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Glossary of terms  

Term     Definition  

Climate change adaptation policy Policy for actions to respond to current and  

     future climate change impacts 

Climate change mitigation policy Policy for actions to minimize climate change  

and, typically, reduce greenhouse gas emissions 

Human-nature dichotomy A worldview that holds a conceptual dichotomy or separation  

between humans and the natural world 

Human-nature values    Principles and beliefs that represent how humans perceive,  

     interact with, and prioritize the natural world 

Human-nature relations   The numerous ways humans interact with, depend on, and  

     impact the natural environment 

IPBES Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform on Biodiversity  

and Ecosystem Services  

Nature Futures Framework  Policymaking tool to envision desirable and  

     sustainable future scenarios for nature and human well-being 

Stakeholder  A person on whose livelihood policies have effect, thus who  

have an interest or concern in policy 

Value system A set of principles and beliefs that guide an individual's or  

group's behaviour, decision-making, and prioritization of 

what is important in life 

Worldview    A framework of beliefs and attitudes through which  

     individuals interpret and understand the world around them  
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Abstract 

The Anthropocene necessitates fundamental, radical transformations towards positive and 

reciprocal relationships between humans and ‘the rest of’ the natural world. The need for 

desirable futures and inclusive strategies toward such futures has led the development of the 

Nature Futures Framework (NFF), which categorizes human-nature values into intrinsic, 

instrumental and relational values. Scholars have extended and critiqued this tripartite 

conceptualization, but the adequacy of its foundations remain unclear. It is not studied what is 

gained and lost by understanding values in terms of these three categories. Against the 

backdrop of this gap in literature, this study aims to evaluate the NFF by exploring the role of 

relational values in value systems. It investigates how relational values manifest in value 

systems of stakeholders in the Lauwers river basin and what this reveals about the adequacy 

of NFF’s categories of intrinsic, instrumental, and relational values. This thesis thereby 

answers to the calls of scholars 1) to  help refine the NFF, and:  2) to explore relational values 

through qualitative methodologies and context-specific methods. Therefore, we employ 

qualitative and arts-based methods, such as a visioning exercise, drawing analysis and outdoor 

walking interview, to gather in-depth and context-specific insights into stakeholders' human-

nature values. The participatory methodology emphasizes stakeholder agency, allowing 

participants to shape the focus of their contributions, thereby reflecting the authenticity of 

their values. The drawings and interview transcripts were coded and thematically analysed. 

They were then visually and analytically mapped on to the NFF to uncover challenges in 

translation from the values on the ground to the framework. The findings of this study 

indicate several key challenges in translating stakeholder values to the NFF, including (1) 

uneven distribution over categories with more frequency and variety within relational values 

as opposed to intrinsic and instrumental values, (2) negative perceptions on instrumental 

values, (3) overlap between categories, and (4) moving beyond the concept of intrinsic values’ 

human-nature dichotomy. These challenges highlight the limitations of the current NFF 

structure to accurately capture the plural values of stakeholders on the ground. This suggests 

the need for a significant transformation of the NFF to accurately represent the plurality of 

human-nature values held by stakeholders. The discussion provides the groundwork to better 

understand potential pathways of refining the NFF based on the findings. More research is 

needed on the question how to transform the challenges posed in this study into opportunities 

for refining the NFF. Also, future research could explore the power dynamics involved in the 

development of frameworks like the NFF to understand how to implement necessary 

refinements effectively.  

 

 

Key words: Nature Futures Framework, relational values, desirable future visions, arts-based 

research methods 
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1. Introduction 

Background   

Societal context: need for positive visions 

There is evidence that in the coming years climate change will confront the world with challenges in 

ecosystems (Parmesan and Yohe 2003), river basins (Palmer et al. 2008), food security (Wheeler and 

Von Braun 2013) and human health (Patz et al. 2005). The current trends of human’s relationships 

with the planet have led to the coining of the term Anthropocene (Steffen et al. 2011), defined as the 

current epoch period of time in which human impact on this planet is forming unprecedented 

challenges (Gaffney and Steffen 2017). These challenges are driven by unsustainable human practices 

and worldviews. The Anthropocene necessitates fundamental, radical transformations in human’s 

relationship with the rest of the nature (Cork et al. 2023), from a mode of unsustainable practices and 

exploitative worldviews towards a mode of interactions characterised by sustainable practices, positive 

relationships and conviviality amongst living beings.   

Such a transformation does not merely require technological or economic developments but also more 

fundamentally requires a change in the way we view ourselves in relation to the planet and the natural 

world (Bai et al. 2016). In her book Braiding Sweetgrass, (Native) American author and scholar Robin 

Wall Kimmerer tells one specific story which involves Kimmerer asking her students to name 

examples of positive interactions between humans and nature (Kimmerer, 2015). The students 

typically struggle to come up with one example of a positive relationship between humans and nature, 

but can very well mention numerous negative impacts of humans on the natural world. This is 

highlighting a broader cultural issue where the focus tends to be on negative impacts rather than 

positive, reciprocal relationships. It is a commonly held view that a shift in cultural narratives about 

our relationships with the natural world can significantly contribute to a more sustainable world (Soini 

and Birkeland 2014).   

Scientific and policy context: Plural nature values debate  

Positive visions have received considerable attention within academia. It is thought that by thoroughly 

understanding people’s visions on a desirable future, we can begin to unravel the complexity and 

richness of human-nature relationships that are positive, nourishing, and regenerative (Ragnarsdottir 

2022). This requires that humans practice and foster their ability to envision futures that are desirable 

and sustainable (Cork et al. 2023). Therefore, a body of literature is growing that focuses on 

envisioning desirable futures and pathways towards such futures (Bai et al. 2016; Cork et al. 2023). 

Both scholars and professionals from multiple disciplines have developed and refined visioning 

exercises to let humans explore their visions for a desirable future. Previous research has established 

that by integrating the insights from positive visions into policymaking, it can foster a more holistic 

and positive approach, ultimately driving sustainable policies and outcomes (Gorddard et al. 2016; 

Neuhoff, Simeone, and Laursen 2023). 

The internationally agreed vision under the Convention on Biological Diversity known as "Living in 

harmony with nature." is stressing that by 2050, “biodiversity is valued, conserved, restored and 

wisely used, maintaining ecosystem services, sustaining a healthy planet and delivering benefits 

essential for all people” (Durán et al., 2023, p.1). Number of studies have highlighted a lack of 

comprehensive scenarios and models that explore the positive visions for 2050 within the context of 

"living in harmony with nature." (Durán et al. 2023). To bridge this gap, the Intergovernmental 

Science-Policy Platform on Biodiversity and Ecosystems (IPBES) has developed the Nature Futures 

Framework (NFF), to promote the development of new scenarios and models that incorporate a variety 
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of perspectives on desirable futures for nature and people. The underlying assumption is that for 

policies to achieve their goals, it is important to incorporate diverse perspectives on human -nature 

values, as adopting these perspectives ensures policies are inclusive and effective (Hensler, Merc, and 

Vilsmaier 2021; Himes and Muraca 2018). Incorporating diverse human-nature values refers to the 

process of considering the plural ways various stakeholders can value nature (Hensler et al. 2021). The 

scientific community poses that transparency and reflection on human-nature values is a step toward 

more constructive use of diversity (Martin et al. 2024).  Incorporating plural values ensures that 

strategies towards sustainable futures are not dominated by a single vision, but representative of a 

wide array of values. 

Understanding human-nature values 

The way human-nature values are understood has evolved throughout history. Human-nature values 

are defined as the ways in which people perceive, relate to and value the natural world (Díaz et al. 

2015). Previously, scholars have operationalized and understood nature values in terms of two distinct 

types: intrinsic and instrumental values (Arias-Arévalo et al. 2018). Intrinsic values refer to the 

inherent worth of nature, independent of human use or benefit (ibid.). This perspective views nature as 

valuable in and of itself, deserving of protection and preservation for its own sake. Instrumental values 

emphasise the utility of nature to humans, valuing nature for its resources and ecosystem services, 

such as raw materials, food, and ecological functions like air and water purification (Díaz et al. 2015). 

Due to wide and broad criticism to this dichotomic understanding, however, fairly recently there has 

been a significant development among scholars, broadening the binary understanding of nature values 

with the introduction of a third concept: relational values (Bai et al. 2016; Chan et al. 2016; Chan, 

Gould, and Pascual 2018).  

The concept relational has become a cornerstone concept for those advocating for a more holistic and 

integrated approach to valuing nature in the domain of policy (Luque-Lora 2022). Relational values 

have been discussed in literature for decades, but gained popularity since the IPBES used it in the NFF 

(Chan et al. 2016). Relational values are defined as: the preferences, principles, and virtues associated 

with relationships between humans and nature and amongst humans in nature, both interpersonal and 

as articulated by policies and social norms (Chan et al. 2016). Scholars who have used the term 

relational values argue that it provides opportunities for articulating the kinds of values that are 

essential for driving transformational shifts towards sustainable futures (Chan et al. 2018; Muradian 

and Pascual 2018; Pascual et al. 2017). Relational values emphasize that nature and humans are being 

composed out of and embodied by the relationships that define interactions within the natural world as 

a whole (Himes and Muraca 2018). Relational values aim to extend the dichotomic understanding of 

intrinsic and instrumental value of nature, by giving space the consideration of relationships within the 

web of life.   

Problem statement  

Poorly known effects of relational values next to intrinsic and instrumental  

Understanding human-nature values has commonly relied upon an operationalization of values into 

three distinct value types: intrinsic-instrumental-relational. This approach is prominently featured in 

the IPBES and other influential institutes, and widely adopted by scholars alike  (Díaz et al. 2015; 

Martin et al. 2024). Hence, the implications of this operationalization are profound, significantly 

influencing both research, policy-making and society at large (Díaz et al. 2015; Pascual et al. 2017). 

However, a deeper interrogation of the foundations underlying this tripartite framework remains in the 

margins of academic research (Luque-Lora 2022). Such an analysis ensures that the NFF and similar 

nature value frameworks are robust, inclusive and reflective of how people in reality value and interact 
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with nature. Insight into how relational values may represent an extension to and improvement of the 

former dichotomic valuation of nature is required to understand potential ways of valuing and relating 

to nature that foster sustainable futures.  

Research gap 

Scholars have devoted much time and attention to the power of positive visions for working towards 

sustainable futures, the importance of plural values of nature in building strategies towards those 

visions. A popular perspective is that a tripartite framework of intrinsic - instrumental - relational 

values holds considerable potential to capture these plural values. However, a perspective that has 

gained little attention is analysing the adequacy and usefulness of operationalizing human-nature 

values into these three categories. The NFF has been used in many studies and practical workshops 

around the world as theoretical and analytical framework, but we do not yet fully understand the 

implications of the use of three value categories. The implications of incorporating relational values as 

a third category in valuing nature remain underexplored. Specifically, there is a lack of understanding 

regarding the potential gains and losses when understanding the values of individuals or groups using 

these three categories—intrinsic, instrumental, and relational—outlined in the NFF. Research is 

needed to understand the effects and effectiveness of this tripartite framework in capturing the nuances 

and complexities of human-nature values. 

Researching relationality and how it is manifesting in value systems may contribute to further 

visioning sustainable futures as well as well-suited and inclusive strategies towards such futures, in the 

Netherlands and in the world beyond. This highlights the great societal and academic relevance of 

research into relational values and their role in visions for sustainable futures, and locates a gap in the 

literature that needs to be addressed. This thesis will address this research gap.  

Thesis goals  

This thesis seeks to extent relational thinking by understanding the role of relational values in 

stakeholders’ human-nature value systems. Specifically, it aims to gain insight into the challenges of 

translating stakeholders’ values to a common nature value framework; the NFF. The goal is to 

understand what is gained and what is lost by operationalizing values in three categories in the NFF to 

represents the values of stakeholders. This thesis is, therefore, answering to the call of NFF developers 

to help refine the model (Pereira et al. 2020).  

Also, the approach of this thesis aims to amplify the voices of stakeholders in the North of the 

Netherlands, who will have to deal with the implications of climate change mitigation and adaptation 

strategies. This will potentially lead to more inclusive and effective climate change mitigation and 

adaptation strategies.  

Lastly, and most importantly, this thesis aims to promote relational thinking and valuation as a way of 

addressing contemporary challenges. This is in response to and rooted in the critical trajectory of 

human-nature relationships that have led to current wicked problems mentioned above, and is aiming 

to recalibrate human’s relationships with the planet, contributing to a future where human and 

ecological well-being are mutually supportive.  

Against this problem background and thesis goals, this thesis will answer the following main research 

question:  

In what ways does relationality manifest in human-nature values of stakeholders in the Lauwers river 

basin, and what does this reveal about the adequacy of the NFF value categories of intrinsic, 

instrumental and relational? 
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Thesis outline 

Before dividing the main research question into sub-questions, key concepts and relevant literature 

need to be discussed. Therefore, this thesis will proceed as following: firstly, chapter 2 will review the 

relevant literature and concepts. Towards the end, three objectives will be put forth and relative sub-

questions will be discussed. Chapter 3 will explain the methodology and methods, in which also the 

case study the Lauwers river basin will be introduced. Chapter 4 will present the findings. Chapter 5 

will present the discussion, and finally, chapter 6 concludes the findings and puts forth an answer to 

the main research question.   

2. Literature review 

In this chapter, the relevant literature and concepts for this study will be introduced. The sections will 

proceed as following: firstly, the NFF will be explained, with particular attention to the 

conceptualization of human-nature values into three categories. Then, the link between NFF and 

relational values will be explained. The current state of the debate on relational values will be 

discussed. The aim is to show a gap in the literature which this thesis aims to address. Finally, the 

research questions will be put forth that will address this gap.  

2.1. Nature Futures Framework 

 

Figure 1: a visual representation of the Nature Futures Framework. Visible is the operationalization of human-nature values 

into three distinct categories: Nature for Nature (intrinsic values), Nature for Society (Instrumental values) and Nature as 

Culture (relational values) (Pereira et al., 2020).  

