992) or on the advantages of being alone in nature
(Angell, 1994; Daniel, 2007; Fox, 1999; Fredrickson & Anderson, 1999; Griffin, 2003, Griffin & LeDuc,
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2009; Heintzman 2009; Vining & Merrick, 2012). Ulrich’s psycho-evolutionary model (1983, Ulrich et
al., 1991) and Kaplan and Kaplan’s (1989, 1995) Attention Restoration Theory underpin stimuli that
enhance psychological benefits in a natural setting. These are the sense of being away, the trigger of soft
fascination towards the environment, the structure of the landscape, and the compatibility with
individual expectations.
However, as Heintzman (2009) points out, knowledge gaps can be identified with respect to the
effects of anthropogenic behaviour and their influence on benefits derived from connecting with nature.
Firstly, there is a need for a better understanding of the effects of different opinions and perceptions of
nature, such as the effects of place meanings on consciousness. Secondly and related to this point, further
empirical investigations into the spiritual outcomes of the components of nature settings would be
valuable. Thirdly, the level of influence and consequences of certain behaviour must be considered more
in-depth. This is particularly the case for negative experience in nature, of which effects and accounts are
reportedly lacking in the literature.
National Parks play a key role in the restoration of health benefits. However, the phenomena of
uncontrolled increasing tourism in the Mountain ranges of Central Italian Alps can reduce the potential
of achieving such physical, mental and spiritual benefits, as well as cause unprecedented pressures on the
infrastructure and ecology of these precarious environments. The intention of seeking nature connection
among visitors would, according to the literature, mitigate these effects. The variable of nature
connection can be assessed in different ways. Firstly, by understanding the way people feel, perceive and
pose themselves to the mountain. These subjective, inner emotions may include spiritually related
components. Secondly, by learning what they talk and think about in relation to the mountain and their
experiences, which inevitably happens through their cultural and social lenses. Thirdly, by analysing how
they behave and act when in the mountain, particularly in face of critical or negative experiences. Such
diverse forms of expression, although not mutually exclusive, complement each other by offering a
complete picture of humans in nature, in line with the theory of integral ecology (Esbjörn-Hargens &
Zimmerman, 2009, 2011; Zylstra et al., 2018). In this research, I name the three variables attitudes (the
subjective feelings and emotions), discourses (the intersubjective and interobjective, cultural and social
frames that people adopt when interpreting experiences in the mountains) and behaviour (the objective
actions). These are inquired upon through on-site observations and interviews directed at excursionists.
This target group was chosen as the individuals who seek benefits from nature connectedness through
mountain experiences, notwithstanding the wide variety of expertise.
Therefore, my investigation aims at contributing to the academic knowledge on the attitudes,
discourses and behaviour surrounding mountain experiences in the Central Italian Alps to underpin the
factors that enhance nature connectedness and derived benefits.
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Research objective and research question
This thesis’ research objective is to contribute to the knowledge of the attitudes, discourses and types
of behaviour around mountain experiences that enhance the process of nature connectedness in order to
identify the most important components that determine the gaining of benefits from interacting with
nature.
The research objective is internally relevant for contributing to knowledge in the field of Conservation
Psychology. In addition, the research objective has external applicability as it can add value for policymaking and conservation purposes in the region and abroad, for eco-literacy projects, as well as
conservation planning and management.
The research question emerging from the research objective is:
“What are the attitudes, discourses and types of behaviour of mountain experiences that enhance the
process towards nature connectedness among excursionists in the Central Italian Alps?”

With the following sub-questions:
-

What are the attitudes of mountain experiences that enhance the process of nature
connectedness among excursionists in the Central Italian Alps?
What are the discourses of mountain experiences that describe the fostering of nature
connectedness among excursionists in the Central Italian Alps?
What are the types of behaviour during mountain experiences that enhance the process of
nature connectedness among excursionists in the Central Italian Alps?
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Theoretical Framework
Operationalization of the concepts
The discourse on nature connectedness or “being one with nature” (Esbjörn-Hargens & Zimmerman,
2009, p.277) is rooted in non-duality, a philosophy that was first adopted in ecology and conservation
debates with the rise of deep ecology (Næss, 1990) and ecosophy. The latter was introduced into
environmental literature by Næss as a spin-off approach of ecology and philosophy which embraces
human identification with nature; contrary to the Westernized representation of the classical Cartesian
division of mind and body (Campbell, 2015; Howell, 1996; Taylor, 2001; Wilber, 2001). Wilber interprets
non-duality as the overcoming of the schism between body and spirit, humans and nature. He goes
further by offering an image of a division between Nature and nature. Here, Nature is explained as a deep
ecological holistic presence that includes humans, their psychological, cultural and spiritual dimensions.
Conversely, nature (with no capital ‘N’) appears as a skewed vision of something that no longer exists, the
idealization of a utopian, untouched, pristine natural environment that we have the illusion of being able
to find when we reach the mountain peaks (Wilber, 2001; Cronon, 1996). In Europe, at least, even these
are managed spaces with which humans have interacted to facilitate experience through the creation of
paths, refuges and other infrastructure (Staats, 2012).
Managed nature emerges in opposition to ambitious but arguably unrealistic “fortress conservation”
philosophy of creating natural reserves with the objective of maintaining Nature in all it’s wilderness.
Such a vision of Nature without humans appears to be counterproductive in finding a balance or
reconciliation between humans and Nature; as the separation between nature and society impedes
humans from grasping a “true ecological understanding” (Descola & Pálsson, 1996, p. 3). It is precisely
this imbalance or disconnection which is creating the sense of “empty society”, “loss of meaning”, an
“extinction of experience” and a “crisis in consciousness” (Campbell, 2015; Goss, 2005).
In this context, tourism appears as a “modern pilgrimage” (Turner & Turner, 1978) that through
experience with nature allows for transformation and potential reconnection (Graburn, 1983; Leed et al.,
1991; cited in Goss, 2005). However, the idea of the modern tourist shouldn’t be applied in lines with our
traditionally spiritual concept of ‘pilgrimage’. In a civilization based on the development of science and
technology, magic and religion stand at odds as irrational elements of an old kind of pilgrimage (Campo,
1998). Modern pilgrimage has extended beyond religiosity to include sightseeing and “travel to places
symbolizing nationalistic values and ideals” (Olsen & Timothy, 2006, p. 5, citing Zelinsky, 1990 & Guth,
1995). In shifting from pilgrim to tourist, the traveller has become a hedonistic consumer in need of
infrastructure and services (Gupta, 1999). Tourism is the luxury of “belated travellers” who enjoy a
landscape after it has been turned into a commodity and sign of “otherness” (Behdad, 1994, p.4). As
tourism “erodes the penitential dimension of pilgrimage” (Preston, 1992, p. 36), those seeking a spiritual
experience in nature are disturbed by indulgent tourists enjoying the environment for purely recreational
purposes.
Therefore, ecopsychologists argue that such romanticised Nature is not the answer for reconnecting
with nature (Davis, 1998). Rather, this process begins beyond anthropocentrism in spiritual paths that
place the cosmos and the spirit as the central focus in “discovering and developing awareness of the
source of both psyche and nature” (Davis, 1998, p.79). “Conceiving nature as a broader, more inclusive
Self may be a necessary step in developing our views of the human-nature relationship [...] humans
and nature are expressions of the same ground” (Davis, 1998, p.80). Through a spiritual quest, the
duality can be overcome, enabling nature connectedness through the understanding of a concept of
nature in which humans are inevitably a part of. This is in lines with Zylstra’s definition of nature
connectedness as “a stable state of consciousness comprising symbiotic cognitive, affective, and
experiential traits that reflect, through consistent attitudes and behaviours, sustained awareness of the
interrelatedness between one’s self and the rest of nature” (Zylstra et al. 2014, p.126). It is clear that
such “stable consciousness” and “awareness of the source” is a complex and challenging process that
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requires a “transpersonal shift in consciousness” “from the smaller, autonomous ego-oriented self to the
wider and deeper ecological self” (Davis, 1998, p. 81). Such transformation is therefore the results of a
deeply spiritual work that takes perhaps many lifetimes and alterations of consciousness. This
understanding of spirituality as a transformative process has been widely studied in literature. It is in
line, for instance, with Fox’s (1999) model of spirituality as a complex learning process, a funnel that
goes through different stages of rationalization, receptivity and finally connection and transcendence.
In his literature review, Zylstra highlights that spirituality is not per se an element of human-nature
connectedness due to the fact that people may not have the predisposition and definition of spirituality to
accept its inclusion in this already complex relationship (Zylstra et al., 2014). In the studying of
spirituality, McDonald and Schreyer (1991) distinguish between the understanding of spiritual content
and process. While content refers to the object of different creeds and prayers, studying spiritual
processes entails looking at the act, such as meditating, praying, or contemplating nature. Therefore, in
this research, rather than spiritual nature connectedness itself, or the achievement of becoming one with
nature; I seek the conditions, requirements and components that enhance or foster the process of getting
closer to nature, or the potential of nature connectedness. Here, spirituality is not expected to emerge
directly, but indications of spiritual pursuit are in the form of seeking the benefits from being in nature.
Hence, in this research nature connectedness is understood as a process that can occur in anyone who,
intentionally or not, is inclined to achieve benefits from nature through spiritually related perceptions of
reality that usually derive from specific conditions or components.
These components, although being deeply interrelated, can be systematically organized for the sake of
analysis into attitudes, discourses and types of behaviour as explained further in the next section.

Integral ecology theory
This research investigates the dependent variables of nature connectedness in relation to independent
variables of attitudes, discourses and types of behaviour through the lens of the model of integral ecology
theory. Esbjörn-Hargens and Zimmerman (2009, 2011) derived the concept of integral ecology from
Wilber’s (2001) integral theory. Integral theory divides reality into four irreducible perspectives
(objective, interobjective, subjective, and intersubjective), of which their holistic comprehension is
necessary when studying any environmental phenomena (Esbjörn-Hargens and Zimmerman, 2009).
Wilber represented these using an Integral Model with four quadrants, which he named “All Quadrants
All Levels” (Wilber, 2005, 2007). The model is a representation of irreducible dimensions, divided into
interior and exterior perspectives of the individual or the collective. As shown in Figure 1, the quadrants
represent the intentional (“I”), the cultural (“we”), the behavioural (“it”), and the social (“its'') aspects of
reality.

10

Figure 1. The four quadrants retrieved from Esbjörn-Hargens and Zimmerman, 2009, p.3.