The Nature Futures Framework (NFF) is a conceptual tool developed by experts of IPBES (see Figure 

1). The NFF aims to be able to support the development of scenarios and models of desirable futures 

and sustainable pathways towards those futures. The framework aims to provide a structured way to 

envision and discuss diverse perspectives about sustainable, desirable futures and the role of nature 

therein (Cork et al. 2023; Pereira et al. 2020). It is designed to capture a diversity and multiplicity of 

values toward nature (Pereira et al. 2020). The framework can capture the plurality of human-nature 

values, which is important because diverse (groups of) people can have varied values and relations to 

nature (Pascual et al. 2017; Tengö et al. 2017).   
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The NFF is built in a triangle structure, which represents three ways of valuing nature (see Figure 1). 

The colour gradient in the triangle represents the possibility of overlap in diverse values to nature, 

acknowledging that individuals and groups can value nature in diverse, often overlapping ways  

(Pereira et al. 2020). The categorization is, thus, not mutually exclusive but represents a spectrum.  

2.1.1. History of development of NFF  

It is important to understand the process of development of the NFF, before diving deeper into the 

concepts. The NFF was developed in 2017 through a global participatory visioning workshop held in 

Auckland, New Zealand, with 73 participants from 31 countries (Pereira et al. 2020). The participants 

were selected to represent all United Nations regions, and a wide range of stakeholders including the 

private sector, NGOs, academia, national government representatives, intergovernmental organisations 

and indigenous communities, and also encompassed a broad range of sectors that relate to biodiversity 

(ibid.). Hence, the stakeholder selection was designed to have perspective diversity. The aim of the 

workshop was to foster bottom-up varied visions for the future, as outlined by Pereira et al.(2020). 

From the articulation of multiple perspectives on future scenarios by the stakeholders, the NFF was 

drafted to make sure that it is usable to capture the varied and multiple values that stakeholders can 

have toward nature. 

2.1.2. Human-nature values in three categories: intrinsic, instrumental and relational values 

The framework represents three ways in which groups and individuals can value nature (Pereira et al. 
2020). The angles of the triangle represent the three ways in which people value nature, each angle 
representing a mode of valuation (see Figure 1):  
 

1) Nature for Nature: This perspective centres on the intrinsic value of nature. It posits that 

nature possesses value in and of itself, independent of human use or enjoyment. The 

preservation of nature’s diversity and its ecological functions is considered of primary 

importance under this viewpoint. This perspective aligns with conservation approaches that 

prioritise the protection of biodiversity for its own sake, emphasising the intrinsic worth of all 

living beings and ecological processes. 

2) Nature for Society: In contrast, the Nature for Society perspective sees nature primarily for its 

instrumental value, i.e. the benefits or utilities it provides to humans. This instrumental view 

sees nature as a provider of ecosystem services, such as food, raw materials, and climate 

regulation, essential for human survival and well-being. Under this lens, nature is often valued 

and managed to optimise these benefits, leading to strategies that seek to balance the 

sustainable use of natural resources with economic needs. 

3) Nature as Culture: This perspective highlights the relational values humans have towards 

nature. It perceives humans as an integral part of nature, emphasising the reciprocal and co -

evolving relationships between people and their natural environments. This view values the 

cultural, spiritual, and identity-related aspects of human-nature interactions. It recognizes the 

ways in which cultural practices, knowledge systems, and worldviews shape and are shaped 

by the natural world. This perspective often features prominently in Indigenous and local 

knowledge systems, where nature is seen as a living entity with which communities have a 

local and possibly ancestral connection. 

2.2. Relational values and its link to the NFF  

Understanding plural values on nature sets the stage for a deeper exploration of how we relate to the 

natural world. This brings us to the evolving debate on relational values. Relational values as a 

concept has roots in various philosophical disciplines, and began to gain significance in sustainability 

and environmental ethics discourse in the early 21st century  (Muraca 2016).  
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2.2.1. History of intrinsic and instrumental dichotomy  

Historically, environmental values were typically understood in terms of two kinds: intrinsic and 

instrumental values (Chan et al. 2018). Intrinsic values refer to the value nature has in itself, 

independent of any benefits nature may bring to humans (Arias-Arévalo, Martín-López, and Gómez-

Baggethun 2017; Piccolo 2017). Here, the term value is referring to the worth or to a purpose beyond 

human use, adopting a viewpoint that extends beyond human-centric considerations (Díaz et al. 2015; 

Pascual et al. 2017). The principle that nature deserves protection for its own merits, not just for what 

it can provide to humans, is underscored here (Feucht, Dierkes, and Kleespies 2023). Also, institutions 

advocating for ‘rights of nature’ are commonly rooted in intrinsic values (Martin et al. 2024).   

Instrumental values refer to the value nature has for its use for people (Jax et al. 2013; Pascual et al. 

2010; Tallis and Lubchenco 2014). These values are dependent on the benefits nature brings to 

humans, thus underscoring that nature’s preservation is crucial for human health and development 

(Díaz et al. 2015, 2018; Pascual et al. 2017). What is important here, is that instrumental values imply 

that natural elements can be considered replaceable, provided that their substitutes perform identical 

functions (Himes and Muraca 2018). Ecosystem services are generally perceived under this category 

(Feucht et al. 2023; Reyers et al. 2012). Ecosystem services are the benefits humans derive from 

natural ecosystems, including provisioning (e.g., food and water), regulating (e.g., climate control), 

cultural (e.g., recreational and spiritual), and supporting (e.g., nutrient cycling) services (Pascual et al. 

2017).   

2.2.2. Overcoming the dichotomy - the rise of relational values 

The dichotomy of intrinsic and instrumental values was criticized for overlooking the diverse 

relationships nature sustains, leading to the adoption of the term relational values, to better represent 

how humans value and interact with nature (Chan et al. 2016, 2018). Relational values are defined as 

"preferences, principles, and virtues associated with relationships, both interpersonal and as articulated 

by policies and social norms“ (Chan et al., 2016, p.1). Relational values can also imply responsibilities 

toward nature, which can manifest as ethical principles and eudaimonic values , reflecting a vision of 

‘a good life’ marked by fairness, well-being, and social accountability (Díaz et al. 2018). It is said that 

relational values are not established in entities, as is the case with intrinsic and instrumental values, but 

emerge from relationships with them  (Chan et al. 2016). For instance, certain landscapes can hold 

special significance to individuals who have personal histories tied to these places, and in this case the 

value is not in the landscape but in the relations to the landscape (Neuteleers 2020). This intertwines 

aspects of nature with personal and cultural identity (Chan et al. 2016; Feucht et al. 2023; Neuteleers 

2020). The difference between relational values and instrumental values of, say, cultural ecosystem 

services, is that the latter focus on the utilitarian benefits humans gain from nature, such as recreation 

and aesthetic enjoyment, whereas relational values emphasize the meaningful relationships and 

interdependencies between humans and nature, beyond mere utility (Neuteleers 2020). Importantly, 

this highlights the irreplaceability of things with relational value, a key difference from instrumental 

values (Himes and Muraca 2018). This debate, however, is not settled, as scholars argue that cultural 

ecosystem services have relational rather than instrumental values (Chan et al., 2016; Arias-Arévalo et 

al., 2018), or at least possess aspects beyond mere utility (Díaz et al. 2015; Luque-Lora 2022).  

2.2.3. Scholars’ use of relational values  

As relational values gained attention, scholars have elaborated on the concept. For example, Muradian 

and Pascual (2018) have studied how relational values intersect with notions of wellbeing. Neuteleers 

(2020) uses an environmental ethics approach to make distinctions between relational and other kinds 

of values. Also, Sheremata (2018) has studied how relational values have the potential to include 

perspectives of Inuit people in environmental decision-making. De Vos et al. (2018) argued that 
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studying relational values can benefit from place-focused approaches. Jones and Tobin ( 2018) argue 

that relational values can motivate the development of sustainable agricultural practices. Gilliand 

(2021) has conducted a phenomenological approach to studying relational values and argues that 

relational values appear as events of participation in and interaction with the (non-)human world. In 

any way, the IPBES significantly popularized relational values through the NFF, leading to their 

frequent inclusion in literature and policymaking (Luque-Lora, 2022). 

2.2.4. The current debate on relational values 

However, more recent scholarly debates have seen some pushbacks against this categorization of 

values. Critics argue that the compartmentalization into intrinsic, instrumental and relational may 

oversimplify the complexity of human-nature relationships (Neuteleers 2020), and, moreover, confine 

rather than promote relational thinking (Luque-Lora 2022). An interesting critique is posed by Luque-

Lora (2022), who acknowledges the foundational work of previous scholars but argues that in the 

eagerness to categorise and distil values on nature into distinct types, there may be an inadvertent yet 

critical oversight. The term relational values as a sub-category, in his view, inadvertently obscures the 

relationality inherently present in all human-nature values. This would potentially hinder rather than 

extend holistic relational understanding of human-nature relations. Luque-Lora’s critique (2022) 

serves as both a continuation and a disruption of the discourse on relational values. While he affirms 

the importance of relationality as recognized by earlier scholars, he simultaneously challenges the field 

to reconsider the implications of separating relational values from other forms. He goes on to point out 

the risk of ‘epistemic violence’ by ignoring the relationality inherent in all values, epistemic violence 

against those whose value systems do integrate relationality. An argument also posed by various other 

scholars (e.g. Urzedo and Robinson, 2023). He strengthens his philosophical argument with 

ethnographic data on Mapuche people in Chile, which shows that the value systems of Mapuche 

people seamlessly blend intrinsic, instrumental and relational elements, and which exemplifies the 

integrated nature of values in indigenous cultures (referenced by Muraca, 2016 and Knippenberg et al., 

2018).  

2.2.5. Risk of relational values  

The current trajectory of relational values as a concept, in Luque-Lora’s view, runs the risk of 

entrenching and fortifying non-relational versions of values. Hence, he warns for the potential 

consequences of perpetuating injustices against those who perceive values through a profoundly 

relational lens, as well as the potential of continuing the problematic, non-relational worldview that 

gave rise to the many sustainability problems the Anthropocene faces. In short, the concept can 

confine, rather than expend relational thinking (Luque-Lora 2022). Recent research in the analysis 

presented by Urdezo and Robinson (2023) in ‘Decolonizing ecosystem valuation to sustain Indigenous 

worldviews’, sheds light on the limitations of mainstream nature accounting systems and methods, 

which often rely on utilitarian logics. These mainstream approaches tend to reinforce anthropocentric 

principles and marketization of nature, while excluding Indigenous knowledge and value systems. 

Importantly, the article also shows how groups of Indigenous people have contested and decolonized 

these scientific approaches, asserting the legitimacy of place-based approaches and relational values. 

These initiatives are diverse and highlight the agency to disrupt the conceptual separation of nature 

from humanity through practices that embrace and sustain the interconnectedness of social-cultural-

ecological systems.  

This sets the stage for further empirical investigation - a gap this research aims to address by exploring 

how relationality manifests in the values and visions of stakeholders in the Lauwers river basin.  The 

question arises: what would be the implications of understanding human-nature values in three 

categories versus as inherently relational? 
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2.3. Gap in research and research questions 

Unknown relevance and implications of relational values as category in the NFF  

Even though the critiques on relational values are societally and scientifically relevant, there is limited 

scholarly engagement with these concerns. The concept continues to gain traction without 

fundamentally addressing the scholar’s critiques. At the start of this thesis (23/11/2023), there had 

been three articles in conversation with Luque-Lora (2022). At the time of writing this text 

(19/06/2024), his paper has been references seven times. The paper which most elaborately engages 

with the concern is by Feucht, Dierkes and Kleespies (2023). The article studies how intrinsic, 

instrumental and relational dimensions of values on nature are held by various student groups in 

Germany, to determine whether certain student groups are more concerned with relational values than 

others. It conducts a quantitative research method, using a questionnaire with statements that describe 

pre-determined meanings people can attribute to nature, which represent the three categories of 

intrinsic, instrumental and relational values. In other words, the approach has used the three 

dimensions of values to test how these resonate in various student groups. Despite its interesting 

insights, this research approach does not allow for exploring whether relationality is inherently part of 

students’ value systems. It fails to assess whether relationality is integrated into the first two 

categories, thus not fully addressing the relevance and adequacy of adding a third category to the 

operationalization of human-nature values.     

Luque-Lora says that people do not value nature in three distinct categories, as theorists such as 

Feuchts, Dierkes and Kleespies (2023) suggest. He says: “By confining relationality to a third 

category, the notion of relational values is bound to misrepresent how many people actually value the 

natural world, paradoxically perpetuating the very non-relational logics that it intended to address,” 

(Luque-Lora, 2022, p.26). Hence, he calls for a shift towards an understanding of human-nature values 

that acknowledges relationality inherent in how people act and feel towards nature. To my best 

knowledge, the application of Luque-Lora’s critique in a case study setting has yet to be explored 

beyond his own work in Chile. Consequently, a research gap exists in qualitatively exploring the ways 

in which relationality manifests in values and the relevance and implications of the NFF three 

categories of intrinsic, instrumental and relational values.  

This thesis will engage with the complexities and controversies surrounding the operationalization of 

values into three categories. The research approach will seek to apply the critique formulated by 

Luque-Lora (Luque-Lora 2022). By exploring the interplay and integration of relational values with 

intrinsic and instrumental values, this research could (1) uncover the ways in which individuals and 

communities value and desire to engage with their environment and (2) provide insights into the 

usefulness of the three categories in the conceptualization of values that has gained popularity and is 

widely used since the IPBES, which may contribute to further refining the NFF.  

Research Questions 

This research gap gave rise to the following research question:  

In what ways does relationality manifest in human-nature values of stakeholders in the North of the 

Netherlands, and what does this reveal about the adequacy of the NFF value categories of intrinsic, 

instrumental and relational? 

In order to answer this main research question, the following sub-questions have been drafted: 

1) How do stakeholders in the Lauwers basin envision a desirable and sustainable future?  
2) Which human-nature values underlie these visions? 
3) How can stakeholders’ values be translated to the NFF’s value categories of intrinsic, 

instrumental and relational?    
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Table 1 shows the research questions relative to the research objectives and the methods. 

Table 1: the research objectives and research questions and methods of this thesis 

Objective Question Method(s) 

To explore the ways in 

which stakeholders in 

the Lauwers river basin 

envision desirable and 

sustainable futures 

 

How do stakeholders in the 
Lauwers river basin 
envision a desirable and 
sustainable future? 

Visioning exercise, drawing and 

unstructured talk.  

Through a visioning exercise stakeholders 

explore their visions for a desirable, 

sustainable future. Through the 

subsequent drawing exercise, stakeholders 

communicate their visions. This is 

followed by an unstructured, informal talk 

to enlarge the correct interpretation of the 

drawing.  

To understand which 

human-nature values 

underlie these visions 

Which human-nature values 
underlie these visions? 

Semi-structured walking interview 

Through semi-structured walking 

interview, data is collected on how 

participants value and relate to nature. The 

data is analysed by conducting thematic 

coding, in which themes emerge from the 

data. The codes represent the values 

underlying the visions.  

To understand the role 
of relationality in the 
stakeholders’ values and 
to assess the usefulness 
of NFF’s 
conceptualisation of 
values 
 

How can stakeholders’ 
values be translated to the 
NFF’s value categories of 
intrinsic, instrumental and 
relational? 

Data analysis and critical thinking 
 
Through data analysis, it will be analysed 
how relationality is present in the 
articulated values of stakeholders. Then, 
the articulated values are mapped onto the 
NFF. Critical thinking is conducted to see 
if and what challenges arise in this 
translation to the framework  

 

Scope of the study  

The scope of this study is to analyse human-nature value systems of stakeholders in the Lauwers river 

basin. It aims to assess the adequacy the goal of the NFF of capturing plural values, by exploring the 

ways in which stakeholder values can be translated to the framework. The outcomes of this research 

will be insight into the challenges of translating, which can be used to refine the framework. It is, 

unfortunately, not in the scope of this MSc thesis to present a refined NFF. The choice was made to 

delve deep into stakeholder values to allow us to generate rich, context-specific insights into the role 

and implications of relational values. The study is further bounded by its geographical focus and the 

temporal context of data collection, which may limit the generalizability and scope of the findings.  
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Relevance of the research 

First of all, this research helps unravel the complexity and richness of positive, nourishing, and 

regenerative human-nature relationships (Ragnarsdottir 2022). Integrating insights from positive 

visions into policymaking fosters the possibility of driving sustainable policies and outcomes 

(Gorddard et al. 2016; Neuhoff et al. 2023). 

Secondly, this study enhances an understanding of how relationality manifests in values and its 

implications for the NFF. By doing so, this can lead to potential refinements in the NFF and similar 

nature value frameworks, ensuring they more accurately represent stakeholder values and foster a 

relational understanding of human-nature interactions.  

Thirdly, this research is relevant for the development of inclusive climate change mitigation and 

adaptation strategies, a goal of the DISTENDER project (see section 3.5.). In DISTENDER, 

participatory approaches are used that bring scientists, businesses, governments, policy makers and 

citizens together. Strategies lacking an in-depth understanding of the plural values of stakeholders may 

not resonate with local values and practices, which may lead to lower strategy acceptance and 

effectiveness. The scientific community has posed that transparency and reflection on human-nature 

values is a step toward more constructive use of diversity (Martin et al. 2024).   

Fourthly, this study can contribute to a paradigm shift by prompting a reflection on the common ways 

nature is valued in both scientific endeavours and policymaking processes alike. Integrating a nuanced 

of how relationality manifests in values, can foster a foster a profound shift in worldviews, how 

humans perceive their values, their responsibilities and themselves in relation to the natural world. 

This, in turn, can have major transformational effects on society and on the planet, since humans will 

likely play key roles in sustainability transformations in the future.  

3. Methodology and methods 

As highlighted in the literature review, NFF scholars have called for further research to refine the 

framework. This study engages critically with Luque-Lora's (2022) critique, using it as a starting point 

to investigate the NFF's foundations. It aims to understand stakeholders' visions for a desirable future, 

their underlying values, and the role of relationality. By letting stakeholders envision desirable futures 

and define their values, this study addresses these calls for refinement. This chapter outlines the 

research design, methodological choices, and methods for data collection and analysis, and discusses 

the study's authenticity and its relation to DISTENDER. 

3.1. Research design 

The quality of a study improves when its research foundations are clearly stated (Guba and Lincoln 

1994). This thesis is based on two key propositions: 1) social and environmental issues often arise 

from the organization of social structures and institutions, and 2) these structures, though robust, are 

flexible and can be transformed through human agency. This study aims to generate knowledge that 

can contribute to transforming these structures by promoting positive visions and understanding 

relational values more deeply, emphasizing their importance in creating inclusive, sustainable futures 

(Jones and Tobin 2018). 

The research philosophy is grounded in a constructivist paradigm, which posits that reality is not fixed 

but co-constructed through human interaction and interpretation (Denicolo, Long, and Bradley-Cole 

2021). By adopting this approach, there is room to uncover the meanings that people attribute to 

phenomena, emphasizing the multiplicity of perspectives and the subjective nature of human values. 

This philosophy, hence, supports my methodological choice to engage with participants, allowing the 

data to represent their voices and experiences, thus ensuring that the research findings are reflective of 



17 

 

the diverse realities encountered in the field. We have chosen a qualitative methodology. Yilmaz 

(2013, p.313) defines qualitative research as “emergent, inductive, interpretive, and naturalistic 

approach to studying people, cases, and social situations in their natural settings to describe the 

meanings people attach to their experiences”. Qualitative research is relevant for understanding 

phenomena from the perspectives of the study subjects, aligning with this study's aim to understand 

relationality in stakeholder value systems. Furthermore, this study is mainly inductive, even though it 

aims to test the adequacy of a framework. Instead of deductively applying the NFF to the data, an 

inductive approach is more suited for this study to identify patterns and explanations that can naturally 

emerge from the data (Thomas 2006). This involves coding raw textual data, developing links between 

codes, and uncovering underlying structures, helping to identify conflicts, overlaps and gaps (ibid.). 

These findings can then be used to assess the adequacy of the NFF’s three value categories. We have 

not chosen a deductive approach, which focuses on testing theory by applying the theory on the data 

(ibid.), because we want the data to be leading in the process of uncovering patterns, and not the other 

way around. Furthermore, a participatory methodology is relevant for our study of deeply 

understanding the values of stakeholders. This entails that participants are involved in co-creating the 

research, questions, and codes, in an iterative process (Spinuzzi 2004). In short, a constructionist 

paradigm with a qualitative, inductive and participatory methodology were chosen for this study.  

Researcher positionality 

In a qualitative research process, the researcher is as the main instrument for data collection and 

analysis, making it essential to offer transparency on the researcher’s positionality (Soedirgo and Glas 

2020).  My interest in relational values and sustainable futures stems from both academic pursuits and 

personal experiences, including growing up in the Netherlands, a country heavily impacted by 

instrumental uses of nature.  I acknowledge that my background and perspectives inevitably influence 

the research process. The participants and I, in my role as the researcher, are reciprocally linked. This 

means that the data collection and analysis are shaped by the values of both the participants and 

myself. The nature of inquiry was dialogic, meaning that what can be known about visions for 

desirable futures and values inevitably is unavoidably affected by me. For example, my values may 

lead me to certain interpretations over others, prompting me to frequently question how my methods 

represent stakeholders’ experiences accurately. To address these reflections, I aimed to give more 

agency to participants in the data gathering process and verify my interpretations often. I chose to 

include extensive quotes from participants to provide a ‘thick description’, borrowed from Geertz 

(1973), referring to a detailed account of social meanings as described in the data. Importantly, several 

people rejected my invitation to participate, and this might has to do with my social position. I am a 

middle-class, female student of 26 years old, with a background in climate studies. It was noted by me 

that certain people perceive distrust towards me in my role as a researcher, and therefore rejected 

participation. More information on this issue can be found in the section 3.2.2. 

3.2. Methods 

Varying methods can be used to study desirable futures and the role of relationality in values. This 

study has chosen to use methods that are not very standard in scholarly literature. Therefore, the 

following section will elaborate and justify the choices of these methods.   

3.2.1. NFF in this study 

The NFF has been the primary lens for analysing visions for a desirable future and the role of 

relationality in underlying values. This framework is a good fit for analysing the diversity and 

multiplicity of nature values, especially because it aims to capture three dimensions of values into one 

framework (Chan et al. 2016). What makes the NFF relevant in the context of this study, is its ability 
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to accommodate a complex interplay of values, rather than portraying a dichotomy or a single 

perspective. This is crucial because it mirrors the real-world scenario where people’s values toward 

nature rarely neatly fits into one of the categories. People often hold a fusion of values simultaneously 

and their values can change depending on context, temporal changes and spatial factors (Chan et al., 

2016). The developers of the NFF (Pereira et al., 2020, p.1191) call for future research to focus on 

refining the NFF. In that light, I have chosen a methodological approach that allows for contributions 

to the NFF. 

The NFF was used in two ways. Firstly, it provided a structured approach to categorise and understand 

the varied ways in which stakeholders perceive and value nature. By mapping their values onto the 

NFF, we could visually and analytically gain understanding of the values that underlie their visions. 

Considering these has been argued to be crucial for sustainability strategies to be inclusive and 

effective (Hensler et al. 2021; Pereira et al. 2020). Secondly, the NFF is used as a tool to explore the 

ways in which relationality is present in the value systems of stakeholders, and thereby assess the 

relevance of relational values as a distinct category in the NFF. This corresponds to the critique of 

Luque-Lora (2022) that is explained earlier. In this way, the NFF is both a tool for analysis of values 

and is also critically approached in terms of the foundational conceptualization of the model, with the 

aim of potentially suggesting refinements to the framework.  

NFF and data analysis 

In terms of data analysis, the NFF was used to analyse how participants value and relate to nature in 

the Lauwers river basin and how the translation of the findings to the NFF may inform refinements to 

the NFF itself. This has involved several steps. Initially, the study examined stakeholders’ visions for a 

desirable future, focusing on how they desire to interact with and relate to nature. This uncovered 

prevailing desires in relation to nature which were used to understand how nature is valued. Secondly, 

this study examined the values of stakeholders towards nature, including the perceptions and attitudes 

towards nature. This part is inductive, meaning that values will arise from the data analysis and not 

that the framework will determine the data coding process.  

The next step involved connecting the articulated values with the NFF. The NFF has been instrumental 

in this process, as it helped to trace how articulated values can be grouped into the value categories of 

the NFF. The NFF has guided the analysis in uncovering the adequacy and challenges in which 

articulated values can be translated to the NFF. This shows the adequacy of the framework, how well 

the framework allows for stakeholder vales to be represented. This has offered a view of how the 

current NFF captures and fails to capture the values of stakeholders on the ground.   

By mapping the values of stakeholders onto the NFF’s value perspectives, the thesis has revealed 

whether intrinsic, instrumental, or relational values are predominant with the stakeholders. This 

mapping provided insights into the value systems driving these future visions and how they align with 

or diverge from the NFF's operationalization of values. 

3.2.1. Case study 

A single case study was chosen in this study. This thesis aims to qualitatively stud y stakeholder 

values to analyse the challenges in translating these to the NFF. A common method for qualitative 

research is the case study, which Yin (2003, p.13) defines as “an empirical inquiry that investigates a 

contemporary phenomenon within its real-life context.” The DISTENDER project (see section 3.5.) 

employs a multiple case study across six countries of the European Union, including the north of the 

Netherlands (Groningen, Friesland, Drenthe). Siggelkow (2007) argues that single case studies provide 

extremely convincing, in-depth data, offering rich insights from a small sample size. A single case 

study is particularly relevant here, as it fosters the development of more context-specific 
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understanding of the real-life context of desirable futures and the role of relational values (Li et al. 

2018). Research suggests that place-focused approaches can benefit studies on relational values, due to 

the nature of the topic at hand (De Vos et al. 2018). Hyett, Kenny and Dickson-Swift (2014) argue that 

a case study should be designed to suit the local context, advocating for a specific approach. To 

maintain focus and depth, I decided to reduce the scope of this thesis’ case study and concentrate on a 

smaller region in the north of the Netherlands: the Lauwers river basin, which will be introduced 

below.  

Selection and delineation of case study: river basin Lauwers between its spring and the sea  

The case study is a specific river basin; the area in which the river Lauwers flows from its spring in a 

small village Surhuisterveen to the sea in Lauwersoog. The river forms to a large extent the boundary 

between the provinces Groningen and Friesland (see Figure 2). Using a river basin as the unit of 

analysis in a case study is particularly useful for addressing issues related to water management (Van 

Oel, Krol, and Hoekstra 2009) and ecosystem valuation (Comino et al. 2014). 

Figure 2: the river Lauwers flows from a small village in Friesland to the sea in Lauwersoog and represents the boundary 

between Groningen and Friesland provinces. (Source: Wikipedia page “Lauwers (rivier)”, derived from 

https://nl.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lauwers_(rivier) on 21/11/2023)  

This case study region offers a rich landscape for exploring diverse visions on sustainable futures and 

underlying values, for multiple reasons. The area is largely unstudied in scholarly literature, there are 

no scholarly articles to be found in Scopus with the Lauwers river in its title or abstract. But the area is 

characterised by unique environmental features, as the river flow is renowned for its old meandering 

sea arms (due to its past as connected to and part of the sea) and is encompassing the natio nal park 

Lauwersmeer. This natural setting provides for a unique ecosystem which is rich in biodiversity, as an 

area also known for its scenes in bird migration and aquatic life (Nationaal Park Lauwersmeer, n.d.(a); 

Nationaal Park Lauwersmeer, n.d. (b)). The flow from its spring to its end is also marked by a diverse 

range of landscapes. It passes through rural settings, farmlands with distinctive raised fields to drain 

the water held by thick sea clay grounds, and parts of historical sites and sea dikes. Also, culturally it 

is a relevant river basin, as the area is rich in cultural history. The river flows through Dokkum, which 

https://nl.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lauwers_(rivier)
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has old breweries that have used the river waters, as well as Zoutkamp with its fishing heritage. It also 

flows through Winsum, a village recently called the most beautiful village of the Netherlands. Also, 

the Elfstedentocht (ice skating tour) partly goes through the Lauwers river basin area. This area is also 

known for its early history of interactions with nature, including terrestrial animals, fowls and fishes 

(Prummel 2012). The river basin represents different human-nature interactions and also inhabit 

various groups of people. This diversity in landscape and cultural histories allows for capturing a wide 

range of stakeholder perspectives, from local residents, to fishermen, to farmers, to water managers, to 

local government representatives, to entrepreneurs. 