Esbjörn-Hargens and Zimmerman (2009, 2011) saw value in applying this model to matters
concerning ecology, developing the theory of integral ecology. Through this additional lense, the four
perspectives are given a further meaning and purpose, namely the comprehensive understanding and
problem-solving of environmental issues. As shown in Figure 2, for instance, fitting the model to the
issue of toxic waste enhances the comprehension through a simplified picture of the environmental topic
in its different aspects (Esbjörn-Hargens and Zimmerman, 2009).

Figure 2. The four quadrants applied to toxic emissions, retrieved from Esbjörn-Hargens and Zimmerman, 2009, p.5.

Therefore, integral ecology allows us to grasp a wide yet detailed view of the socio-environmental,
cultural, personal and impersonal, internal and external perspectives separately and in combination
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(Zylstra et al., 2018). This is essential because such different perspectives are irreducible aspects of our
reality that must be acknowledged in order to ensure a holistic understanding of any relevant
phenomena. “In effect, integral ecology is an ecology of perspectives that unites consciousness, culture,
and nature in service of sustainability” (Esbjörn-Hargens & Zimmerman, 2009, p.13).
Zylstra and colleagues went further by applying the integral ecology adaptation of the model to
human-nature relationships, as shown in Figure 3.

Figure 3. The four quadrants applied to human-nature relationships, retrieved from Zylstra et al., 2018, p. 6.

This application is valuable to understand the multi-faced and interconnected aspects of humans in
nature. For instance, someone’s inner beliefs may come from a cultural interpretation of the importance
of nature connectedness. However, their behaviour may fail to reflect such awareness due to social
systems making these seem out of place or inappropriate. More concretely, an individual may have
internalized the need to connect to nature through his or her traditional heritage or education; but when
this person arrives at a refuge, he finds himself surrounded by people eating and talking loudly and may
feel judged if he sits in meditation rather than participating in the social event. This is just an example to
show how the understanding of different perspectives on the same person and context is crucial in order
to grasp a phenomenon as complex as nature connectedness. As individuals in western society, we are
placed in a social and cultural context that influences every action and feeling we may have. Therefore, it
would be redundant to consider inner impressions alone. What emerges from this conceptual picture is
an integral, or whole, ecology of human life in nature. The final picture is an “integral ecology” systematic
representation of irreducible and complementary perspectives which enhance the contextualized
understanding of nature connectedness (Esbjörn-Hargens & Zimmerman, 2009; Zylstra et al., 2018).
To illustrate such complex and multidimensional imagery in my study, I use an adaptation of the
integral ecology four-quadrant model (that I hereby simply address as “4Q model”) of human-nature
relationships (Figure 3). In my model (Figure 4), I added the three variables of discourses, attitudes and
behaviour in correspondence of each quadrant. Therefore, integral ecology theory is adopted as a guiding
lens for these concepts. In the model, the central concept of nature connectedness appears
interconnected with each quadrant, showing that it exists and interacts in each of the four aspects.
Interior and exterior perspective of nature connectedness can therefore be clearly represented in their
individual and collective dimensions.
In the following sections, I explain the guiding variables that emerged from the research questions,
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clarifying their interconnectedness and how these are placed in the theoretical framework.

Figure 4. Adaptation of the 4Q model of integral ecology to my research questions.

Attitudes, discourses and behaviour
Personal attitudes are understood here as the psychological and subjective components that allow
spiritual processes to advance and consequently trigger enhanced nature connection. Williams and
Harvey’s investigation of transcendent experiences in forests showed that recognizing the components
that allow deep emotional experiences, particularly the sense of place, enhances the understanding of
attributed spiritual meanings (2001). Since such experiences are a priori a subjective aspect, I categorize
a few possible examples:
- feelings: calmness, happiness, joy, love, wonder
- understandings, revelations and interpretations: oneness, sense of belonging, sense of meaning,
sense of life
- motivations: needing and longing for nature, fresh air, silence
- considerations and reflections: empathy, care...
I assume that the attitudes which enhance nature connectedness are those of openness, understood as
disposition and desire to learn and gain; seeking understanding without judgement, trying to feel, desire
to heal, ability to reflect while being critical towards one’s own position and role in the surrounding
nature with humbleness and respect. Therefore, I consider attitudes as personal feelings, manners,
dispositions, emotions, impressions, meanings, reflections or sensorial experiences, including spiritual
awareness and revelation, which emerge during mountain experiences and the way they are expressed.
In my research, these subjectivities are referred to as attitudes because that is how they come across once
they are externalized. The moment feelings and reflections are described (which is the case for the
bringing out of this research) they become attitudes, which are the ways of thinking and positioning a
person towards their inner spaces. Attitudes are placed in the upper-left quadrant previously tagged as
“experiential”: they are sought as phenomena of subjective, inner consciousness at the individual level.
The ways people talk about systems, society or social relations, as well as cultural impressions and the
ways these change in the mountain environment appear in the form of discourse, people’s views and
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interpretations of reality. Discourses have been described as “an ensemble of ideas, concepts and
categories through which meaning is given to social and physical phenomena” (Hajer & Versteeg, 2005,
p.175). Based on such definition, this research considers discourses as the result of collective
(intersubjective and interobjective), cultural and social ideas, concepts and categories that humans adopt
when giving meaning and interpretation to their experiences in the mountains. The lower quadrants are
dedicated to discourse, whereby the lower-left quadrant accommodates cultural discourse and the lowerright quadrant hosts social discourse.
Cultural perceptions, like attitudes, are also interior, subjective to each individual but occur across
subjects, intersubjectively. They are products of tradition, education, religion, ideology, as well as
individual and social attitudes and behaviour, and represent powerful lenses through which humans
shape their reality. Cultural perceptions are ever-changing beliefs, deeply rooted in our heritage, which
play an important role in the constructing of community awareness and consequently personal
consciousness, for instance with regards to our role in environmental conservation. Commonly and in
the case of this research, cultural perceptions are manifested as a form of discourse. Even when asked a
personal question, oftentimes humans find themselves speaking in plural, as they aren’t describing their
own personal perception but rather one that they have inherited or learned, perhaps unconsciously.
In my research, examples of cultural discourses emerge in the form of:
- Cultural reflections, values, understandings and beliefs around mountain experiences
- Shifting conceptualizations of nature, technology, place meanings such as mountain peaks and
refuges
- Cultural changes in mountaineering experience.
Exterior dimensions are also important to understand as inter-human constructs, objective
manifestations of our inner spaces and cultural perceptions. Since human beings are situated in a society,
social expressions, systems and structures cannot be ignored when analysing the conditions for
enhancing nature connectedness. For instance, the fact that nature connectedness allows more humane
relationships within society is an objective fact that can be recorded any time we visit the mountain by
looking at people’s types of behaviour towards us.
Examples of social discourses are:
- Facilitation relation with the refuge staff
- Company preferences (Marsh, 2008): in group (Stringer & McAvoy, 1992), in couple or solo (Fox,
1997; Swatton & Potter, 1998).
- Explanations and visions of social phenomena such as social interactions or regulations,
particularly for the case of COVID-19 restrictions
- Social changes in the context of mountain experiences - for instance in view of COVID-19 and the
shifts of paradigms it is creating
Through discourse, meaning is constructed creating alterations in perceptions or impressions. During
a conversation, the informants and the researcher are inspired, supported and empowered in the
fostering of emotional, collective imaginaries and consequently, potential actions (Brennan, 2008).
In this research, types of behaviour are identified as those practices, activities and actions that
humans undertake with the potential of enhancing the pursuit for nature connection. Placing types of
behaviour in the upper right corner, they are understood as individual actions, objectively observable as
the external embodiment of a psychological, social or cultural pressure or belief. Attitudes and discourses
are often mirrored and manifested through concrete, observable, physical embodiments that can indicate
the realization of the desire or perhaps unconscious intention of getting closer to nature. However, there
isn’t a direct link between internal, external factors and manifested behaviours, as “many competing
factors shape our daily decisions and actions'' (Kollmuss and Agyeman, 2002, p.256). For instance,
environmental knowledge does not dictate environmental behaviour, as many other components of
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reality can influence this relationship (Fietkau & Kessel, 1981; Kollmuss and Agyeman, 2002). It is
therefore valuable to study human behaviours in their context, where all other aspects are considered, in
an attempt to make connections around types of behaviour.
In this research, types of behaviour are enquired upon by investigating various components and
variables of mountain experiences. Types of behaviour can range from the routine of visiting the
mountain to the sports or activities enacted in order to benefit the most from nature, such as walking,
sitting, watching and breathing. Along with these clearly observable practices, further sub-actions that
may indicate the pursuit of spiritual processes can be assessed. These are, for instance, the search of
certain conditions that can make behaviour such as meditation or contemplation of nature accessible and
inviting. Borrie et al. (2012) in their investigation into wilderness experiences and their spiritual
outcomes, found that performing certain traditional activities created “opportunities for contemplation
and acknowledgement of different ways of being” (p.74). Their respondents showed an inclination
towards routines, such as waking up early and seeking solitude, that facilitated spiritual experiences
(Borrie et al., 2012).
Other examples of types of behaviour that characterize nature connection could include caring for the
mountain environment or observing and learning from other species.
Each person can experience an identical situation in many different ways. These psychological and
phenomenological manifestations can be influenced by social and cultural trends or external types of
behaviour. It is therefore interesting to understand these as they, in turn, may influence types of
behaviour that in the long run can alter social and cultural realities.
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Methodology
This research is a qualitative, inductive, descriptive, interpretive, ethnographic, phenomenological,
cross-sectional and partially retrospective study. Grounded theory emerges as a further methodology
guiding the data analysis. As a social scientist in the field conservation, my object of study is the diversity
of human perspectives towards nature.
Qualitative research entails that the object of investigation is content, or words, rather than quantity.
The study is led by inductive reasoning, whereby a limited number of detailed examples serve to
generalize the phenomena to the rest of the population, following a bottom-up approach. As explained
below, the sampling methods help in the safe application of the emerging theory to wider populations.
Thanks to the methods and theory, a collection of descriptive information that sheds light on the
phenomenon of nature connection in the mountains emerges from this research. Therefore, with a
descriptive methodology, I aim at clarifying systematically the various aspects around this reality.
The research is to a considerable extent based on my own interpretation, given my research question
guiding my analysis and my understanding of the different outcomes and their division in the 4Q model.
In addition, the results themselves emerge from interpretative data, from people who are contingent to
specific historical, social and geographical meanings. Within the sphere of interpretative research, the
study also embraces ethnography and phenomenology. As an ethnographic investigator, I, the
researcher, was immersed in the wider study area, of which I happen to be already a native, for a period
of time prior to the beginning of the data collection in order to acquire knowledge on the specific culture.
In addition, I encouraged the informants themselves to think as ethnographers, reflecting on publicly
observable behaviour as well as their own, triggering their cultural competences (Bernard, 2006). Given
this situatedness of the interpretive approach, the study also follows phenomenology, an emerging
methodology in the health sciences. As such, phenomena are analysed through the lense of those who
live them in order to acquire knowledge on such lived experiences. Therefore, phenomenology provides a
tool to determine authentic understanding of human experiences (Usher & Jackson, 2014).
The research is cross-sectional as it analyses one sample in a single point in time. I study a crosssection of the phenomena by taking a sample population, once (Kumar, 2019). This is also a limitation of
the study, since a longitudinal analysis would be valuable and interesting to test the level of change in the
population’s discourses, attitude and behaviour over time, as these are inevitably in continuous
transformation. Countering such drawbacks, some retrospective investigation emerges thanks to people's
willingness to think back at episodes from preceding years or weeks that were relevant in their narration
and that they spontaneously brought up. Although the retrospective element of this research is not a
methodology that was sought intentionally, nonetheless I welcomed and acknowledged its occurrence.
Finally, the last methodology guiding the research is that of grounded theory, coniated by the
sociologists Barney Glaser & Anselm Strauss (Glaser, 1978; Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Strauss, 1987).
Rather than being a theory as the name anticipates, grounded theory is more of a strategy to build theory
“derived from data, systematically gathered and analysed through the research process’ (Strauss &
Corbin, 1990, p. 12). Therefore, since the principle theoretical framework is predefined in this research,
grounded theory is hereby adopted for its systematic analysis of data through three phases of coding
(Strauss & Corbin, 1994, 1997). In lines with interpretative methodology, grounded theory emphasizes
the insight of the researcher. Defined as theoretical sensitivity, this gives the researcher the authority and
autonomy to recognize the most significant data and attribute meaning to it (Glaser, 1978). Therefore,
this approach ensures the emergence of outcomes that are grounded in the collected data.
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Methods
Data collection
I collected primary data through observations and interviews from late July to late September of
2020, during visits to nine different sites within the area of the Lombard Northern Italian Alps. Twentyfive respondents, of which three refuge managers, gave answers across seventeen different interviews,
accounting for a total of nearly five hours of audio recordings. Observations included an initial
conversation with the two refuge managers of Rifugio Bietti that helped formulate the research problem
and appeared again in the observation of day 6. Data collection took place until saturation was reached
and no further relevant information was gathered.
I used observations and semi-structured interviews with refuge managers and excursionists. These
target groups are identified as adequate informants since they are the two main categories of people
present in the study sites. The latter is the main focus of the problem definition, while the refuge
managers offer in-depth insights from a different and very involved point of view. A wider category of
refuge managers could be identified as service providers that would have also included the musicians
who performed at the concerts during the data collection on day 1. However, given that they weren’t
experienced in mountain concerts, I included them among the excursionists instead. Interviewing refuge
workers about their relationship with excursionists and their perception of the latter’s interaction with
nature allowed the triangulation of data collected and enhanced its reliability. A table in annex II shows a
list of interviewees and their characteristics.
I wrote my observations in field notes that I completed shortly after each site visit. Field notes
included methodological notes that dealt with the act of collecting data, but mostly descriptive notes of
what I saw and heard, as well as some analytic notes of my considerations and cultural understandings. I
included descriptions of the different places as well as my personal perceptions, feelings of the sites and
of the people there. This contributed to uncovering possible bias in the processing of the data.
Observations took place mostly covert and non-participant, with the exception of an observation during
the evening in Rifugio Omio (day 3). By remaining introverted during most observations I was able to
reflect and define the most relevant and interesting questions for each specific situation and person,
based on what I had observed of the environment. In fact, after each observation, I had an overview of
each site’s characteristics, an idea of who and how to approach people for an interview, how to pose
questions and which prompts might stimulate their reflectiveness.
Therefore, the interviews took place as a direct consequence of observations. In-depth, semistructured interviews in the form of informal conversations were conducted the same day as the
observations. I obtained free, prior and informed consent to interview and record people orally, after
describing the scope of my investigation. All respondents eagerly gave their first name and consent. I
made them aware that they could have remained anonymous to ensure confidentiality, but all
respondents were happy to give their first name and limit confidentiality. Therefore, all the excursionists’
names appear in the transcriptions without disclosing the respondents’ identity. I recorded the audio of
my interviews using my mobile phone and then sent them to my computer, where I stored them.
The rough structure of the interviews was determined by the two interview protocols for excursionists
and refuge managers (see annex I). The level of depth and structure of the interviews differed based on
each interviewee’s enthusiasm in engaging in the conversation, which in turn usually depended on his or
her level of experience and love for the mountain environment. For the less experienced excursionists, I
found that they tended to finish their narrations, expecting the next question; while the more passionate
and experienced often went into a monologue that wasn't compatible with the structure of the protocol.
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In these cases, I only formulated follow-up questions to keep the respondent within my sphere of
interests. By formulating questions about feelings, emotions and attitudes in nature, I was able to assess
whether the informant was predisposed to address subjects such as spirituality or had relevant
experiences. This would also depend on my perception of the person that in turn influenced my prompts,
as well as each respondent’s openness towards such a sensitive and personal topic. This is in line with
the findings of Van Trigt, van Koppen and Schanz (2003), who found that propensity to address
spirituality is uncommon compared to a willingness to describe experiences more broadly. However,
other and less impactful quantum changes and shifts, such as insights and reflections, also revealed new
perspectives and understandings of life and its meaning (Miller & C’de Baca, 2001; Van Trigt et al.,
2003).