The area is also particularly relevant in the face of climate change adaptation, because the region faces 

environmental challenges such as biodiversity conservation, water management, dike restoration and 

nature preservation. According to the Centraal Planbureau voor Statistiek (CBS), the region of 

northern Friesland and Groningen is also extremely poor: more than half of the eighty-three most poor 

municipalities are located here (CBS, 2016). These socio-economic challenges provide an extra layer 

of interesting context for exploring visions on sustainable futures and human-nature values. 

3.2.2. Participants selection, limitations and interviews conducted 

Participant were selected using the snowball effect method, which is a widely recognized technique in 

qualitative research (Noy 2008). This method starts with a small number of initial participants who 

meet the study's criteria and asks them to refer others who also qualify. This is effective for reaching 

hard-to-access populations or when the researcher lacks a local network, and the latter was the case 

(Noy 2008). One limitation of the snowball method is the potential for single source bias, where initial 

participants may only refer individuals from their own network, leading to a homogenous group of 

participants. This can be addressed by ensuring diversity in the initial selection (Kirchherr and Charles 

2018), and select a varied set of participants from the final list of potential participants (Merriam and 

Tisdell 2015). To mitigate single source bias in the initial selection, I used Google to find news articles 

mentioning environmental, social and governmental organisations and individuals in the Lauwers 

region. I contacted these people to ask for a verify their interest and profession related to the Lauwers 

basin and asked for further referrals. This process led to a longer, diverse list of participants. To 

mitigate single source bias in the final selection, participants were contacted from the final list, to 

specify the following criteria: their geographical location, profession, educational background, age and 

gender.  

In this process, I have spoken to forty-one potential participants. Eighteen of them wanted to 

participate and nineteen did not have time for an interview. Four individuals did not want to cooperate 

in a scientific study ‘out of principle’. These were all farmers who expressed a distrust in 

governmental representatives and in scholars whose work contributes to policymaking. This notion of 

distrust among certain stakeholder groups and their subsequent underrepresentation in this research, 

has important effects on the validity of this research. It is crucial to acknowledge this, as it can affect 

the study's external validity – the extent to which the results of this study can be generalized to the 

broader population. For more reflection on this issue, see the limitations of this study in section 5.2. 

Addressing this limitation involves recognizing the inherent biases introduced by the participant 

selection process. Also, I have decided that at least two farmers should be represented in the final 

participant list. However, the farmers included in this study may not fully represent the typical farmers 

in the region. Lastly, this notion provided a key take home message: the emphasized need to include 

diverse stakeholder value perspectives, in order to ensure they both feel and are genuinely included in 

decision-making processes (which may directly enlarge their trust in governance and science). 

Finally, participants were selected based on diversity in the following criteria: 
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- Related to the Lauwers river basin, by working or living in this area 

- Diverse in terms of professional background 

- Gender balanced  

- Age diverse 

- Representing multiple knowledge systems and educational backgrounds 

Overview of interview participants  

Between November 2023 and February 2024, twelve visioning exercises and interviews were 

conducted with participants. The pool of participants consisted of out six female and six male 

participants. Their geographical locations were much spread out throughout the Lauwers basin. The 

occupations vary and include NGO work, academia, farming, education, entrepreneurship, art, student, 

government official, healthcare and full-time parenting. This sample is perceived as representative of 

the region’s population.  One interview was, not purposefully, not recorded by me, and has therefore 

been cleared from the data. Additionally, the quality of two recordings of interviews were 

compromised by wind, a direct consequence of conducting interviews outdoors while walking. The 

drawings of these participants remained usable, however, the point of the research was to understand 

values underlying the visions, hence the choice was made to base the results section on nine 

participants. In these excluded drawings and interviews, no important deviations were noticed by the 

researcher, compared to the included data. So, despite these challenges the remaining data does 

provide valuable and robust data for this study. This research has provided first-hand, unique insights 

into the phenomenon of relationality in human-nature value systems. The variety of occupational 

backgrounds, gender and age are listed in the table 2 below.  

Table 2: Overview of interview participants 

Participant #  Occupation Gender Birthyear  Duration of the 
interview 

1 NGO ecology m 1982 66 min 

2 Scientist human-
nature relations 

m 1958 87 min 

3 Cattle farmer  m 1968 56 min 

4 Visual artist f 1967 96 min 

5 Retired teacher in 
geography and 
German 

f 1959 75 min 

6 Entrepreneur in 
food and visual 
artist 

f 1961 55 min 

7 Student  f 1994 64 min 

8 Municipal officer m 1980 57 min 

9 Organic cattle 
farmer & NGO 
nature 

f 1989 63 min 
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conservation 

10 (Not recorded) Healthcare m 1975 55 min 

11(Wind-ruined 
recording) 

No occupation, 
mother and wife 
of fisher 

f 1991 51 min 

12 (Wind-ruined 
recording) 

Scientist in 
landscape 
architecture 

m 1958 65 min 

 

3.2.3. Methods for data gathering  

In qualitative case study research, the researcher can combine multiple data collection methods at the 

same time (Devers and Frankel 2000). The benefit of using multiple data collection methods is that the 

researcher can obtain more comprehensive insight into the subject of research (Hafiz, Baxter, and Jack 

2008). The following multiple methods were used to collect data in line with the objectives (see 

section 2.1. Table 1).  

Thematic literature review and snowball effect method 

For the literature review, a thematic analysis through the snowball effect method was employed to 

ensure in-depth understanding of relational values and its use in the NFF. The decision to conduct 

thematic literature review was driven by the need to focus on specific themes and issues around 

relational values, ensuring a focused analysis (Snyder 2019). Thematic analysis was preferred over 

comprehensive analysis, as the aim was not to provide an exhaustive overview of all relevant literature 

but on identifying and analysing key themes and important issues that have arisen within the literature 

(ibid.).  The process began with extensively searching through Scopus, focusing on the main articles 

related to the history, use and critique of "Nature Futures Framework" and “relational values”. These 

searches were designed to capture the most relevant recent literature, providing a foundation for the 

review. The literature review was enhanced by utilizing the snowball effect method. The snowball 

effect method is a well-recognized technique in scholarly research, often employed to delve deeper 

into a specific area of study (Wohlin 2014). The process involved examining the reference lists of key 

articles identified in the initial search. Through reviewing the citations, I was able to uncover 

additional relevant studies and sources that might not have appeared in the initial search results, but do 

add important nuances and extensions in the debate. This iterative process allowed for a more in -depth 

exploration of the current debate on the NFF and relational values. By using Mendeley software, a 

total of forty-eight papers were stored and reviewed for the literature review. By combining initial 

searches on Scopus with the snowball effect method, I ensured a robust thematic literature review.    

Visioning exercise, drawing and unstructured conversation 

The first objective of understanding how stakeholders in the Lauwers basin envision a desirable future, 

entails an exploration of how participants view a future scenario that is desirable for them (see section 

2.1. Table 1). For this, the choice was made to employ a futuring technique called a visioning exercise 

(O’brien and Meadows 2007). This was chosen for visioning exercises can enhance the creativity and 

depth of participants’ insights (ibid.). Doing this with a guided meditation can generate more creative 

and novel ideas of what such a future might look like (Ragnarsdottir 2022). Visioning exercises are 

methods that help participants envision a detailed and vivid picture of a desired future  (O’brien and 

Meadows 2007). It has been used in prior research in climate change adaptation and mitigation 
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strategies, and has been hailed for its participatory nature and capacity to use co -creation in order 

strengthen inclusive decision-making and planning (Nalau and Cobb 2022). Interestingly, it was found 

by Nalau & Cobb (2022) that most scholars who adopt visioning exercises conduct predictive (what 

will happen) and explorative (what could happen) visioning exercises, while only few scholars use the 

more normative (what is desired to happen) approach, although the latter generates more 

transformative thinking. This latter approach is well-suited for the aim of our study, and therefore the 

normative approach of visioning a desirable future was chosen, as outlined below in the description of 

the visioning exercise.  

Visioning exercises often rely on supporting tools to facilitate discussions around the visions (ibid). 

For this study, a drawing exercise was chosen as arts-based tool for discussing the visions. The choice 

could have been made, like is common, to use as a tool quantitative scenarios generated by researchers 

and experts, which communicate to participants data-driven predictions (ibid.). These scenarios help 

participants understand potential future developments and consider the implications for their visions. 

However, we made the decision to let participants envision without having to take into account the 

experts’ views on what is likely to happen. We wanted the participants to desire any future possible, 

not influencing their visions by the researcher or experts. Therefore, the use of drawing exercise was 

chosen to facilitate communication about the visions. This is the second most commonly used tool in 

visioning exercises (Nalau & Cobb, 2022). Here, drawings serve as an effective means for participants 

to express their visions. A benefit of drawing is that it is an intuitive practice which does not require 

high levels of literacy  (Wesche and Armitage 2014). The use of drawings allows participants to 

convey their ideas visually, making the exercise accessible and engaging. Drawing gives the agency to 

stakeholders to decide what they want to focus on, and thereby contributes to the participatory 

methodology of this study.  Finally, an unstructured, informal conversation between the researcher and 

the participant was conducted to enhance the accurate interpretation of the vision depicted in the 

drawing. This method was included because drawings can be challenging to understand, open to 

diverse interpretations, and often abstract (Neuhoff et al. 2023; O’brien and Meadows 2007). An 

overview of the drawings can be found in the Appendix 1 ‘Drawings’.  

In the following, an outline is given of these methods. 

1) Description of visioning and drawing exercise. 

For the visioning exercise, participants have engaged in a guided meditation in an 

outdoor setting. They were asked to focus on what they perceive as desirable for their 

community, natural surroundings and sector, not having to deal with the achievability 

of this perspective. The exercise entailed guiding questions to visualize a scenario in 

50 years from now in the area, and make vivid various aspects of that future. In the 

next step, participants are asked to draw their visions for a desirable future in the 

Lauwers river basin area, on a poster.  

2) Procedure of the methods:  

The visioning and drawing exercise began with a short, guided meditation in order to 

feel grounded and make contact with deeper layers of conscience. Several guiding 

questions followed to prompt the visualisation of a desired future in the Lauwers river 

basin. The questions included: What are the first images or scenes that come to your 

mind? Think about the community living in this area in 50 years from now. How has 

it evolved? What kind of interactions do you see between people and the 

environment? Now, turn your attention to the natural environment. What changes do 

you observe in the landscape? Focus on the emotional and sensory experiences in this 
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envisioned future. What sounds, sights, or smells are most prominent? How do they 

make you feel? Closing the visualization: As we conclude this visualization, what are 

the key elements of this future scenario that you find most compelling or important for 

a sustainable and harmonious existence? After the closing of the visioning exercise, 

participant was asked to draw the key elements of their vision on a poster. This was 

supported by guided prompts to help participants draw and articulate their visions on a 

poster.  The guiding questions included: what did your vision of a desirable future 

look like? How did the people interact and value nature? What is different between 

now and the future, and what is the same? Are the key elements of your vision 

included in the drawing? In the unstructured, informal conversation that followed, the 

participants were invited to explain elements of the drawing, and sometimes asked for 

further explanations. The conversation was closed by a brief summary from my side 

of the drawing, in order to verify my correct interpretation.   

3) Outcomes:  

The visioning exercise aimed to foster an image of the desired future visions as 

perceived by the stakeholders, encouraging them to think creatively and out of the 

box. The drawing exercise has yielded the outcome of a visual representation of the 

visions, forming the foundation for the data analysis on the values, and a base for a 

discussion on values during the walking interview.  

Semi-structured walking interview  

The second objective of this study entails an exploration of how participants value and relate to nature  
(see section 2.1. Table 1). While also having considered a focus group as data collection method, the 
objective of gaining in-depth understanding of an individual’s values made individual interviews more 
suited. After a consideration of structured, semi-structured and unstructured interviews, a semi-
structured interview was deemed most appropriate (Bowen et al., 2017). A semi-structured interview 
is based on a predetermined set of topics, but also allows for unanticipated responses and issues to 
emerge (Ryan, Coughlan & Cronin, 2009). The choice to conduct the semi-structured interview while 
walking was made in order to capture data that is deeply informed by the environment (Evans and 
Jones 2011). The physical context in which interviews are conducted plays a crucial role in shaping 
the content and quality of the interview (ibid.). The objective of this thesis to explore stakeholders’ 
values to nature, and this necessitated a method that is sensitive to environmental contexts and is able 
to draw on place-based narratives. Therefore, a walking interview is well-suited for capturing 
participants’ values on nature in a context-relevant setting. Each interview was about one hour and 
was conducted in the following manner: 

1) Description of the semi-structured walking interview:  

The semi-structured walking interview complemented the visioning and drawing and 

involved walking with the participant through a specific area of their choice within the 

Lauwers basin. This method facilitated direct engagement with the natural 

surroundings, allowing participants to express their values and ways they relate to 

nature in a context-relevant way. 

2) Procedure of the method:  

Before our meeting, participants were asked to choose a walking route that they 

usually walk of approximately 45 minutes. During the walk, I have asked several 

guiding questions with the aim of eliciting how participants value and relate to nature. 

The questions were informed by the literature review and considered the following 

themes: meanings attributed to nature, ways of relating to and interacting with nature, 
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personal connection to Lauwers basin, ways in which professional and recreational 

time is spend in nature, critiques on certain interactions with nature, significant factors 

influencing these themes. The interview was semi-structured, so that not all questions 

had to be asked, as some answers might already be given during the conversation. 

Also, this provided the flexibility to adapt the conversation to the local contexts 

encountered during the walk. However, it maintained structured enough to ensure that 

the resulting data was comparable, which is essential for making meaningful 

contributions to potentially refining the NFF. The outdoor setting of the walk aimed 

for participants to communicate observations in response to the surroundings, 

allowing for a context specific conversation that is especially relevant to studying the 

role of relational values.   

3) Outcomes:  

The walking interviews were recorded, transcribed and thematically analysed to elicit 

codes which represent the values. The outcomes of the walking interview and 

subsequent thematic analysis revealed the complex and varied ways in which 

stakeholders in the Lauwers basin value and relate to nature. This outcome has 

provided insight into the role of relational values in participants’ value systems, which 

was part of the third sub-question of this study.  