Ethical considerations
Since the respondents were not asked personal questions, they were granted the possibility to give
their informed consent to use their first name. The interviewees were very eager and proud to respond,
consenting without hesitation to both record the interview and use their name in the transcript and
publication. My experience showed that researching perceptions also means providing a rare space
where people can express themselves freely, be listened to and acknowledged.
Therefore, notwithstanding the default practice of anonymizing research units, I chose not to do so in
the case of excursionists' transcriptions. This decision is in line with Wiles’ et al. (2006, 2008)
explanation that in a culture characterized by individualism and attributed value of personal stories,
certain types of social research may not be appropriate for strict adherence to confidentiality standards.
Anonymizing my respondents would erode the empowering effect triggered by the interview itself,
“depriving participants of a “voice” that confers personal meaning to their enjoyment of the research”
(Giordano et al., 2007, p.265). In addition, having already received informed consent for the use of their
first names, not doing so would deny their autonomous decision and their identity.
By maintaining first names of interviewed mountain excursionists, readers can appreciate the
broadness of views and build some kind of profile around the different respondents, making the
presentation of the results a more intriguing and personal account. Tracking these respondents based on
their first name and place they were at, is unrealistic. Hence, I consider excursionists' identity in the
presentation of results of this research to be concealed enough.
Even though the refuge managers also gave consent to use their names, I had to make a choice to
either mention their name or the one of the Refuge. I chose to prioritize the name of the Refuge since, in
this very place-specific investigation, I find myself aligned with Nespor’s argument that anonymizing
places “naturalizes the decoupling of events from historically and geographically specific locations''
(2000, p. 549). Although it is easy to trace a manager from the name of the refuge he or she runs,
omitting their name would at least avoid the chance of their statements to be held against them. For
instance, journalists may consider that some of the expert responses released opinions worthy of
controversy. Nonetheless, I don’t consider this to be an issue given the abundance of controversial
testimonies of mountain refuge managers, openly reported in the most popular italian magazine on the
topic, Montagne 360° without a trace of anonymity.

Sampling
I collected data from two different human populations, the excursionists and the refuge workers
within the study sites. In addition, among the visitors, a division between experienced excursionists and
new visitors emerges that becomes useful in drawing results. Samples were chosen largely accidentally
(through a technique known as a convenience or haphazard sampling), based on the selection of people
present on each site. Since I didn’t have full control over the baseline characteristics of these research
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units, I couldn’t ensure the proportionality of the samples. However, judgemental sampling
complemented the selection to foster the validity of the sample. Such selection took place thanks to
observations. These were sampled accidentally, based on whom I found along the paths and at the
refuges. This method provided information about my available population in order to select the
excursionists to interview. Therefore, the knowledge or intuition emerging from the observations of some
baseline characteristics allowed a level of judgemental sampling to take place (targeted or purposive
sampling).
As for the interviews with refuge workers, these are key respondents, experts as caretakers of the
study sites. Hence, their selection was inevitably linked to the judgemental selection of the site itself.
However, since there were usually more than one member of staff in each refuge, the final factor
determining the expert sampling was the presence of the best informant identifying him or herself
voluntarily.
The consistency of the research design ensures a sound internal validity. In fact, the collection of
cultural data regarding sensitive topics, unlike individual data, requires the identification of experts and
therefore adopts non-probability sampling (Bernard, 2006). Particularly for the interviewing of refuge
workers, the purposely chosen sample was appropriate for the verification of emerging narratives thanks
to expert knowledge on the cultural phenomenon under analysis. Therefore, the presence of managers
allowed the triangulation of sources with data collected from visitors to increase the credibility of the
finding and the richness of the outcomes and perspectives. “Well-done nonprobability sampling is
actually part of good measurement. It contributes to credibility”, hence internal validity (Bernard,
2006, p. 196).
I continued the data collection until saturation of information, when I felt no particularly new data
was emerging.

Site selection
Data collection took place across mountain ranges in Northern Italy, in the central Alpine region (Fig.
5) within the provinces of Lecco, Bergamo and Sondrio. The sites were selected given their vicinity to
major cities such as Milan, Bergamo and Monza. Study sites included the spaces within and around the
refuges, as well as the pathways and villages leading to them. Refuges were chosen specifically in quality
of the destination for the average mountain hiker and where the excursionists are most likely to spend
most time engaging with the environment and each-other. Mountain refuges in the area are of various
origin and scope, I visited isolated yet quite accessible, traditional huts where Alpinists used to be
accustomed to stop during their trek to higher peaks. Nowadays, these establishments are becoming
more like rustic restaurants where families enjoy spending their Sunday afternoons.
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Figure 5. Map of Northern Italy highlighting the study area

Across the three provinces I selected sites instrumentally and sequentially, based on typical examples
that could be judged as representative of the various mountain places that are commonly visited. An
instrumental selection provided an equal spread ranging between hard-to-reach and easy-access sites, to
ensure diversity. Based on the previous experiences, I would each time choose the next site trying to
ensure a wide and representative selection. For this reason, in fact, I decided to also conduct interviews
in mountain villages and their surroundings.
During eight days I collected data across nine different sites consisting of seven mountain refuges
(Bietti, Mirtillo, FALC, Grassi, Brasca, Omio, Rosalba), one bivouac (Ferrario), and two mountain
villages (Reggetto and Premana), as can be seen on the map below (Fig. 6).
The study sites fall within NPs administered by the Comunità Montana, literally translated as
“mountain community”, formed by a union of town councils. However, practically, the paths are tracked
and maintained by C.A.I., the Italian Alpine Club, which also administers the mountain refuges. Many
mountain visitors pay a yearly membership to C.A.I. that ensures free rescue in case of emergency, as
well as discounts in the refuges.
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Figure 6. Map of sites of data collection.

Transcriptions
The analysed data is the result of the data collection, namely field notes and interview transcriptions
of the audio recordings. The writing of the transcriptions was done in three different styles, based on the
relevance of the given answers, depending on the extent these helped me answer my research question. A
few detailed stories were reported using edited transcriptions. Although I mostly avoided this technique,
some interviews became very long due to detailed adventurous stories that I considered more useful to
summarize as they fell beyond the scope of the research. In fact, some accounts of past episodes were told
with great technical detail with regards to the sport but little insight into the nature connectedness
element. They were, however, integrated with follow-up and more reflective narrations that were,
instead, transcribed using more loyal techniques of transcriptions.
Answers to the first set of questions (see interview protocol, Annex I) that served more as an
introduction and for the gathering of baseline information were transcribed in the form of intelligent
verbatim. They were important for the analysis but the level of detail with regards to body language and
expression was not (Bernard, 2006).
Conversely, conversations that directly referred to nature connectedness, often appearing more as
narratives than straight answers were transcribed using strict verbatim. Here, sounds, mistakes and
body language were reported. This allowed the level of reflection to transpire in the transcribed
interviews. When a person was really thinking about the answer, they were likely to mumble, huff and
puff, rub their chin or head, play with their fingers... They sometimes gave an initial answer that
triggered more reflection and later corrected themselves and said something else. The direction of their
narrative became revealing even to themselves, inducing the use of intonation and emphasis. This was
important to report for the questions addressed at the core of the research.
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The transcription also involved a translation of the interview from Italian to English which took place
simultaneously to the transcription. Following this stage which I personally undertook without the aid of
software, the data was uploaded on Atlas.ti.

Data analysis
I undertook the data analysis on Atlas.ti. Starting with ocular scan method or eyeballing, I went
through the notes to firstly identify indicators of nature connection with reference to the three subquestions, namely discourse, attitudes and types of behaviour. In this phase I was strongly guided by the
integral ecology theory and the adapted 4Q model, whereby the different perspectives depicted in Fig. 4
were sought out. This fostered the co-habitation of complementary dimensions, encompassing
psychology, conservation and culture. It is, in fact, essential to recognize and take into account the
influence of contexts shaping beliefs and impacts when analysing each narrated experience (Hartig et al.,
2010). A first reading was the initial stage of the drafting of a codebook based on the four quadrants of
integral ecology, open coding was used to identify such codes before assigning these to the broad
categories oriented by the conceptual framework. A second reading of the data applied the codes as tags
as I initiated the axial coding process of connecting the codes conceptually (Kumar, 2019; Strauss &
Corbin, 1994, 1997). Finally, selective coding was undertaken to identify the codes that were most
relevant to the theme of nature connectedness.
Triangulation across data sources and sites, cross-checked with my descriptive notes, allowed the
gradual identification of trends. I depicted these in graphs, applying my version of the 4Q model to
illustrate each outcome.
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Results
I hereby present the main results and emerging quotation. Framing and connecting concepts in the
4Q model permits to identify the main trends that emerged throughout the presented results. Following
the logic dictated by the direction of the arrows in the resulting models, I firstly present the main
findings before going into detail with regards to the problematization of crowds and safety and related
measures. Finally, I address the concepts that emerge surrounding wellness that enhance the learning
process of spirituality.

General results

Figure 7: general results represented in the 4Q Model.

Among refuge managers and some more experienced excursionists, the cultural discourse of a shift in
the experiencing of mountain places emphasized an increase in tourism. Visiting the mountains for
recreational purposes rather than purely alpinist pursuits is a phenomenon that has been rising in the
last 20 years but appears to have “boomed” during the period between lockdowns in the summer and
autumn of 2020. The culture and understanding of refuges has changed in Italy, from the original
meaning of shelter for the night to one of a rustic restaurant in a beautiful location. This comes with
demands from customers that expect certain comforts. Examples were given by the manager of Rifugio
Bietti who said that people complain that coffee isn’t made in an espresso machine or by the co-manager
of Rifugio Mirtillo who lamented that people expect to find a “real” restaurant while they only have a
small kitchen. Eating in the mountains and particularly in refuges isn’t just a necessity but has become a
motive behind the excursion, a cultural understanding of mountain experiences themselves.
“Coming to eat in a refuge is a thing of the last twenty, thirty years. Before most of the public would
go and sleep in the refuges, that would serve as resting places for alpinism. People would stay here
before continuing their ascent to the peak [...]. Many people come and eat here, come up for the day,
and few stay and sleep. And of the ones who do, maybe half reach the peak. They are here on a couple
of days' trip, to enjoy.” (Manager of Rifugio Grassi, day 2).
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This increase in demand for a “soft” kind of mountain experiences reflected a need for finding places
where deeper cultural values are shared, such as respect, humanity and authenticity in relations. Juan
explains:
“Once I met a man who was telling me how there are two cultures here. One is in the city, where it's
filled with people leading their own life, without caring about the others. And then there's life above
1000 m altitude, where culture completely changes.” (Juan, Rifugio Omio, day 3).
In addition, there is a clear demand for experiences that enhance wellness. Respondents come to the
mountains to find peace, calm, silence, which in turn enhance nature connectedness. For people living in
urban areas with a busy and stressful routine, this is a weekly necessity that allows re-charging, centering
and finding energy to go through such daily struggles, particularly in face of the lockdown restrictions.
“S: ... The day, energy, re-charging, and then you start the week again [...] essentially I do it for the
head. I need the sky, the open spaces. [...].
C: If before we went every once in a while, now we seek nature weekly. Moving has really become a
necessity, something we treasure, for giving us the ability to detach from daily life.” (interview with
Silvia and Carlo, Rifugio Bietti, day 6).
Given the increase in popularity of such experiences and consequent benefits, however, achieving
these depends on the accurate choice of destinations and type of sports, based on the season and day of
the week.
“So yeah, let’s say you enjoy nature but there’s pollution due to the populations. So if I can do some
trails that are more excursionistic, more particular, certainly... It’s me, alone, in nature.” (interview
with Silvia, Rifugio Bietti, day 6).
An informed decision allows to find the required peace and silence. This also applies to the experience
of walking itself, which brings about benefits from nature connection if there is enough tranquillity and
freedom of movement along the paths.
“My pace is always constant, it never changes, so the breath is regular. If there’s nobody in front of
me I don’t have to regulate my pace. If there is, I have to slow down, which is a nuisance to me. [...] If I
can go at my own pace I’m able to stop thinking of all my problems, it’s the walking itself that allows
this. (Matteo, Rifugio Bietti, day 6).
In addition, finding the right company for such excursions is key for mitigating situations of risk as
well as enhancing understanding of mutual needs through communication.
“It's an experience of sharing, understanding each-other, and listening.” (Federico, Rifugio Omio,
day 3).
Therefore, with a change in cultural understanding of mountaineering there has been a change in
personal attitudes towards it, reflecting a widespread need to find wellness through nature
connectedness. There has also been an adaptation with regards to this increasing popularity, manifested
in the choices and behaviours chosen to enhance nature connectedness notwithstanding the crowds. One
of these is the choice of the best excursion companions that can insure sound communication.
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The problem of crowds

Figure 8: Results regarding crowding in the mountains illustrated in the 4Q model.