3.2.4. Ethical considerations 

In ensuring ethical considerations are respected, the participants have signed a consent form  (see 

Appendix 3: Consent form). This form has explained the goals of the research, the methods that were 

employed and how the data would be used and stored. Also, at the conclusion of each interview, the 

participants were asked if they are willing to review and provide feedback on the analysis once it was 

completed, to verify whether my interpretation of their input was correct. This resulted in post-

interview communication between the participants and the researcher, which enlarged the chance of 

correct interpretations of data and hence enlarged internal validity of the findings. This approach 

aligns with the ethical standards of academic research and reinforces the participatory nature of this 

thesis, where participants are active, informed collaborators in the research process.  

3.3. Methods for data analysis  

Data analysis and critical thinking 

The objective of understanding the challenges of translating stakeholder values to the NFF involved a 

detailed process of data analysis and critical thinking (see section 2.1.Table 1). Developing an 

analytical strategy is essential for case study analysis (Yin, 2003, p.115). This research employed 

thematic analysis of data, a method suited for qualitative research identifying and analysing specific 

themes and patterns within the data , as it best aligns with the study’s aim of gaining in-depth 

understanding of relationality in human-nature values (Williams and Moser 2019). This was preferred 

over content analysis, which is used more if the aim is to systematically uncover the reoccurrence of 

concepts in data (Vaismoradi, Turunen, and Bondas 2013). The object of our coding process was to 

arrange the transcripts in an order to make the data “segregated, grouped, regrouped and relinked in 

order to consolidate meaning and explanation” (Williams and Moser, 2019, p.49).  

All interviews were transcribed on the same day of conducting, making sure that words were written 

down the way they were said, for example including utterances (Bailey 2008). They were then coded 

using Atlas.ti software, enabling codes to appear ‘In Vivo’ from the data. This means that the 

participant’s words form the basis for the codes, and not the interpretation of the researcher 
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(Khamung, Miller, and Hsu 2007). The coding was iterative - after the initial round of reading the 

interviews, the emerging thematic codes were noted and used to code the interviews (Khamung et al. 

2007; Williams and Moser 2019). Subsequent reading of the data led to the identification of new 

codes. This process ultimately resulted in the discovery of 144 codes. These were reviewed, merged, 

accepted or deleted until 101 codes remained.  These codes were grouped into three categories: - 

visions for a desirable future (29 codes); - human-nature values (31 codes), - references to place, 

methods, or real-time interactions (41 codes).  

The next step was identifying patterns within the data, specifically instances where stakeholder values 

correspond, conflict or extent beyond the NFF value categories. This led to the creation of three 

groups in the codes – intrinsic, instrumental and relational – and highlighted the ways in which the 

data corresponds or conflicts with the NFF. Also, the various instances were coded in which the 

categories were doubly or triply represented in the data. This led to the marking of instances that were 

labelled ‘Integration and interplay of values’, where values were interplaying in three ways: 

‘overlapping and coinciding’, ‘conflicting and contradicting’ and ‘extending beyond and objecting’. 

Also, I have used the Atlas.ti tool of memo-writing to write into words the patterns that were visible. 

This mapping of the In Vivo codes on to the NFF provided insight into the challenges of translating 

the articulated values to the three value categories. During the coding process, also some codes were 

identified that later were deemed not relevant to the scope of this research and were hence removed 

from the list. 

3.4. Autonomous thesis as part of DISTENDER project 

This thesis project can be seen as part of the DISTENDER project, an EU-funded project that is 

committed to developing inclusive and responsive climate adaptation and mitigation strategies, 

through EU-wide participatory case studies. The aim of the project is to conduct and analyse 

participatory approaches that promote active involvement of citizens, scientists, governmental actors 

and businesses. For the purpose of this MSc thesis, I have designed the research independently of 

DISTENDER’s specific aims, tailoring it to my personal interests and academic requirements. Despite 

that this thesis is part of DISTENDER, the research was conducted autonomously. I am committed to 

the integrity of this research and to advancing our collective understanding of how relational values 

can inform more inclusive and effective environmental policies.  The results of this thesis have 

informed a workshop in the DISTENDER project. More information about DISTENDER can be found 

online at www.distender.eu.  

4. Results 

This chapter will present the results, organized to offer a ‘thick description’ (Geertz 1973) of 

stakeholders’ visions for desirable futures (Q1 in section 4.1.), underlying values (Q2 in section 4.2.), 

and the ways in which and challenges that arise in how these findings can be translated to the NFF 

framework (Q3 in section 4.3.). This structure aims to guide the reader to understand what results were 

achieved in relation to the thesis objectives.  

 

4.1. Vision elements of desirable futures in the Lauwers basin 

The visions for desirable futures are as varied as each participant is, each paying attention to different, 

specific elements of the future. However, various themes could be uncovered throughout the visions of 

stakeholders, which contribute to harmony between human societies and natural ecosystems. In the 

following, the collective themes that emerged from the visions will be presented, each elaborated 

through an explanation of the elements under these themes, accompanied by a piece of the drawings. 

An overview of the drawings can be found in the Appendix 1 ‘Drawings’.  

http://www.distender.eu/
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4.1.1. Theme 1: Changes in mindset, awareness and norms  

From the analysis of visions, a theme emerged concerning a shift in mindset towards nature and an 

increased awareness of our connectedness with, and responsibility towards, nature and future 

generations. This theme is composed out of the following elements:  

 

From human-centric to eco-centric societal mindset 

Many visions are based on the notion that for a desirable and sustainable future, society must evolve to 

respect nature and feel a responsibility towards the natural world and future generations. According to 

stakeholders, the societal mindset is changed from a human-centred perspective in 2024 to an eco-

centric mindset, one that involves not only the wellbeing of humans but also of the natural 

environment and future generations (participants 2,3,4,5,7,8,9).  

 

Awareness of interconnectedness  

Participants envision an increased awareness of individuals in terms of their perceived 

interconnectedness between humans and nature (interviewees 2, 3, 4, 5, 7, 9). Some link the quality of 

human life directly to the quality of the environment (interviewees 2,4,5,7).  

 

Norms and responsibility towards nature and future generations 

There is an emphasis on an increased sense of responsibility towards nature and future generations 

(interviewees 2,3,4,7,8,9), referring to acting in ways that allow for the thriving of these future (non -

human) generations. Stakeholders envision a society where individuals and the national government 

are both more aware of their responsibility towards future generations, ensuring their actions support 

the health and wellbeing of these generations. This awareness is present both in personal, individual 

mindsets (interviewees 2,3,4,7,9) and in governmental policies (interviewees 2,4,7,8,9) that prioritize 

long-term ecological health over short-term gains.  

 

Spiritual and existential connections  

Additionally, a significant aspect of the visions involves increased spiritual and existential connections 

people perceive in nature (interviewees 1,2,3,4,5,7). These connections are crucial for developing a 

sense of responsibility towards the environment (interviewees 2,3,4) and fostering life itself, including 

future generations (interviewees 2,3,4,5,7).  

 

Time  

Importantly, participants also envision changes regarding available time for spending in nature. They 

envision that people have more time to enjoy and recreate in nature (interviewee 1,2,5,6,7), thus 

strengthening physical and emotional ties to the environment.  

 

Direct nature interactions 

In terms of practical ways of work towards these increases and shifts in mindset, awareness, norms 

and responsibilities, stakeholders emphasize direct, personal interactions with nature, mostly in 

groups, fostering a connection to and respect for the environment (interviewees 1,2,3,4,5,7). These 

groups can include educational classes, families, friends, and colleagues. The goal of these interactions 

is to foster a personal connection with nature, which is seen as a pathway to personal wellbeing 

(interviewees 1,2,3,4,5,7) and as essential to cultivating a societal ethos that values and actively 

supports ecological wellbeing (interviewees 1,2,3,5,7). Participants suggested creating more 

community green spaces (interviewees 2, 7) and accessible natural reserves (interviewees 2,5,7) where 

people can engage directly with nature.  
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Theme drawings and summary 

(Source: drawing # 3)  (Source: drawing #1) 

(Source: drawing #2) 
 

(Source: drawing #3) 

 

In short, this theme holds the idea that a change occurs in societal and individual mindsets, awareness, 

norms and responsibilities towards nature and future generations, especially through direct, personal 

interactions with nature. Practical ways of fostering these direct, personal interactions with nature 

include community green spaces, outdoor education, family leisure time spent in nature. According to 

stakeholders, this leads to societies where humans are engaged in learning and playing in nature, and 

where a sense of responsibility to care the preservation of landscapes and the flourishing of future 

generations, have become part of societal values and mindsets.   

 

4.1.2. Theme 2: Physical interaction with nature  

From the analysis of visions, a theme emerged concerning a shift in how humans physically interact 

with nature. This theme is composed out of the following elements: 

 

Biodiversity enhancing practices  

Stakeholders envision a future in which various practical efforts aim to preserve and enhance 

biodiversity. The practices that were most frequently mentioned include: efforts of reforestation by 

planting trees (interviewee 2, 3, 4, 5, 7, 9), green corridors in the form of hedges and trees between 

grass lands to promote mobility and habitats for plant and animal species (interviewee 1, 3, 5, 8, 9), 

cultivating strips of flowers, herbs, reeds and shrubs (interviewee 1, 3, 5, 8, 9), keeping the water 

levels high to allow for animal species like meadow birds to thrive (interviewee 1, 2, 7, 8), promoting 

growth of green in cities and human spaces (interviewee 2, 7), and cyclical tree cut management that 

allows for continuous plant undergrowth and animal habitats (interviewee 7, 9).  
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Nature-led land use  

Stakeholders envision ‘nature-led land use’. This refers to a shift in how humans use the land and 

interact with their natural surroundings, moving from an imposed human control over landscapes, 

towards practices that respect and incorporate natural typographies, hydrologies and ecological 

processes as the primary determinants of land use, planning and development. A word that often 

emerged in the data was ‘nature-led’, and it was frequently mentioned in varying contexts: nature-led 

landscape design, nature-led restoration of landscapes, nature-led agriculture (see section Sustainable 

food production below), nature-led water management and nature-led built environment. Specific 

nature-led land use practices that were mentioned are: restoring the natural flow of meandering rivers 

(interviewee 1, 2, 3, 5, 6, 7, 8), letting the sea and rivers determine the land-use in a landscape 

(interviewee 1, 2, 7, 8), ensuring that the landscape determines the agricultural methods (interviewee 

1, 2, 8), letting the natural terrain dictate the functions for different areas (interviewee 1, 2, 8), human 

buildings on the higher plots of land (interviewee 1, 2), giving the lowest areas in the landscape to the 

sea and rivers for water storage (interviewee 1, 2), and water management that allows for tidal 

influences in inland rivers (interviewee 2, 5).  

 

More space for wild nature  

This vision element focuses on allocating substantial areas of the landscape to remain wild, free of 

human consumption and managed minimally, specifically for the purpose of allowing natural habitats 

to thrive and expand. Stakeholders emphasize the importance of dedicating parts of the landscape to 

wild nature (interviewee 1, 2, 3, 5, 8).  

 

Sustainable food production 

Across all stakeholders, attention was paid to sustainable food production in different forms.  

Nature-inclusive agriculture has emerged as a central element across the visions (interviewee 

1,2,4,5,7,8 9), which emphasizes farming practices that harmonize with natural ecosystems, promoting 

biodiversity, soil health, and ecological resilience. Another vision element is nature-led agriculture, in 

which the landscape determines the course of agriculture. Stakeholders suggested the use of land for 

agriculture according to its natural characteristics (interviewee 1,3,5,6,8,9). Mentioned elements 

include utilizing medium-low lying regions for agriculture, allocating the lowest areas for water 

storage as needed, and reserving elevated regions for less water-resistant agricultural practices 

(interviewee 1, 2). Also, certain landscape elements (e.g. a row of trees) are actively preserved and 

agriculture happens around those elements (interviewee 3, 5, 6, 8, 9). Another example is farms 

predominantly being built near rivers for irrigation purposes (interviewee 1, 2). Next element is 

integration of multiple functions on agricultural land, advocating for agricultural land allows for the 

coexistence of farmland with cultural, recreational and natural purposes (interviewee 2, 3, 7, 8). This 

also includes the clearing of fences when possible, to allow passengers to respectfully walk through 

farmers’ property (interviewee 5, 7). Another element under this theme is centred around small-scale, 

local food production and consumption. This refers to societal structures that support community -

involved agricultural practices and involves the production and consumption of local food 

(interviewee 1,2, 5).  

 

Climate effects led land-use and water management 

Stakeholders envision numerous ways of adapting to the effects of climate change, through practices 

of land use and water management. Rather than working against the effects (e.g. heightening dikes), 

these practices often refer to letting climate change effects lead planning and development. This 

includes letting future water levels in sea and rivers determine land-use (interviewee 1, 2, 7, 8), letting 

future climate change effects determine the course of agriculture (interviewee 1, 2, 8). It also includes 
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that human-built environment is limited to the higher plots of a landscape (interviewee 1, 2), and 

giving the lowest areas in the landscape to the sea and rivers for water storage (interviewee 1, 2). Also, 

water management practices that allows for tidal influences in inland rivers are seen as desirable ways 

of working with climate change, rather than struggling against (interviewee 2, 5). Furthermore, 

stakeholders envision leaving more space in the landscape for river and sea floodings (interviewee 2,3) 

and managing the rivers so as to enlarge their water storage capacity (interviewee 2,5). Altogether, 

these practices aim to use and develop the land and waters in order to work with, rather than against, 

the effects of climate change.  

 

Theme drawings and summary 

(Source: drawing #9) (Source: drawing #5) 

(Source: drawing #6) (Source: drawing #6) 

(Source: drawing #8) (Source: drawing #7) 

 

In summary, a theme emerged concerning a shift in how humans physically interact with nature. 