In June 2020, COVID-19 restrictions were eased up, lockdown was no longer enforced but travel
limitations were maintained. This triggered an increase of local tourism within Lombardy and other
regions of the country whereby holiday-makers were unable to travel abroad.
“And now with COVID and the closing down of borders... people have started looking around their
area more... you know there was also a regional lockdown? So people have rediscovered the beauties,
in this case of Lombardy. A real rediscovering of enjoying sports. [...] The people who had to go to
Miami or anywhere far away had to opt to stay here, go to the mountains and had to get the
equipment.” (Silvia, Rifugio Bietti, day 6).
Since in Lombardy most natural spaces are within mountain ranges, the need for being in these places
consequent to enclosure during the spring brought about an unprecedented demand for mountain
experiences.
New visitors appeared in the form of tourists, consuming the experience with little knowledge of the
environment. Refuge managers denounced a popularization of mountaineering causing the concept to
shift from a alpinist or at least serious excursionistic approach towards a softer and more touristic form
of visiting the mountains.
“The client has changed, but especially their way of coming. Maybe before they came only for an
excursion, now they come to eat, to be here and chill. [...] Before the people coming to the mountain
were much more selected, they were very equipped excursionists who had a passion for the mountains.
They still come, but the sector has greatly enlarged.” (Valerio, Rifugio Mirtillo, day 1).
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Many respondents evaluated the phenomena with positive considerations, seconding a rights-based
approach that mountains experiences are for everyone and the benefits derived from interacting with
nature cannot be denied to anyone.
“I do like the idea that we are all here for the love of the mountain. It’s good to know there are many
people who manage to appreciate, love and live on the mountain.” (Giorgia, Bivouac Ferrario, day 5).
However, even some of the respondents who affirmed such belief still pointed out the difficulty in
achieving nature connectedness due to disturbances that impede the conditions for such goal, namely
calmness, silence, peace and empty spaces. Giorgia is someone who perceives great discomfort and
disturbance from anthropogenic interferences in nature, as she revealed:
“What annoys me are certain behaviours which show a lack of respect and obstruct me from
benefiting from the environment fully. [...] Unfortunately there are many interferences... especially
sound-based, which are the ones that personally really bother me, such as these drones!” (Giorgia,
Bivouac Ferrario, day 5).
In order to avoid experiencing pollution of the surrounding environment, many excursionists make
aware decisions to go to the mountains on days when they expect to find less people. Less known
destinations are chosen particularly during peak seasons for these means.
“If you go to certain places in Val d'Aosta, all year round you'll never find anyone. It's not
publicized. Here neither. You have to choose the places, of course, if you go to do the classic climbs, in
the summer, on a Sunday, it's common to be queueing while you climb to the next pitch. So you study it
a bit before in order to avoid… the mess.” (Alessandro, Rifugio FALC, day 2).
Since the accurate selection of a time and place to avoid crowds specifically represents an accepted
routine, respondents seem to find the means to enjoy the mountains without the inconvenience of
crowds. This practice is in lines with the belief that “it's welcome, it's good that everyone can enjoy it, the
mountain is democratic”. (Manager of Rifugio Grassi, day 2).
Therefore, some excursionists are able to enjoy these places without experiencing disturbance from
crowds. The view is that people who come to these places seem to be inspired by the culture of mutual
respect, humanity and authenticity, consequently behaving in manners that do not hinder the
achievement of benefits from nature connection. It emerges that respect for the environment is a
condition for achieving benefits from nature connectedness. Some respondents are positive on this
matter as their experience has shown that people do, indeed, respect the environment and the silence:
“I don’t mind them, I think it’s nice that everyone gets to come and enjoy nature. I think it’s fine even
if many people are on the paths because everyone is very respectful of nature and the silence. It doesn’t
disturb my peace.” (Thiago, Premana, day 6).
The importance to inform the new visitors of such a culture of respect, as well as on essential
knowledge for safety, is taken seriously by the refuge managers who invest their free time in this service.
“they probably expect to be instructed on aspects of life in the mountain, traditions, that thirty years
ago people who came here knew very well. Now much less so. [...] people also understand when I'm
busy… they just talk among each other, of course. But in the moments when we can, we dedicate a lot of
care to welcoming. Which means talking to people, making them comfortable in many aspects,
responding to their questions, curiosities… chatting.” (Manager of Rifugio Grassi, day 2).
Visiting the mountains with more experienced companions is also a good way to enhance
understanding. Among the newer visitors I interviewed, a greater sense of meaning emerged through
deep life reflections and shifts in awareness, showing that a learning process is taking place through
mountain experiences.
“E: I thought of the metaphor of life... It’s really true that you need to enjoy these ascents! I’ve been
on a very steep hill for years... who knows when I will arrive!
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A: You’ll found your refuge, where you can eat sweets and enjoy the fruits of your hard work
E: and then when I retire it will be the descending of this mountain.
A: Yeah, this is like a synthesis of life
E: exactly. You want to go back, you want to retire... but you’re not in a hurry, you also like your job.”
(Elisa and Anthea, Rifugio Rosalba, day 4).
To sum up, the change in social structures imposed by the pandemic lockdown saw an increasing
popularity of a touristic and consumerist approach to mountain excursionism. While most viewed this as
a democratic embodiment of extended opportunities for nature connectedness, some experienced the
inconvenience of crowds disturbing their natural surroundings. Here, the importance of informed choice
around destinations emerged that can influence the success of a day out seeking calmness in nature.
Others, instead, shared the view that stronger values allow mutual respect in these environments.
Therefore, a need to stimulate the understanding of these values among the newer visitors was
highlighted as a responsibility for those who care and know the mountain to extend their awareness.

Safety issues

Figure 9: Results on the problematization of safety issues in the mountains illustrated in the 4Q model.

Another theme that emerged throughout the quadrants and that is closely connected to the other
results is that of safety (Fig. 9). Historically, a certain level of risk has always been considered by the
alpinist reaching an ambitious peak, with limited equipment but a strong passion and ambition to
overcome limits. Respondents explain that this vision of alpinism has greatly shifted towards a much
more spiritual and personal enterprise.
“The first alpinists were the real ones, many nowadays are fake, also us sometimes. Because we are
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missing this impossibility component. The overcoming of the limits [...] as the alpinist has deteriorated,
it has also improved. Before it was heroic, now you do it for you. [...] I would be ready to bet that they
would all agree that you get closer to God by going to the mountain.” (Jacopo, Rifugio Omio, day 2).
Nonetheless, the element of challenge through physical effort has remained and keeps accompanying
the excursionist in a diversity of experiences. From a tranquil hike to reach the refuge for lunch to a solo
climb, the challenges are everywhere in the mountains, for all levels of capacity.
Their overcoming brings about feelings of satisfaction and happiness, which seem to be strong
motivators to return.
“...the struggle as well is part of it [...] the more you go up, up, up, the more you get tired and... this
is how I am, the more I get tired, the more I can reach a state of peace, serenity.” (Juan, Rifugio Omio,
day 3).
However, unlike the traditional alpinists, tourists seeking adrenalinic sensations through extreme
hikes, climbs or the increasingly popular via Ferratas, are less aware of the involved dangers. Via
Ferrata is a form of climbing using fixed aids, such as ropes and chains. Parts of via Ferratas can be
found along any path marked as “difficult” which have been rigged to help excursionists through the
most dangerous passages. Routes on via Ferrata have also been equipped specifically for this kind of
climb, making it a sport in itself, with specific equipment to improve the experience of hanging on a
chain in thin air. From my interview with Silvia, who is accustomed to going to the mountain specifically
to climb along via Ferratas, it appears that this kind of experience is sought by those who seek feeling
the adrenaline kick in sports, intended as the feeling of being at risk and the energy people get from it.
Although hiking remains the most common activity in the mountains during the summer months, via
Ferratas are increasing in popularity, notwithstanding the associated risks:
“People go on equipped paths, such as the Attraversata Alta of the Grigne, hanging on the chains like
it's the fire brigade's pole. Chains should aid you in safety, but you shouldn't rely on them. And they
aren't made for such a heavy flow, you should always tug on them to test them, which very little people
do because they are giving way and causing more accidents… in sum, there is little attention and
respect towards the mountain. [...] Many people tell me "oh, you always go on the passes, on the crest, I
don't want to come with you." I tell them "that's not true, if you tell me you aren't confident with these
things, I can take you to do more relaxed stuff, for me it's also great. But now people see climbers on tv
like Alex Hornold, they do a couple of lessons in a gym and then get lost on some rock, then they need
rescue…” (Nico, Rifugio Omio, day 3).”
It appears that these activities have taken on a different meaning, increasingly becoming themselves a
form of consumerism driven by their popularization in social media and movies, as well as the
accessibility to affordable high-tech gear. Refuge managers and experienced mountaineers report an
increase in incidents due to these types of behaviour and lack of matched site-specific information.
I identified some components that emerged in the interviews as recommendations to alleviate these
safety issues. Firstly, humbleness and respect towards the mountain environment and its risks is
required. As alpinist respondents pointed out, the nature in the mountains is severe, rigid, but just. This
is an awareness that derives from the tradition of alpinism and that can therefore be acquired through
learning such history and pertinent traditional ecological knowledge. When addressing safety concerns,
Nico and I remember the legend of mountain Grigna, a traditional song about a woman who gets
transformed by God into the mountain as a punishment for having ordered the assassination of the man
who wanted to love her. This traditional Alpinist knowledge serves as a reminder of the dangers of the
mountain, and the need to respect it. The importance of being humble emerges closely regarding solo
experiences in particular, which are riskier and require the excursionist to realistically evaluate his or her
own capacities. This is essential in preventing dangerous situations and getting out of them, for instance
acknowledging the need to call for rescue.
“You going to the mountain doesn't serve anyone, you have to go and come back by yourself because
it’s only for yourself that you go. But it’s important to know to be humble.” (Jacopo, Rifugio Omio, day
3).
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Learning how to be safe in the mountains takes places during excursions with a guide or an expert
companion, or through communication with a staff member of a mountain refuge. Lack of information is
a delicate topic that requires time and energy of refuge managers who, nonetheless, can be rewarded by
the resulting enhanced awareness and friendship from their customers.
“...most people are curious, they ask questions, we give them tips based on their condition and if they
have children [...]... people ask about the type of vegetation, the type of geological formations, animal
species... so we are able to take out our background and explain what is important for conservation.
We also have contacts and know the mountain, so we can address the excursionists to the right path, or
advise them to hire a guide” (Manager of Rifugio Mirtillo, day 1).
Some people see the enhanced humanity and authenticity of relations among strangers as a mirror for
the possibility of mutual support that can always be needed in these hazardous environments, certainly
more than in the city where we have evolved to ignore each-other.
A: Maybe it’s because we are already sharing something, we are all on the same footpath, walking
on a mountain that isn’t easy... we aren’t used to it. So it’s as if you already have something in common.
[...] every once in a while we were stopping to make sure everything was fine... there’s really the most
spontaneous and immediate form of altruism there. (Anthea, Rifugio Rosalba, day 4).
Although more experienced excursionists custom visiting the mountains alone, it is more common to
choose to be accompanied precisely to ensure this factor. Refuge managers seem to agree with such
precaution:
“It's a group event, but also for safety. Alone, without much experience, people aren't trusting of the
environment, you never know. The weather changes, the fog comes, you get lost, you can't find the
path, you find the refuge closed when you thought it was open… it snows… in September it's normal
that it snows up here…” (Manager of Rifugio Grassi, day 2).
Put briefly, safety has always been an issue since in the culture of the Alps, characterized by a drive for
challenge and overcoming of limits. Today this is more often translated into the physical struggle of the
ascent, compensated by feelings of happiness and satisfaction. However, more extreme mountain routes
such as Via Ferrata are rising in attraction, also due to their popularization in social media, with
increasing risks. Consequently, recommendations emerged in the form of divulging information on the
culture of alpinism and its values, that are reflected in relations of mutual support.
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Wellness and spirituality

Figure 10: Results regarding wellness and spirituality illustrated in the 4Q model.

This last model (Fig. 10) appears as a loop with a spiral, making it difficult to decide where to start its
presentation. Any quadrant could, in fact, be a good start for the framing of the concept of spirituality. I
chose to start the attitudes quadrant where nature connectedness once again appears, as this is the
independent variable of the research’s questions. Nature connectedness emerges as a way for recharging,
reflecting, respecting but also reconnecting with oneself.
“I sit down to meditate, or just to contemplate. I breathe consciously. Being in contact with the
different natural species, watching them, being with them. [...] ... being in direct contact with nature,
obviously strengthens the spiritual connection, because nature is spirit.” (Elizabeth, Premana, day 7)
Finding peace, freedom, calmness and silence through contemplation and awe of the beautiful
mountain environments brings about nature connectedness and related benefits. Such benefits are the
feeling of being energized, re-charged, aware and connected to oneself as well as to the greater
surrounding nature. Carlo, who is a practising lawyer, describes these benefits as the answer to his need
to control his emotions in order to perform well in his work:
“So this gives me big... yes, it recenters me like a compass. Hence I find myself during the week with
energy, tranquillity, eagerness to face problems very systematically, very precisely, without burning
out, avoiding the loop of stress at work.” (Carlo, Rifugio Bietti, day 6).
These depend on choices in types of behaviour around mountain experiences. The choice of sport is a
strong determinant of the experience. Carlo and Silvia, for instance, who do many different physical
activities acknowledge this component as a factor influencing connection with nature.
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“S: ... it’s more technical, you’re more in your head with the bike, so you don’t appreciate 100% the
place you are in. [...]
C: you have that sport stress, you have to be careful of a lot of other things. Walking, doing
excursions, is a bit more like recreational underwater... [...] You can really get close to the real essence
of nature without worrying about the activity itself.” (Silvia and Carlo, Rifugio Bietti, day 6).
Relaxing, seeking time alone, learning about local traditions and nature through contemplation are
practiced by respondents who acknowledge a personal need to get away from the city on a regular basis
for their well-being.
“the relationship with nature has always been important for me, it’s the weekly necessity I have. [...]
The day, energy, re-charging, and then you start the week again, no? The usual “tram-tram”
[...] generally Wednesday we already start saying “O.K. How is the weather forecast looking?” (Silvia,
Rifugio Bietti, day 6).
Further variables determine the maximizing of benefits from being in nature, such as limiting the use
of technology in the form of telephones and avoiding places with too many people, where the abovementioned achievement of peace and silence cannot be obtained. Interviewees explained that phones can
be a distraction and a cause of loss of meaning. While Silvia points out that during her days out on the
mountain she tends to turn off her phone to allow herself to spend quality time alone in nature, Nico
limits his taking of photographs with his phone:
“You then start stopping all the time to take photos, you lose the sense behind the experience. Maybe
I take one particular photo, but that's it.” (Nico, Rifugio Omio, day 2).
Respondents have a well-defined set of friends or partners they chose to share these days with, people
with whom they can feel safe with, have deep conversations, but also maintain silence and allow a level of
solitude when needed. Carlo reports that his girlfriend Silvia is the person who has shown him this way
of living the mountains:
“... I’ve always lived excursionism, but the more intimate aspect, more of recharge and
contemplation, I’ve lived with her. For the company, the fact of being with her, she influenced me in a
positive way”. (Carlo, Rifugio Bietti, day 6).
“When we go together we speak very little.” (Silvia, Rifugio Bietti, day 6).
The warmth and understanding in relations is reflected in other human relationships, be it among
strangers or with refuge staff, who are always genuinely eager to be open and welcoming towards the
excursionist. A refuge manager claims that it is precisely this genuineness of relations, the ease of
approaching strangers that adds a further motivation to seek mountain experiences, as well as seeking
connection with nature.
“C: What do you think brings these people to come here?
A: Well, probably contact with nature. And probably the genuineness of relations. Yes, surely that
too. Why does someone come to a refuge rather than just to a mountain hotel or a mountain
restaurant? [...] It's just a different context. You eat all together, after fifteen minutes you have already
made friends with everyone… the quality of human relations cannot be compared to other contexts.
People seek an authentic relationship with people, to go beyond the barriers.” (Manager of Rifugio
Grassi, day 2).
Humanity in social interactions is a reflection of a cultural view that characterizes the mountains as
places where deeper values are shared, where meaning can be made or understood through connection
with nature and oneself.
“you only have to look around to regain the awareness of how big the world is....” (Angela, Rifugio
Grassi, day 2).
Values of respect, humbleness and love for the mountain contribute further to ensuring the conditions
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for achieving enhanced wellness and connectedness. This way, greater understanding and deeper states
of consciousness can be reached. Further reflections surface on the meaning and sense of life and, linked
to these, elements show that a learning process is taking place thanks to their mountain experiences.
Connection to nature arises in terms of feeling nature, seeking, finding and understanding. Life
reflections appear as metaphors to the struggle of the mountain ascent and the learnings that take place.
“ “I know where to put my feet. The mountain tells me". My sixth sense also told me to be careful at
that moment. To go slowly. I was having a dialogue with the mountain. [...] I still felt safe because I just
let the mountain guide me, so I wasn't afraid or stressed.” (Nico, Rifugio Omio, day 3).
It is interesting to see how the mountains are addressed as entities that teach and guide, stimulating
intuition and achieving nature connectedness.
Other examples of such revelations are childhood memories, life and place reflections and meanings,
and other inner triggers such as achieving a slower flow of thoughts and mental activity, all indications of
being in a learning process and therefore along a spiritual pathway.
“you feel slower but stronger beats. While in Milan my head is always filled with thoughts,
continuously, here my thoughts are slower but stronger. You isolate yourself, you contemplate… and
you charge up. They are mental energies that... And then…it's also a moment to think back, about
moments of the week, maybe with that person I should have behaved differently, I think of things I
shouldn't have said… I never would think about these things in the city. They come from… I don't know
where.” (Alessandro, Rifugio FALC, day 2).
“Today, walking, I was reflecting that going to the mountain is like the journey of life. You go up and
you have to be staring at the stones, and then every while and then you have to stop to look at the view,
faraway to look at the mountain, at where you are going. And this reflects life, you are focused on
every single step, stone, an obstacle in front of you, otherwise, you fall. But you need to sometimes look
ahead, set a direction, where are you going, what do you want from this journey? Life is a balance of
these processes.” (Juan, Rifugio Omio, day 3).
Nature connectedness and spiritual feelings occur in mountain experiences, described as re-centering
and reconnecting also with oneself. The required peace and calmness for this reflect the need to seek
isolated and open places, away from technology, on a weekly basis. Isolation and silence, however, can
also be found in the company of people who share values of respect, humbleness and love for the
mountains. The depth of social connections is reflected in the depth of nature connectedness, which
triggers deep reflections such as life meanings that indicate spiritual learnings.
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Discussion
The problem definition was flexible by nature as it was, initially, my own interpretation of the problem
and consequently open for adaptation. The chosen methods allowed me to fully answer the research
question and sub-questions. The outcome of the study allowed a wider problem definition, as it includes
perspectives from the different stakeholders, namely the mountain visitors and the refuge managers.
However, the results only show a confirmation and reinforcement of the initial problem definition
supported by a broader range of arguments.
What are the attitudes of mountain experiences that enhance the process of nature connectedness
among excursionists in the Central Italian Alps?
Attitudes that enhance the process of nature connectedness have been identified as seeking peace,
freedom, calmness and silence. Respondents reach such conditions when pausing physical exercise to
contemplate the beautiful mountain landscapes in awe and admiration for the details of nature, such as
plants, animals, stars, lakes and peaks. Moments of contemplation are attained parallely to finding
isolation from companions or other excursionists. This allows distractions and disturbances, mainly in
the form of noises, to be minimalized. In addition, the possibility of walking at your own pace, without
interruptions, is a determinant for a rewarding experience. During the physical activity itself, the
required effort particular to the ascent phase of visiting a mountain gives excursionists feelings of
happiness and satisfaction, as well as achieving renewed energy and alignment that in turn allow the
excursionist to find inner peace needed for nature connectedness. Consequently, the calmness and
solitude of moments of contemplation, as well as the struggle of the physical activity are associated with
achieving well-being and being in a learning process, a disposition towards nature. Attitudes that
indicate such wellness and openness to learn are allowing spontaneous thoughts and reflections to flow,
such as memories from childhood, place meanings and understandings of the mountain nature.
What are the discourses of mountain experiences that describe the fostering of nature connectedness
among excursionists in the Central Italian Alps?
Discourses of mountain experiences that regard the fostering of nature connectedness among
excursionists have been identified along two main categories that reflect each-other. Cultural discourses
emerged as an outward, collective manifestation of social discourses that they influence. With regards to
discourses about people’s cultural understandings and views, an interesting result that emerged is the
belief that the mountain is a place where values are deeper, warmer and more authentic, where people
respect and understand each-other and the natural environment more than in urban areas, with
humbleness and humanity. Such conditions foster mutual understanding of needs and requirements for
nature connectedness. With this discourse underpinned, the cultural view that emerged is the
interpretation of the phenomena of increasing popularity of mountains experiences with a positive
outlook, based on democratic values. This rights-based approach seconds the belief that everyone has the
right to enjoy the mountains and benefit from their natural heritage. Some say this is possible precisely
because of the deeper values that transmit mutual respect, predisposing the conditions for benefittng
from mountain environments notwithstanding the elevated amount of people. However, a need to
transmit these values to the newcomers has emerged, particularly among the more experienced
excursionists and the refuge managers. Discourses on this issue problematize a lack of understanding of
the mountain values and information supply. These problems need attention in order to mitigate risks,
emergency situations, threats to the conservation of the natural environment and consequently
impediments to nature connectedness.
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In this context, a social discourse regarding COVID-19 restrictions discloses the issues of increasing
popularity in the mountains due to a superficial and consumerist approach to nature experiences of new
visitors seeking touristic and recreational experiences. As a consequence, social discourses that regard
the requirements for the fostering of nature connectedness regard the burden of refuge managers and
aware excursionists who implement a further responsibility by informing and clearly communicating
values and precautionary information to less experienced visitors.
The above-mentioned values appear to make people more prone to engage in spontaneous
conversations with strangers. This allows the easing of communication, fostering understanding and
awareness, as well as the sharing of such deeper relations. An improvement of social relations is
accounted for in all levels of social interactions. Just like it is easier to talk among strangers in the
mountains, excursion companions also experience friendlier, more meaningful conversations during
their days in the mountains. They are able to listen fully and understand each-other’s views and needs,
which is a requirement embedded in the need for support and safety during mountain excursions. In
fact, most excursionists chose to be accompanied by few but good companions with which they have an
affinity rather than being alone, precisely to mitigate risks. The same is said for the reasons why
friendlier connections occur among strangers. In addition, thanks to mutual understanding and respect,
the needs of solitude and silence to benefit from nature connectedness are comprehended and ensured.
What are the types of behaviour during mountain experiences that enhance the process of nature
connectedness among excursionists in the Central Italian Alps?
The types of behaviour that enhance the process of nature connectedness during mountain
experiences surround the importance of making informed choices. Deciding the appropriate destination,
based on available information on its popularity as well as the season of the year, the weather forecast
and the day of the week determines the quality of the experience. This is particularly the case for those
who feel distrubed by the presence and sounds of too many people on the mountain sites. Finding crowds
is, in fact, common in the most popular areas, during sunny week-ends and holiday seasons.
Consequently, making informed choices conditions the chances for and extent of nature connectedness.
Inevitably, those who prioritize such connection and desire it, will make the appropriate choices.
Another decision that influences the depth of experiences in nature is towards the kind of sport and
activities that are performed. It emerged that choosing dangerous, more technical sports such as via
Ferratas can distract from experiencing nature fully due to the required attention towards the activity
itself and the precautionary measures that must be taken for safety. In addition, the use of technology
can cause distractions and loss of meaning. The behaviours that, instead, foster engagement with the
environment and enhance nature connectedness appear to be characterized by the factor of relaxation. A
softer kind of excursionism and activities such as star-gazing, watching plants and animals or learning
about the local traditions are chosen among excursionists who desire to achieve the benefits from being
in nature.
I conclude by summarizing and therefore answering my main research question:
“What are the attitudes, discourses and behaviours of mountain experiences that enhance the process
towards nature connectedness among excursionists in the Central Italian Alps?”
The attitudes, discourses and behaviours during mountain experiences that enhance the process
towards nature connectedness among excursionists in my study area are those characterized by depth in
all their facets. Deeper attitudes, such as self-reflection and being open to learning, reflect in deeper
values, particularly respect and humbleness, which are mirrored in social relations. Those who deeply
desire nature connectedness tend to make choices in order to attain benefits from this. In figure 8 I
attempt to illustrate such “deep” interrelatedness around nature connection.
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Figure 11. Nature connectedness and the related results on the element of depth illustrated in the 4Q model.