Stakeholders envision biodiversity-enhancing practices, such as reforestation, green corridors, and 

cultivating diverse plant strips. They advocate for nature-led land use, which respects natural 

typographies and hydrologies, and propose sustainable food production methods like nature-inclusive 

agriculture. Additionally, there is an emphasis on allocating more space for wild nature and adapting 

land use and water management practices to accommodate climate change effects, promoting 

resilience and ecological harmony. 
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4.1.3. Theme 3: Knowledge, learning and the role of education 

From the analysis of visions, a theme emerged concerning a shift knowledge, learning and the role of 

education. This theme is composed out of the following elements: 

 

Knowledge and learning 

Stakeholders envision increased importance of knowledge about nature in the future (interviewee 

1,2,4,5,7,8,9).  Knowledge about nature is not transferred in traditional, indoor, school buildings, but is 

experiential, outdoor in nature (interviewee 3,5,7). Knowledge about the environment is seen as a 

heritage, passed down through generations (interviewee 3,5,7). This intergenerational transfer of 

knowledge often happens informally, through family and community interactions. Learning about 

nature is often envisioned as playful interactions with the natural world from childhood onwards 

(interviewee 1,2,3,5,7). In that, the importance of an embodied learning process is emphasized.  

 

Role of education 

Stakeholders envision that formal education systems have a critical role in institutionalizing outdoor 

education about nature. Stakeholders point out the necessity of integrating outdoor environmental 

education formally into school curricula (interviewee 1,2,3,5,7). The emphasis on early education is 

particularly strong, with stakeholders advocating for the introduction of nature-based learning 

environments from primary schools onwards (interviewee 2,5,7). These settings could include outdoor 

classrooms, school gardens, and field trips to local natural sites. Engagement with nature from an early 

age is deemed essential for developing a lifelong respect and understanding of the environment 

(interviewee 1,2,4,7).  

 

Theme drawings and summary  

(Source: drawing #5) (Source: drawing #1) 

(Source: drawing #4) 

 

In short, both formal educational strategies and personal learning processes that incorporate play-based 

learning and exploratory activities in natural settings, are viewed as critical. The value of personal, 

direct experiences with nature is predominantly emphasized by stakeholders as essential for fostering a 

genuine connection to nature.  
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4.1.4. Concluding note  

In summary, the visions for a desirable future by stakeholders in the Lauwers basin focus on three 

themes: mindset and awareness, physical interactions with nature, and  knowledge and learning. 

Stakeholders envision a shift in mindset and awareness, intergenerational responsibility, and spiritual 

connections to nature. In terms of physical interactions with nature, practices such as biodiversity-

enhancing practices, landscape-driven actions, sustainable food production, and climate-led land use 

are frequent elements of stakeholders’ visions. Lastly, emphasis is put on increased knowledge about 

nature, experiential learning processes and the role of education in cultivating a connection to nature. 

Special concern goes out to the inclusion of young children into these learning activities. In the 

following section, we will give more body to these vision elements by uncovering and analysing the 

underlying human-nature values of stakeholders. Table 3 provides an overview the findings of this 

section  
 

Table 3: Overview of visions: themes, key elements, short descriptions, and illustrative drawings by participants.  

Theme  Element  Brief description  Image of drawing  

Mindset 

and 

awareness 

Eco-centric 

mindset  

A mindset perspective that 

includes the health of the 

natural environment and 

future generations 

  

 Available time  More available time for 

spending in nature  

 

 Spiritual and 

existential 

connections 

Spiritual and existential 

connections with nature, 

which are crucial for 

developing a sense of 

responsibility 

 

 Interconnectedn

ess  

Increased awareness about 

interconnectedness between 

humans and nature  
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 Responsibility 

towards nature 

Acting in ways that allow for 

the thriving of nature 

 

 Responsibility 

towards future 

generations 

Acting in ways that allow for 

the thriving of future 

generations. 

 

Physical 

interaction 

with nature  

Biodiversity 

enhancing 

practices  

Practical efforts that aim to 

preserve and enhance 

biodiversity. 

 

 Nature-led land 

use  

Land use determined by 

natural typographies, 

hydrologies and ecological 

processes, including built 

environment on higher plots 

 

 Meandering 

rivers 

 Restoring the natural flow of 

meandering rivers  
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 Landscape-led 

agriculture  

Practices in which the 

landscape determines the 

allocation of agriculture and 

the use of agricultural 

methods  

 

 Land for water  Giving the lowest areas up to 

the sea and rivers for water 

storage 

 

 Tidal water 

management 

Water management practices 

that allow for tidal influences 

in inland rivers  

 

 Wild nature  More space for wild nature  

 

 

 Nature inclusive 

agriculture  

Agricultural practices that 

promote biodiversity, soil 

health, and ecological 

resilience.  
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 landscape-led 

agriculture 

Utilizing medium-low lying 

regions for agriculture, 

reserving elevated regions for 

less water-resistant 

agricultural practices 

 

 Climate change 

adapted land use  

Working with rather than 

against the effects of climate 

change, letting those be the 

guiding force in determining 

land use practices.  

 

 Climate change 

adapted water 

management  

Practices of working with 

rather than against the effects 

of climate change, letting 

those be the guiding force 

water management practices. 

 

Knowledge

, learning 

and the role 

of 

education 

Learning is 

playful 

Learning is experienced 

through ongoing, often 

playful interactions with the 

natural world  

 

 Embodied 

learning 

In embodied learning 

processes, knowledge is not 

transferred but is experienced 

in outdoor nature settings  
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 Intergenerationa

l transfer of 

knowledge 

Intergenerational transfer of 

knowledge often happens 

informally, through family 

and community interaction 

 

 Formal nature-

inclusive 

education 

Outdoor learning from pre- 

and primary schools 

onwards, which include 

outdoor classrooms, school 

gardens, and field trips to 

local natural sites 

 

 

4.2. Human-nature values articulated by stakeholders  

The second goal of the research is uncovering the values of stakeholders towards nature  (see section 

2.1. Table 2). In the following, a thick description (Geertz 1973) of how stakeholders value and relate 

to nature will be presented. I advise the reader to carefully read the quotes, opening one’s senses to 

what is being said, because the quotes aim to deeply capture the experiences of stakeholders. The 

quotes provided serve as an example, with the number of interviews in containing each value listed 

under the column ‘#Nr.’. Sometimes, multiple example quotes are included either because of subtle 

variations or their rich content. In ‘Articulated value’ column lists the articulated value distilled from 

each quote. For the sake of the third research question, which will be answered section 4.3., the ‘Value 

category’ column will be used. Table 4 below gives an overview of the findings for RQ 2. An 

overview of the interview transcripts can be found in Appendix 2: Interview transcripts.  

 
 Table 4: Categorization of stakeholder values: articulated values, interview #nr., and representative quotes, listed according 

to respective NFF value category.  

NFF 
value 
category 

Articulated 
value 

#Nr. Quote (#interview source) 

Intrinsic  Preservation of 
nature 

2, 4, 6, 
9 

[…] to make sure that we can preserve the landscape, make 
sure that it stays the way it is and was meant to be. I think 
that's the most important thing. (#9) 

 Appreciation 
of beauty of 
nature 

5, 7, 8, 
9 

I really appreciate this landscape for what it is. […] It's 
really beautiful. (#4) 

 Inherent worth 
regardless of 

4, 9 To me, it is about understanding and appreciating the 
inherent worth of the natural world. It's not just about the 
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human ends economic or utilitarian value of nature, but also about its 
intrinsic value. (#8) 

Instrumen
tal 

Subsistence 
and livelihood 

3, 7, 8 For me, nature… there's the economic side too. Healthy 
nature means healthy farming, better products, happier 
customers. (#3) 

 Profits over 
Planet and 
People 

2, 4, 5, 
7, 8  

What I really find very problematic is when people talk 
about nature as a resource, that's a very anthropocentric 
perspective. Considering nature as something inferior to us, 
that we basically have a kind of God-given, or economical 
given right to harvest from. We plainly consider nature as a 
kind of economic resource. [...] And it positions in a way 
humans above nature. Which creates a kind of duality 
between the human species and nature, which I think is very 
problematic. And fundamentally problematic, if we continue 
to see ourselves as outside of nature, this is where all the 
trouble inherently came from so we should definitely turn 
this around into something more fruitful. (#2) 
 

 Nature for 
mental 
wellbeing 

3, 4, 5, 
7 

Sometimes I take a little time off, maybe go for a walk along 
the riverbank. It's a great place to clear your head, just 
watch the water flow by, see the wildlife. [...] There's 
something about just being outside in the fresh air that's 
just... well it's calming isn't it? (#3) 

 Nature for 
physical 
wellbeing 

1, 
3, 4  

I like to sport outside so you have fresh air and you're not 
restricted at a course. I always have my specific favourite 
route where I feel very free (#1) 

Relational Connection via 
childhood  

1, 
2, 
3, 
4, 
7, 
8, 
9 

“That sense of wonder, the joy I felt as a kid exploring the 
fields and being with the animals, that's still a big part of 
me. So, yeah, how I interacted with nature as a kid laid the 
groundwork for how I relate to it now. It's changed, 
evolved, but the core of it, that love and respect for the land, 
that's always been there.” (#3) 
 
“No, [I do not feel really connected to this place] because I 
only lived here for a year. So to me, it's still… it's not really 
familiar. Like the place where you grow up and you know 
every corner, every inch, played in it outside for years, 
that’s where you feel connected. For me, this is a new 
surrounding.” (#8) 

 Responsibility 
to future 
generations  

2, 3, 4, 
7, 8, 9   

We got to think about the future too, right? Making sure we 
leave things better for the next generation. (...) Also, there's 
this sense of responsibility, you know? We've got to leave 
things better than we found them. It's not just for us, it's for 
our kids, their kids. I think a lot about that. How what we do 
today shapes the world they'll live in. (...) I want to leave it 
better than I found it, make sure there's still a healthy, 
beautiful place for them to live and work. 
(#3) 
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[...] thinking about your life and the life of what is it 7 
generations after you, this long-term perspective, I think 
that's very important. (#2) 

 Emotional 
connections  
 

2, 3, 4, 
5, 7, 8 

“You know, for someone like me, a dairy farmer, living and 
working so close to nature, it's not just a job or a 
responsibility. There's this... deep emotional bond. 
Sometimes, it's like the land speaks to you. When you're out 
there, whether it's in the fields at dawn or watching the 
sunset after a long day, there's a feeling you get. It's hard to 
put into words, but it's powerful. It's peaceful, grounding.” 
(#3) 

 Sense of place  1, 2, 3, 
4, 7, 8   

I started craving a deeper connection with nature. I wanted 
to be surrounded by it, to live in it. When I first visited the 
area around the Lauwers river, it was like a light bulb went 
off in my head. I thought, "This is it. This is where I need to 
be." 
(#4) 

 Identity  2, 3, 4, 
5, 7, 9  

When you spend every day working the land, you develop 
this connection to it. You notice the small changes, the way 
the land responds to different treatments, the signs of the 
seasons changing. It's almost like the land becomes a part 
of you. (#3) 
 
So yeah, that's why Visvliet. It's not just where I work; it's a 
big part of who I am, you know? (#3) 

 Value in 
biodiversity   

1, 2, 4, 
6, 8, 9  

 Biodiversity is the cornerstone of life on earth, its richness 
sustains ecosystems and us. (#8) 

 Existential 
connections 

1, 2, 3, 
4, 5, 7  

As human you are just a part of nature and when you stay in 
a special place or in a special nature area, you become part 
of it. Yeah, that’s a good example, you're just part of it and 
you're just in it. You just are. (#1) 
  
It's a big love that I feel when I think about nature. It's so 
all around that I can hardly start to describe it. It's 
existential. (#7) 

 Awareness  1, 2, 4, 
7, 9  

[For some people] it's just a nice background, or resource 
to take from, but it does not have the special value. They are 
not aware of that. (#1) 
 
OK, so the most important themes for me when it comes to 
these themes, is, I think, the state of awareness, that I do not 
find in certain groups of people like in masses actually in 
the Western world, but that I hope will be found again, just 
by going into nature. (#7) 

 Reciprocity  3, 4, 7, 
8, 9 

Well, first off, it's about keeping things balanced. Like, you 
can't just take and take from the land and expect it to keep 
giving, right? It's a two-way street. (#3) 
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It [Research on nature- inclusive agriculture] is a way to 
still use nature or the landscape, but not only taking but 
also a bit giving. (#8) 

 Care and 
respect  

2, 3, 4, 
8, 9    

I guess what I'm trying to say is, the most important thing to 
me is making sure we're living in a way that's kind to our 
environment. It's all about respect, really – respecting the 
land, the water, the wildlife, and each other. We're all part 
of this big, beautiful, complicated world, and we've got to 
take care of it. That's what matters most to me. (#4) 

 Cultural 
traditions 

2, 3, 4, 
9 

So, being a part of that, continuing those traditions, while 
also bringing in new, sustainable practices, it's kind of an 
honour, really. (#3) 
 
[Land in the region is not consolidated (translated from 
“ruilverkaveling”)] so, if you work here, it’s a lot less 
efficient than if you have larger parcels. Yeah, and I'm 
proud of that. I'm farming here and we're used to it. So 
yeah, we have never knew another way. [...] And so it's part 
of it's part of our way of farming. They [hedgerows] have 
always been there. And you know, we don't know any other 
way of farming. (#9) 

 Sensational 
connection  

2, 3, 5, 
7 

The sounds fill my ears with joy and inspiration, and the air 
I can breathe, it’s the basic, the basic way of being. And it 
is the air and the water and the elements, that’s what make 
me live. [...] I go to the dike, to the Wad. And there I go 
view the, it’s the endlessness that I love about it. It’s a 
feeling of joy and belonging to a place. It’s still the dike, so 
it's industrial but me, myself I enjoy it so much there, it's so 
nice and I in the summer then I go and lay down in the 
water and super yeah so nice. (#5) 

 Leisure as 
connection 

3, 4, 5, 
7 

And of course there's just being outdoors with the family. 
Maybe a picnic or a bike ride through the countryside. The 
kids love it and it's a great way for us to connect not just 
with each other but with the environment around us. (#4) 

 Web of life 2, 4, 7 It's about recognizing that nature is a vast, interconnected 
system where every element, from the smallest insect to the 
largest river, has its own role and importance. (#4) 

 Spiritual 
connection 

2, 4,  
7 

And when I'm out there, just sitting and sketching, I 
sometimes think, "Man, this is it. This is what it's all about." 
Connecting with something bigger than myself. That's what 
the Lauwers landscape means to me. It's not just a place; 
it's a part of who I am. (#4) 
 
I mean having this deep spiritual connection with nature is 
very important. [...] I think one of the big issues is how can 
you create circumstances for people to become more aware 
and get more this spiritual connection. (#2) 

 Prerequisite 1, 7 Without nature, there's no human. So, it's very basic, I 
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for life think, nature can without humans. But humans cannot be 
without nature. We are interlinked. (#1) 
 
[Nature is], it's why I live. It's a prerequisite for living, for 
life on Earth. It is life on Earth. I see it as this word 
'Barbelo', it’s what I read in a book. It's mother earth. She 
gives life. She is life. I am her. And she is me. So, I love her 
the same way I love myself, the same way I love my child. 
And more than that. (#7) 

 Parenthood 2, 7 So, I'm related to this area because I moved there and now I 
have my kid there. And in this way, I'm just growing some 
roots in this area, but I'm relatively new to it. 
(#7) 

 Landscape 
heritage 

8, 9 Because I know where I am, I can almost like picture before 
me how it was formed and how it was created. So, I see and 
especially if I turn around, I look at Niehove now, and I see 
the hill with the church on top. And the houses scattered 
around it. And I feel... not really deeply connected because I 
did not grow up here. But I really appreciate this landscape 
for what it is, how it was given over to us.  
(#8) 

 

4.2.1. Concluding note 

In summary, the interviews in this study give a rich overview of human-nature values. In total three 

values emerged that can be grouped under intrinsic values, relating to the preservation of nature, 

appreciation of beauty and inherent worth. Four articulated values can be identified as instrumental 

values, including subsistence and livelihood, profits over planet and people, nature's utility for human 

physical well-being and for human mental wellbeing. Relational values emerged as a varied and rich 

component of Table 4, with stakeholders expressing emotional, spiritual, and cultural connections to 

the natural world. These values include connection via childhood, future generations, emotional 

connections, sense of place, identity, value in biodiversity, existential connections, awareness, 

reciprocity, care and respect, cultural traditions, sensational connection, leisure as connection, web of 

life, spiritual connection, prerequisite for life, parenthood, landscape heritage .  