What emerges is a multi-level network of interconnections that appear to be tighter and deeper in the
mountain environments than in the city. Getting closer to humans reflects in the chances and desires to
get closer to nature, whereby the human-nature nexus is parallel to the human-human nexus.
The research question is therefore answered wholly, as the results provide a broad but rich picture of
the many attitudes, discourses and types of behaviour that enhance the process towards nature
connectedness. Many components were allowed to emerge with reference to the variables that represent
conditions on which nature connectedness depends. Since the results are retrieved from personal
opinions and discourses, some contradictions appeared, such as the opposing views towards the issue of
crowding. These are, in fact, a reflection of the contrasting points of view that litigate even within one’s
inner thought process when faced with emotions, such as disturbance, which appear in contrast to
affirmed values, such as humbleness, mutual acceptance and democracy. The results, framed in the
conceptual model, are comprehensive as they allowed the multiplicity of these views and positions to
emerge. Therefore, the theory adopted permitted to create a structure around the results that could be
presented in a meaningful and sensitive manner. Although I must admit it was not easy to divide
concepts and related quotations according to the adopted and adapted 4Q model, the emerging pictures
allow us to grasp a multidimensional understanding of the different issues and perspectives.
Discussion on theory
The results of this research appear in lines with other theories and investigations in the field of
Conservation Psychology and, more specifically, nature connection in wilderness. Results complement
such academic knowledge either by providing further evidence to the theory or with additional elements
that integrate the existing picture. Given the vastness of such studies, I address a few and reflect on how
these are influenced by my results.
I already addressed in my introduction Kaplan’s (1995) Attention Restoration Theory, highlighting the
components of nature settings which allow restoration of human well-being. This theory is aligned with
the results of my research, as interviewees contemplate the beauty and extent of open mountain
landscapes, triggering a soft fascination described as a feeling of wonder and awe, reflecting on life
processes, spiritual and personal place meanings. Being away from home and the derived freedom is
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another condition for which, coherently with Kaplan’s theory, people seek contact in nature, reenergizing and re-charging from the busy week of work in the city. These benefits are also featured in the
Stress Reduction Theory (Ulrich, 1983) which emphasizes on the stress-relief effect of natural stimuli. In
addition, the level of compatibility of the activity and setting with each individual’s role is an element of
the theory that allows to explain the variety of perceptions. For instance, the level of difficulty of a sport,
or of perceived distractions and disturbances from technology and crowds depends on each individual’s
expectations, predispositions and purpose.
Wilson’s Biophilia hypothesis (1994) developed from evolutionary history to argue that since humans
lived until quite recently immersed in nature, we conserve an innate instinct to affiliate with other forms
of life and seek contact with nature for our healthy development and functioning. Further research
extends the application of this approach to intra-human cases, proving that altruism and
humanitarianism may also stem from nature connectedness (Schultz 2000; Schultz et al. 2004; Nisbet et
al. 2009). My results appear to confirm such hypotheses, given the recurrently expressed necessity for
being in nature, as well as the deeper values and authentic social relationships which emerged as
common discourse among the respondents.
There are many different scales and indicators to assess nature relatedness more directly than in my
research, such as the Inclusion of Nature in Self (Schultz, 2002), the Connection to Nature scale (Mayer
and Frantz, 2004) or the Nature Relatedness scale (Nisbet et al. 2009). For a more quantitative and
broad output, I could have issued to my respondents a self-reporting questionnaire like the latter, to
assess this topic more objectively than through open conversations. However, the advantage of my
methodology lied in the freedom from indicators that allowed interviewees to address and deepen the
topics that they emphasized the most with, leaving the outcome open. Through questions on the
motivations, behaviours and views of the mountain and related activities, nature connectedness was
addressed directly only by the respondents themselves, many of whom brought it up without being asked
specifically about this relationship. Therefore, the methods I adopted represent an additional option for
assessing nature connectedness that complement the above-mentioned scales with a more qualitative
and interpretive outlook.
Given the richness of autobiographical data on past experiences, in the form of childhood memories,
stories of negative experiences and their interpretation, the research could have been analysed through
the lense of the Significant Life Experiences theory. Significant Life Experiences research is aimed at
underpinning the influence of past events on people’ attitudes, discourse of types of behaviour. Daniel
(2007) applies this theory in his study of wilderness experiences after assessing a lack of its application
to this theme. For my research, such framing would have involved a focus on data that in my
transcription was not necessarily given a central role but that could have been emphasized if the
objective was to show how certain events from people’s past affect their current approaches to nature.
Finally, with respect to the crowding aspect, a quantitative study on privacy in wilderness showed that
benefits from privacy in nature are not substantially threatened by an increase in visitor density (Cole
and Hall, 2010). The authors assumed that “high degrees of release and personal growth can be
experienced even on densely used wilderness trails where only modest levels of privacy are
experienced” (p.73). The qualitative methodology of my investigations permitted me to deepen this
conclusion through the recognition of various cultural views on the issue and an insight into the social
structures that can minimize the impact of high density of people in nature. Such outcomes appear to
complement Elinor Ostrom’s rules of managing the commons, which depend on the acknowledgement
and acceptance of the people involved (Ostrom et al., 2002). Given the impossibility to enforce and
monitor the conditions for the effective sharing of common lands, mountaineers rather rely on
divulgating established values that serve in a similar way.
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Discussion on methods and their limitations
Given the richness of reflections that emerged in the collected data, I consider the adopted methods as
adequate means to answer my research questions. The observations allowed me to grasp a feeling of the
site and an idea of the range of excursionists present, while the openness and possibility of depth of the
interview structure permitted the respondents to expose their views freely.
A level of random error is inevitable to have occured in this study as the researched units are humans
that carry a baggage of subjectivity and a fluctuating uncertainty. Triangulation of outcomes through the
use of different data sources in the form of refuge managers, study sites and methods contributed to the
reliability and validity of findings. Nonetheless, the different samples are not safely representative of the
other populations of mountain excursionists. This is inevitable in a qualitative study with a limited
population and sample and in treating a theme which is very closely tied to a specific cultural context.
The selection of different sites across the geographical area under analysis, along with the semijudgemental sampling through initial observations, compensated to a certain extent to such limitations.
Regardless, I must acknowledge that the moderately safe external validity of this investigation dissipates
as the geographical and cultural distance and the differences in site characteristics increase. Nonetheless,
some of the cultural and social discourses that emerged in the research are validated by a national-wide
enquiry on C.AI. refuges’ struggles during the COVID-19 pandemic. Published in the monthly magazine
Montagne 360° (2020, November), various articles report the opinions and assessments of the section
managers of the different C.A.I. districts. These denounce an “assault” of the mountains by “improvised
excursionists” littering and straining the refuge and rescue services during the week-ends and summer
holidays. C.A.I. representatives emphasize the importance of refuge managers’ role in educating these
new visitors on how to safely and correctly experience the high altitude environments. As an
organization, they also intend to make communication campaigns aimed at decreasing the density of
visitors in the most popular places. Their objective is to inform even those who are not C.A.I. members
about less known, yet aesthetically and culturally interesting destinations, while “making people
understand that going to the mountain is not like going to the supermarket” (Massimo Bizzarri, cited in
In Montagna ai tempi del virus, Montagne 360°, November 2020, p.24).
A wider spectrum of my study could have included a longer time frame to allow a longitudinal
analysis, for instance, with pre-COVID-19 and post-COVID-19 times. This limitation is tackled partially
by some responses that were able to make comparisons based on their impressions of current
phenomena from what they experienced in the past. Along these lines, the limited budget of the research,
as well as the COVID-19 restrictions that limited the number of guests in the refuges, caused the timing
of the interview to be constrained. With the exception of the dinner interviews at Rifugio Omio, I wasn’t
in the position to converse at length with my respondents as we all had to get back down the mountain
the same day. This could have caused a limitation also with respect to the depth of triggered reflections.
Therefore, a recommendation for future research is to remain in the refuges for a longer time to conduct
interviews without such limitations. In addition, this could bring about the reaching of a more
comprehensive picture of daily life at the refuge. Nonetheless, the judgemental choice of interviewees
and the open structure of the interviews, allowed a satisfying level of depth of reflection.
The day of the week, the weather conditions and location of NPs attract different categories of
recreation seekers. I attempted to represent the diversity of interviewed excursionists with respect to
expertize in mountaineering through judgemental selection during the observations. In the presentation
of the results it sometimes was useful to make this clear. Such distinction is, however, a rather subjective
interpretation. Therefore, I avoided addressing it when it was not essential for the comprehension of
interesting outcomes. This characteristic is made available, nonetheless, in Annex II. During the data
collection conversations I got to know the interviewees a little and, therefore, transcribed and analysed
the data with my impressions of the interviewees in mind. My bias is made clear as much as possible in
my observations as well as in the following paragraph, dedicated to my reflections and personal
experiences in the data collection.
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I cannot reflect enough on my presence not only as a researcher, but also as a young local woman who
has travelled and studied abroad, as this may have influenced the outcome of the studied interactions.
However, I think that my personality also triggered positive effects of enhanced understanding and
stimuli given that I was successful in proving to be a good, non-judgemental listener and in making my
informants comfortable with opening up to their reflections. In order to do so, during my observations, I
would ensure that the person I wanted to interview was relaxing and not busy eating or getting ready to
leave. Since the data collection took place after the peak season, with the exception of day 5, the
environment was always calm enough to ensure a tranquil interview. This is the case also for the refuge
managers, who I approached during their spare times.
In any case, I always made sure to ask the person if they had time and wanted to answer some
questions for my research. I would first introduce myself and the broad subject at hand with a tranquil
tone, making sure to state that there are no right or wrong answers. During the interview I made eye
contact when the interviewee turned to me, to show they I was paying attention. I also made prompts to
encourage the interviewee to continue, but this was not necessary in all interviews as some of the
respondents were so stimulated by my questions that they began long monologues. In such cases I just
smiled to encourage the speaker to continue. I was reminded that Italians love to talk, but also that these
subjects bring about strong discourses and emotions.
I must say that on a couple of occasions I couldn’t refrain from sharing my own position, but this was
always in agreement with the respondent and merely encouraged the person to continue on their flow of
reflections. For instance, when Matteo at Rifugio FALC told me he did not enjoy hiking during his
childhood, I couldn't hold a grin, and at his inquisitive look I revealed that it was the same for me as a
child.
Therefore, my bias definitely had a potential influence, but I believe that it represented an advantage
in learning how to tactfully deal with delicate situations.
Finally, since I am native speaker, bilingual in both Italian and English, I cannot deny that this may
have involved a bias and some influences in the wording and translating of the recordings. Through strict
verbatim transcriptions I attempted to communicate non-verbal forms of expression that could
compensate for this further subjective intrusion and help the reader imagine what the respondent is
struggling to put into words.
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Conclusion
This investigation applied integral ecology (Esbjörn-Hargens and Zimmerman, 2011) and it’s adapted
model on data collected through observations and interviews in order to underscore the attitudes,
discourses and types of behaviour towards mountain experiences that enhance the process towards
nature connectedness among excursionists in the Central Italian Alps.
Attitudes that enhance the process of nature connectedness emerged in the form of achieving peace,
freedom, calmness and silence through contemplation of the landscapes and relative isolation from
disturbing sounds made by humans. The feeling of struggle through physical exercise is also part of the
learning process: overcoming the challenge triggers satisfaction and happiness and consequent wellbeing. In general, achieving wellness appears closely connected to the disposition towards nature
connectedness. Indicators of such wellness are slowness of the flow of thoughts and spontaneity of
reflections which bring about meaning making and understanding.
Discourses of mountain experiences that describe the fostering of nature connectedness among
excursionists regard, from a cultural perspective, the deepening of values in the mountains compared to
urban areas, from which a rights-based approach towards the issue of increasing demand for nature
experiences can be derived. In the mountain environments, values such as respect, authenticity,
humbleness and humanity are shared among excursionists and refuge managers, who, as a consequence,
believe it's in the right of all those who wish, to benefit from these natural places. However, with such
demand increasing, lack of understanding of these values and information that can ensure a secure
experience and the conservation of a healthy environment emerges among the new visitors who
approach the mountains as tourists and consumers.
Consequently, social discourses of mountain experiences that describe the fostering of nature
connectedness regard the importance of informing and soundly communicating with new visitors. This
allows to tackle the problem arising from the limitations of movement imposed by COVID-19 restrictions
that have triggered an increased demand for a more superficial and consumerist approach to mountain
experiences. The task of sharing information adds to the many responsibilities of the refuge managers,
although experienced excursionists appear to share this moral duty. The stronger cultural values enhance
such communication, reflected in deeper relations both among strangers and among excursion
companions that experience friendlier, more meaningful conversations and are able to listen fully and
understand each-other’s views. Such mutual support and understanding are embedded also in discourse
regarding safety, since most excursionists chose to be accompanied by few but good companions with
which they have an affinity and support. This way, while mitigating the risks of solo adventures, their
understanding of a need for a certain solitude and silence is maintained and practiced, ensuring the
benefits from nature connectedness.
The types of behaviour that enhance the process of nature connectedness during mountain
experiences are dependent on informed choices. Choosing the right destination, based on the season, the
weather and the day of the week brings about different conditions that determine, to a great extent, the
possibility for nature connectedness. These are linked to the presence of too many people in some
mountain places that tend to be excessively visited in the most popular areas, during week-ends and
holiday seasons. Another choice regards the type of sport and activities that are performed. More
technical sports such as via Ferratas require a higher level of attention towards the activity itself and
involve a higher level of danger, consequently hindering a full appreciation of nature and its benefits. The
use of technology also represents a distraction from enjoying the moment and the mountain place.
Instead, a softer kind of excursionism and activities that foster engagement with the environment, such
as observing stars, plants, animals or learning about the local traditions are opted among those seeking
the benefits from being in nature.
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Many different components appear to influence the process of nature connectedness. The main
common factor that emerges is depth, whereby deeper values determine deeper social relations, feelings,
expression of desires and consequently deeper learning and nature connectedness. What emerges is a
picture of many interrelations, where the human-nature nexus is parallel to the human-human nexus.
The representation through an integral ecology model has aided their comprehension and the
identification of such trends. The personal and the collective facets of mountain excursionism are
reflections of each-other and their joint analysis has been interesting for answering my research
question. However, many more aspects could receive attention by academics in the field.
Future research could be conducted to deepen the results with longer on-site observations and
interviews to shed light on new, updated data, particularly given the ever-changing lockdown restrictions
and the consequent repercussions on public health. Since the outcomes highlight a weekly necessity of
people from urban areas to visit the mountains, a longitudinal approach could also be valuable with
regards to the long-term benefits from nature connectedness; for instance, weeks after the excursion has
ended. Additionally, researchers could diversify their data collection periods to assess variations based
on different seasons, given the severity of winter conditions in the mountains and the increasing
popularity of winter sports. Finally, further research on the safety issue through interviews with rescue
service providers and mountain guides could provide valuable outcomes to foster the emerging
connection between changes in lockdown restrictions, crowds and safety issues in mountain experiences.
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Annex I: Interview protocols
Example introductory questions at a refuge:
1. Do you often visit this refuge?
2. Are you here by yourself or with someone? (this will likely already be apparent)
a. If alone:
i.
Is it your first time alone? How is it different from being accompanied?
b. If accompanied: Do you usually come with other people? Do you ever come alone? Does it
make a difference to you?
3. How did you get here? Do you usually come that way?
a. Are you hiking? Running? Climbing? Cycling? Hunting?
4. What do you think of this refuge?
5. How will you spend this time at the refuge?
6. How do you perceive the environment here? How do you feel up here?
7. Do you think there is much noise here? How do you feel about it? How would you prefer it?
8. Did you meet people on the way?
a. If yes:
i.
Did you interact with them? Did you say hello to them? Did you stop and have a
chat?
b. If not:
i.
How does that make you feel?
9. How long will you take for this rest before descending?
10. How will you get down again? Are you in a rush to descend?
11. Did you wake up early to get here?
12. Is it the first time you come here?
a. If no:
i.
When was the last time you were here?
ii.
How long have you been walking these footpaths for?
b. If yes:
i.
Why did you choose this place?
ii.
What does it arouse within you?
iii.
Do you feel attached to this place?
13. Do you come here often?
a. If yes:
i.
How often?
ii.
What makes you want to come so often? Do you recall the moment in which you
decided you would start coming often?
iii.
Do you usually come to the same places?
iv.
Do you visit many different refuges and mountain ranges or only this one?
b. If no:
i.
ii.
iii.
iv.
v.
vi.

What made you come today?
Do you visit other mountain places?
Why do you not come more often?
Did you feel afraid at any time during the hike?
How do you feel having made the effort to get here today?
What will you do to enjoy this experience as much as possible?

If the answers indicate a long-time knowledge of the place and an extended experience in
mountaineering:
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1. Have you experienced changes in the refuges in the last few years?
2. What makes you want to come back every time? Do you recall the time when you decided you
would continue coming on hikes?
3. What do you usually do when you reach the summit or refuge?
4. How do you feel on these occasions?
5. Do you ever sit in contemplation?
If answers indicate the propensity to discuss spiritual experiences:
6. What kind of feeling arises in these moments? How did it feel?
7. Have you ever had a life-changing experience/ epiphany?
a. If yes
i.
Was it in the mountains? Can you tell me more about it? Can you re-tell the
experience?
ii.
Did you tell other people about it?
iii.
In what way did it change your life?
iv.
Did it change your attitude to nature? And your behaviour?

For refuge managers
1. How long have you been working in this field for?
2. How long have you been working at this refuge for?
a. If long:
i.
Has it changed lately at all?
3. What do you like about this job?
4. How would you describe your relationship with the refuge customers?
5. What are, in your view, the main drivers motivating these visitors to reach your refuge?
a. Have they changed in the last few months?
6. How do you perceive your customer’s attitude in the mountains?
7. What are the main activities they engage in?
8. Do they usually come alone or accompanied?
9. What behaviour do you observe in your customers?
a. How do you perceive their behaviour?
b. Has customer behaviour changed since the easing of lockdown?
10. What do your customers talk about while at your refuge?
a. Do they ask you questions? Which kind? Why do you think they ask these questions?
b. Do you engage in conversations with your customers?
i.
Under which conditions?
ii.
What is the main topic of conversation?
iii.
Do you enjoy talking to them about this?
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Annex II: Overview of interviewees
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