 

4.3. Challenges in translating articulated values to NFF value categories 

The third goal of the research is identifying the challenges of translating the findings to the NFF 

tripartite categorization of nature values, aiming to reveal the adequacy of the categorization for 

capturing plural values. The analysis highlights several key challenges. Firstly, there is an uneven 

distribution of articulated values across the three categories, with a predominant frequency and variety 

in relational values. Next, instrumental values are often perceived negatively by stakeholders in this 

study, complicating the instrumental value category in the NFF. Third, several overlaps emerged in the 

articulated values, which blurs the distinctions that the tripartite model establishes. In the following, 

the results will be presented. 
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4.3.1. Uneven distribution over three categories 

The data shows that the articulated values by stakeholders cannot be distributed evenly over the three 

NFF value categories of intrinsic, instrumental and relational. Three articulated values are grouped 

under intrinsic, four under instrumental and nineteen under relational values. Table 5 exemplifies the 

uneven distribution over the categories.  

 
Table 5: Articulated values grouped into intrinsic, instrumental and relational values results in an uneven distribution with a 

higher frequency and variety of relational values.  

Intrinsic values Instrumental values Relational values 

Preservation of nature Subsistence and livelihood 

 

Connection via childhood  

Appreciation of beauty of 

nature 

Profits over Planet and People Responsibility to future 

generations  

Inherent worth regardless of 

human ends 

Nature for mental wellbeing Emotional connections  

 

 Nature for physical wellbeing Sense of place  

  Identity  

  Value in biodiversity   

  Existential connections 

  Awareness  

  Reciprocity  

  Care and respect  

  Cultural traditions 

  Sensational connection  

  Leisure as connection 

  Web of life 

  Spiritual connection 

  Prerequisite for life 

  Parenthood 

  Landscape heritage 

 

Notably, intrinsic and instrumental values are more seldom referenced by stakeholders. In stark 

contrast, the bulk of the values emerging from the data were relational. This predominance suggests 

that stakeholders place a significant emphasis on the relations between humans and nature, valuing 

aspects such as emotional bonds, spiritual connections, and the embeddedness of human activities 

within the natural landscape. In conclusion, this analysis reveals a significant discord in the 

distribution of values articulated by stakeholders towards the relational values category, as opposed to 

intrinsic or instrumental values. This finding underscores the complexity of relationality in human-

nature values as perceived by the stakeholders and highlights the need for climate adaptation and 

mitigation strategies that are attuned to these relational values. 

 

4.3.2. Negative perception associated with instrumental values  

The next challenge arises in that the data reveals that stakeholders predominantly regard and refer to 

instrumental valuation of nature in a negative way, particularly in the context of agriculture. That is, 

instances where instrumental valuation of nature were spoken of, often carried a negative connotation, 

emphasizing critiques to the ways nature is exploited and commodified in farming practices. An 
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illustrative example is provided by Interviewee 5, who describes the extensive mowing practices of a 

local farmer.  

 

“This is what I wanted to show you. Do you see this grassland? It belongs to  

that farmer over there. If you see how far they go with mowing… They don't leave a thing for 

[wild] animals to roam through. They mow until the water stream, here, and deer and rabbits 

and other animals will not come here anymore. It’s terrible. Yeah, this is ridiculous. So, every 

single centimetre, they use for the profits of their farms. Like that. So, they also take the grass 

from this slope, until the water right down there. The contrast is extreme [pointing to the tree 

covered land we have previously walked on]. They take nature and use it for profits, and they 

don't allow any deer or birds or anything else to grow here apart from their dairy cows. No, 

no, no, no, no, they, they they don't enjoy nature. They they have dollars in their eyes, yeah. 

And they call themselves farmers. But for me farming means working with nature.” 

(Interviewee 5).  

 

Echoing the same negative perception, Interviewee 8 criticizes the over-efficient, non-organic farming 

methods that they witness in the local landscape, further describing the negative consequences of 

instrumental valuation of nature: 

 

“The surroundings are all farmland and most of the farms are just regular, non -organic 

farms, and they all have it really, really clean and efficient. Yeah. So, there's this Engels 

Raaigras that they mow everything until the water or until the road. And it becomes too 

efficient for my taste, and too barren too. That's something I don't like. It's a bit too efficient 

and there's not a lot of room for spontaneity or nature in a way, it's all very barren. [...] I do 

not like it when people use nature like instrumentally to their economic means and they don't 

leave any room for nature itself, so they just take without leaving something left. It's not only 

taking, but taking like 110% in a way. It is so efficient that everything on the short run, but the 

landscape becomes like depleted in a way. One of the things we are actively working on, is to 

facilitate research on nature- inclusive agriculture. It's a way to still use nature or the 

landscape, but not only taking but also a bit giving.” (Interviewee 8) 

 

Interviewee 2 speaks of the anthropogenic perspective that problematizes instrumental valuation of 

nature:  

 

“What I really find very problematic is when people talk about nature as a resource, that's a 

very anthropocentric perspective. Considering nature as something inferior to us, that we 

basically have a kind of God-given, or economical given right to harvest from. We plainly 

consider nature as a kind of economic resource.” (Interviewee 2) 

 

In sum, instrumental values are often negatively perceived, predominantly in the context of 

instrumental uses of nature through farming practices in the area, which are seen as overly exploitative 

and are contrasted with the stakeholders' held values. They see this as harmful and opposite to farming 

practices that are sustainable. This has implications for the use of instrumental values in the NFF, 

which will be discussed in the discussion below (see Chapter 5).   

 

4.3.3. Overlap of instrumental values with relational values  

The next challenge occurs in the overlap that emerged in the data between instrumental and relational 

valuation of nature. While instrumental values refer to the use of nature for economic gains, the 
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reflections of stakeholders show these are frequently interwoven with relational values that emphasize 

among others emotional bonds, gratitude, and reciprocity. This is illuminated through the practices and 

ethical considerations articulated by the participants in this study, notably those engaged in agriculture 

within the Lauwers basin. These individuals demonstrate that instrumental valuation of nature are 

fundamental components of the relationships that they have with the land. The broader ideals of 

respect for the land and reciprocity become tangible in the actual processes and interactions involved 

in deriving instrumental value from nature.  For instance, Interviewee 8 articulates a practice of 

farming that is profoundly influenced by a relational appreciation of the land. They spoke about the 

significance of future generations and non-human flourishing in their approach to farming. They 

describe their economic activities as intentionally designed not to deplete the landscape but to allow 

for the coexistence and flourishing of diverse species. This is an illustration of how reciprocity, respect 

and relations with the land are embedded within the concrete practices of extracting economic value 

from nature for human ends.   

 

“For me, as a dairy farmer, it's really about seeing how crucial a healthy environment is. It's 

more than just fields for cows or water. It's about balancing what we take from nature with 

what we give back. Like, making sure we don't mess up the whole ecosystem, keeping the 

biodiversity thing going, you know? It's not just about using nature for farming and all. It's 

more like, respecting it, working with it, not against it. We got to think about the future too, 

right? Making sure we leave things better for the next generation. It's not just about having 

enough grass for the cows or enough water. It's the whole picture – the birds, the bees, the... 

you know, the whole ecosystem. You start to see how everything's connected. If one thing goes 

off balance, it will mess up a lot of other things. And, yeah, there's the economic side too. 

Healthy nature means healthy farming, better products, happier customers. But it's more than 

just profits. It's about doing the right thing, for the land, for the community, for the future. [...] 

As a dairy farmer, the land isn't just where I work; it's a huge part of who I am. [...] I feel like 

I'm a caretaker of the land, not just using it. It's about working with the land, understanding 

its rhythms and cycles. I need to know when to plant, when to let fields rest, how to manage 

the soil. It's this ongoing conversation between me and the earth, kind of a partnership. It's 

about care, respect, and a deep sense of connection. [...] There's this... deep emotional bond. 

Sometimes, it's like the land speaks to you. When you're out there, whether it's in the fields at 

dawn or watching the sunset after a long day, there's a feeling you get. It's hard to put into 

words, but it's powerful.” (Interviewee 3) 

 

This quote demonstrates how the stakeholder does use the land as a resource for economic benefit 

whilst also perceiving the land as a partner in a reciprocal relationship. While acknowledging the 

economic aspects of farming—"Healthy nature means healthy farming, better products, happier 

customers"— the stakeholder clearly states that their practices are "more than just profits." This 

indicates an understanding that economic benefits derived from nature are balanced with ethical 

considerations and practices that nurture rather than exploit the land. Here, the instrumental value of 

nature (providing resources for dairy farming) is seamlessly integrated with relational aspects (respect 

and care for the ecosystem). Furthermore, the stakeholder’s description of their connection with the 

land—"It's like the land speaks to you"—reveals an emotional and almost spiritual relationship with 

nature. This bond informs their practices towards nature, driving them to use the land in a way that 

respects and fosters its wellbeing. This connection elevates the practice of farming from a purely 

instrumental act to one imbued with relational ethics, where care, respect, and a deep sense of 

connection guide the interaction with and valuation of nature.  
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Also, the following instance interviewee 8 shows an overlap between instrumental and relational 

values towards nature. They first express a preference for a landscape that maintains place for 

biodiversity and wilderness to thrive, and then critiques the overly efficient approach that leads to a 

barren landscape, typical of non-organic farms in the Lauwers basin region. Then they go on:  

 

“One of the things we are actively working on, is to facilitate research on nature- inclusive 

agriculture. It's a way to still use nature or the landscape, but not only taking but also a bit 

giving. I think nature is more than just separate plants and animals. For me it's the landscape, 

and what that facilitates. What species could grow and live there. [...] A lot of people who 

maybe do not have a professional or even personal connection to nature, they see nature as 

‘outside’ and they cycle through the land and they say wow, everything is so green here. But 

when I look at such a grassland, I see just like a desert, like a green desert. And to me, its not 

nature, I mean of course its nature, but it's not. It's more of a broken landscape. You see that 

it's broken. It’s a very poor landscape, because species cannot grow there. Its basically just 

economic needs fulfilling nature, but I don’t call that nature.” (Interviewee 8) 

 

Note how they discuss their efforts in facilitating research on nature-inclusive agriculture, which is 

inherently instrumental as it still involves using the landscape for farming. However, the approach is 

backed by a commitment to ensuring that such use does not solely extract value but also gives back to 

the ecosystem. This reflects a relational ethic, as the stakeholder considers the broader ecological 

impacts of farming practices. Notably, these relational values are present in the concrete processes 

involved in extracting instrumental value from nature. They explain that nature-inclusive agriculture 

nature is instrumentally valued whilst also ensuring that other species can thrive.  Note, too, how they 

consider the broader ecological roles of a landscape: "I think nature is more than just separate plants 

and animals. For me it's the landscape, and what that facilitates.” This preference shows a valuation 

of nature that goes beyond its immediate utility.  

In sum, stakeholders demonstrates that, while farming practices are instrumental in essence, driven by 

human needs for food and income, these activities are intertwined with a relational understanding of 

the landscape. Coding their perspective on nature as merely instrumental would downplay the 

relationality that is also present in their perspective. The implications of this finding are discussed in 

the discussion (see Chapter 5). 

 

4.3.4. Overlap in intrinsic values with relational values   

 

The next challenge occurs in the overlap between intrinsic and relational values toward nature among 

stakeholders. This overlap is particularly evident in the context of biodiversity, preservation of nature, 

nature’s worth regardless of human ends, and appreciation of nature’s beauty . The data shows that 

some stakeholders explicitly couple expressions of intrinsic values with expressions of relational 

values. As explained in the methodology chapter, the process of identifying values of stakeholders, 

was by coding interviews for expressions where nature is valued inherently, independent of any 

human benefit. However, it was frequently observed that when stakeholders articulate an intrinsic 

value toward nature, it was soon coupled with an expression of relational values towards nature, 

highlighting emotional bonds with non-human species and relations of reciprocity.  This shows that 

intrinsic values can be explicitly interwoven with and overlapping relational values. For instance, the 

perspective of interviewee 4 when speaking about their vision:  
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“In this future, the natural beauty of the Lauwers area is preserved very well, and not only 

that but also enhanced actually. The rivers, the fields, they're all thriving, not just as a 

background for us to live in, but because they deserve to thrive.” (In terviewee 4)  

 

At first, interviewee 4’s vision emphasizes Lauwers area’s natural beauty. The motivation to preserve 

the natural environment is because it deserves to thrive, speaks to an intrinsic appreciation of nature. 

Nature in this case is being valued for its own sake, beyond any utilitarian use it might offer to 

humans. This expression of intrinsic values aligns with our coding framework, which seeks to identify 

when stakeholders value nature based solely on their inherent worth. However, interviewee 4 goes on 

to reveal relational values toward natural beauty: 

 

“In my art, I strive to capture the beauty of nature, hoping to inspire others to appreciate and 

protect it. In a way, each brushstroke is a tribute to the wonders of the natural world and a 

call to cherish and preserve it.” (Interviewee 4) 

 

This subsequent statement shows how Interviewee 4’s intrinsic valuation of natural beauty is 

interwoven with a relational valuation natural beauty. The act of creating art that reflects nature’s 

beauty is more than an appreciation of nature for the sake of nature itself - its also an activity guided 

by and embedded in relations. Their act of painting serves as a medium through which the beauty of 

nature is communicated to other human beings, in an effort to contribute to preservation of that natural 

beauty. Thereby, it is also an act of guardianship, aiming to foster a collective appreciation of and 

responsibility toward environmental preservation. It shows that the values interviewee 4 holds toward 

nature encompasses intrinsic values, but cannot be understood in its core as completely, purely 

intrinsic values toward nature. Also, interviewee 7 demonstrates a similar explicit interconnection 

between intrinsic values expressions and relational understanding of and engagement with nature:  

 

“Nature is not just the living trees or the mosses, or the things that turn brown in autumn or 

the birth of a little bird or another animal, but it's also the clouds and the immense mountains. 

Of course, these things are immensely beautiful by and for itself. These elements of nature 

exist not for what they do for us, but for their own sake. Each component of the natural world 

has its own right to flourish and be. But, like, what a sight at those things can do to you as a 

person. Yeah, it is humbling and empowering at the same time, I actually value nature with 

the bottom of my heart. I love nature.” (Interviewee 7) 

 

This quote firstly expresses intrinsic valuation of nature, irrespective of what nature does for humans. 

Then, it goes on to touch upon the personal impact of seeing natural elements and demonstrates how 

an expression of intrinsic valuation of nature can go hand in hand with a deep, personal connection 

and appreciation that motivates feelings of love - values that are regarded relational.    

 

“(...) So for example, I'm feeling down, I can go outside and make a walk and what I will see, 

what I see in nature, it calms my mind. So in that sense, it helps me. For example, I have a 

fight with my husband. I go out. And I see some birds, being peacefully together in a pond. 

And sometimes, you know, squeaking and making funny noises or having a small bird fight 

that I can watch from a distance. And this makes me, that I can relativize, it makes it easier to 

deal with my own problems in a way, so it's kind of a place where I search calmth and I get 

resilience from it. So, it helps me to live.” (Interviewee 7) 
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In sum, these intrinsic valuations are embedded in relational values, characterized by a personal 

connection with nature, which regards natural elements as more than an object of admiration and 

rather a source of personal resilience and emotional strength. The implications of this findings will be 

discussed in the discussion (see Chapter 5).   

 

4.3.5. Intrinsic values and humans as part of nature 

The final challenge arises from the ways in which intrinsic values are articulated by stakeholders 

versus in the literature. In literature, intrinsic values are commonly defined as the inherent worth of 

nature, independent of any utility it may provide to humans (Chan et al. 2016). However, the data 

reveals a deeper complexity where expressions of intrinsic values also encompass the view of humans 

as an integral part of nature. The data shows that there are stakeholders that intrinsically value nature 

‘for its own sake’, including humans, who are seen as an inherent part of nature. Such expressions 

seem intrinsic valuations at first but contain more than just intrinsic values because they speak of 

integrated relationships between humans and the natural world. This is exemplified by the following 

quote: 

 

“We must shift toward recognizing and valuing nature for its own sake, understanding that we 

are an integral part of it, not apart from it. [...] What I usually say is the problem is that we 

often see this duality between mankind and nature, and there's barbed wire between us. You 

do not touch nature. That's a reserve, and there, that’s human society. And I think that's 

deadly wrong. It only perpetuates the track that we have wrongfully gotten into. [It] is also 

emerging still from the exploitation perspective on nature. We have to realise that we are, as a 

species, ecosystem engineers. We have done a lot of damage to ecosystems. But we have also 

the opportunity of really contributing to nature as we are nature. [...] [I value] in particular 

also the people that are very outspoken against the nature preservation. These people are 

usually very deeply connected with the nature, but they don't want it to turn into a kind of 

protected park with all kinds of signs of things that you're not allowed to do. Because these 

people have been living there for a long time. They're part of nature. And it's also like they 

feel they're being excluded through having these kinds of preservation rules on that. [...] 

[Usually] it positions in a way humans above nature, which creates a kind of duality between 

the human species and nature, which I think is very problematic. And fundamentally 

problematic, if we continue to see ourselves as outside of nature, this is where all the trouble 

inherently came from so, we should definitely turn this around into something more fruitful. 

[...] So I'm very interested in, for example, projects here where they built artificial reefs in the 

Wadden sea, and the return of sea grass. And in Africa, you have the Green Zone, the 

reforestation projects, and so on. And I think these are typical projects that originate from a 

deep love for nature and that carry their value in that humans really are active part of nature 

and contributing to biodiversity.” (Interviewee 2)  

 

In sum, the idea that intrinsic value of nature can be entirely independent of any utility it may bring to 

humans, does not hold in the cases of participants of this study. Hence, the interconnected perspective 

challenges the classical concept of intrinsic values, which conceptually sees humans as separate from 

nature. In these cases, intrinsic values fail to include the integrated relationships between humans and 

the natural world that stakeholders spoke of. The implications of this finding for the use of intrinsic 

values in the NFF will be discussed in the discussion (see Chapter 5).  

  

4.3.6. Concluding note 

In summary, this section aimed to answer the question how stakeholders’ values can be translated to 
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the NFF’s value categories of intrinsic, instrumental and relational. The results have shown several 
challenges in translating stakeholder values to the NFF. These are: 1) uneven distribution across 
categories - the values articulated by stakeholders are not evenly distributed across the three 
categories, with a higher frequency and variety in relational values. Intrinsic and instrumental values 
are more seldom referenced, and when instrumental values are mentioned, they are often perceived 
negatively by stakeholders. 2) Negative perception of instrumental valuation: stakeholders 
predominantly regard and refer to instrumental valuation of nature negatively . This perspective is 
particularly evident in particular in the context of farming practices and in broader, conceptual terms 
as well. 3) Overlap between categories: there is a notable overlap between instrumental and intrinsic 
values on the one hand and relational values on the other hand. We have shown that, particularly in the 
context of agriculture, where utilization of nature is balanced with ethical considerations, practices that 
nurture the land in reciprocity and emotional bonds. This blend challenges the tripartite categorization 
of nature values by demonstrating how values that may initially appear instrumental—such as the 
economic use of nature—can be intertwined with relational aspects like respect, gratitude, and a 
broader, holistic understanding of nature. Similarly, there emerged an overlap between intrinsic and 
relational values, as stakeholders explicitly couple intrinsic values toward nature with integrated 
relationships between humans and nature. 4) The traditional concept on intrinsic values is challenged 
by stakeholders who value nature for its own sake whilst holding the perspective that humans are an 
integral part of nature. This challenges the traditional concept because intrinsic values conceptually 
perceive humans as separate from nature. The implications of these findings are discussed below.  
 

5. Discussion 
 

The following section will discuss the findings with the aim of answering the main research question. 

Firstly, the contributions to the literature will be discussed, then, the limitations of this research, and 

lastly, the implications of this study as well avenues of future research. 

 

5.1. Contributions to the literature 

 

This study indicates that stakeholders’ values toward nature cannot be adequately translated to the 

NFF value categories without significant challenges. Based on the findings, the key challenges are: (1) 

relational values prevalent in stakeholders’ value systems, (2) negative perception on instrumental 

values, (3) overlap between categories, and (4) moving beyond the concept of intrinsic values’ human-

nature dichotomy.  

 

Relational values prevalent in stakeholders’ values 

We found that the values articulated by stakeholders are not evenly distributed across the three 

categories, with a large prevalence in variety and frequency within the category relational values 

(section 4.1. Table 4). Under intrinsic values, three articulated values were categorized: Preservation 

of nature, Appreciation of nature’s beauty, Inherent worth regardless of human ends. Also, under 

instrumental values three articulated values were groped: Profits over planet and people, Nature for 

mental wellbeing and Nature for physical wellbeing. Contrarily, under relational values, nineteen 

articulated values were grouped: Connection via childhood, Responsibility to future generations, 

Emotional connections, Sense of place, Identity, Value in biodiversity, Existential connections, 

Awareness, Reciprocity, Care and respect, Cultural traditions, Sensational connection, Leisure as 

connection, Web of life, Spiritual connection, Prerequisite for life, Parenthood, Landscape heritage.  
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A possible explanation for this difference in variety and frequency can be found in the paper of Maier 

and Feest (2016). They pose a critique to the IPBES for their attempt to combine intrinsic, 

instrumental, and relational values in the NFF, despite the fundamental differences in meanings and 

applications of these three value concepts. The authors point to an important ‘conceptual mismatch’. 

Intrinsic and instrumental values refer to normative aspects of value, concerned with the question of 

what is good, worth and valuable. The main difference between intrinsic and instrumental is where the  

worth is derived from, in the former that is in the entity that is valued, in the latter that is in “the extent 

to which they satisfy human preferences and desires” (Maier & Feest, 2016, p.9). On the other hand, 

relational values refer to descriptive aspects of value, describing the relations and their significance. 

Relational values describe the varied cultural, emotional and spiritual relations that people experience 

with nature.  Maier and Feest (2016) state that these categories are "not merely different categories of 

value, but entirely different subjects" (Maier & Feest, 2016, p. 8). This finding presents a significant 

implication in terms of the relevance of the NFF, as it shows that the three value categories used, do 

not have the same fundamental meanings. Rather, the fact that they hold fundamentally different 

meanings, stresses the need to harmonize the foundations of this model, which we will come back to 

below. 

 

Instrumental values and its link to exploitative worldviews  

Our study found that stakeholders often perceive the instrumental valuation of nature negatively 

(section 4.3.). A reason is that stakeholders link instrumental values to exploitative practices and 

worldviews. Stakeholders find it problematic when people perceive nature as a resource from which 

they have the right to harvest, because this attitude has extensively contributed to contemporary 

sustainability problems. This finding is echoed in literature that outlines that instrumental values are 

rooted in commodified economics (Luque-Lora, 2022) and in utilitarian logics that reinforce the 

marketization and appropriation of nature (Muradian and Pascual 2018; Urzedo and Robinson 2023).  

Interestingly, Chan et al. (2016) use exactly the same reasoning to argue for relational values to be 

added to nature value frameworks. However, the NFF has incorporated relational values alongside 

intrinsic and instrumental values without changing the role of instrumental values. This could continue 

a discourse grounded in utilitarian logics and the subsequent commodification and exploitation of 

nature, a criticism noted by the developers of the NFF (Chan et al. 2016; Maier and Feest 2016; 

Neuteleers and Deliège 2020).  

 

Instrumental values embedded in relational values 

Several overlaps have emerged in value categories (section 4.3.), problematizing the use and role of 

each separate category. Firstly, stakeholders can value nature instrumentally in a relational way, 

especially in agriculture when economic uses of nature are coupled with ethical considerations, 

emotional bonds and practices that nurture the land in reciprocity. This finding challenges the concept 

of ‘purely’ instrumental values, by demonstrating that values that may appear instrumental at first can 

be intertwined with, embedded in or practiced through relational aspects like respect, gratitude, and a 

broader, holistic understanding of nature. This finding aligns with Luque-Lora’s interpretation (2022), 

who argues that instrumental values are often a simplified subset of more complex relational modes, 

and that purely instrumental views can only be reasonably justified by abstracting from the inherent 

relational complexity of these values.  

 

Intrinsic values coupled with relational values  

The data also shows an overlap between intrinsic and relational values. Stakeholders can couple 

intrinsic with relational values, for example when valuing natural elements irrespective of their utility 

to humans and then discussing the impact of those natural elements on their personal and emotional 
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connections with those natural elements, i.e. values that are regarded relational. Furthermore, some 

stakeholders challenged the concept of intrinsic values by viewing humans an integral part of nature. 

This implies that intrinsic values do sometimes fail to capture the nuances of stakeholders’ 

experiences. This aligns with scholars’ arguments, who say that intrinsic values perpetuate the human-

nature dichotomy (e.g. Liburd, Blichfeldt and Duedahl, 2021). Also, it aligns with Piccolo’s (Piccolo 

2017) critique on intrinsic values, which he argues are unhelpful as a concept for developing 

sustainable futures, because they often reinforce an anthropocentric worldview. Intrinsic values are 

conceptually separating humans from nature, thus perpetuating a human-centred (anthropocentric) 

perspective that fails to recognize the interconnectedness of all life forms (eco-centric) (ibid.). He 

stressed the need of moving beyond the limitations of anthropocentric thinking. In effect, we argue 

that the concept eco-centric worldviews may provide a meaningful pathway for further research about 

which values might help in bringing about desirable and sustainable futures. As such, this study can be 

regarded as a contribution to the growing body of literature on ecocentrism, by having provided 

specific accounts of what such eco-centric perspectives may entail.  

 

Similarities between Indigenous and western value systems 

Another significant contribution to the literature is that this study points to the similarity between 

value systems in the north of the Netherlands and those of Indigenous value systems previously 

studied. The results of this study are similar to numerous scholars’ findings, who discuss the 

limitations of traditional nature values frameworks in representing indigenous values (e.g.,  (Díaz et al. 

2018; Luque-Lora 2022; Sheremata 2018; Tengö et al. 2017; Urzedo and Robinson 2023). For 

instance, both Indigenous peoples in the literature and the western stakeholders in this study 

emphasize relational perspectives that highlight the interconnectedness of their local social-cultural-

ecological systems. In specific, the focus on intergenerational responsibility and community practices 

reflects a relational worldview similar to that observed in many indigenous cultures. Therefore, this 

study contributes to the literature on plural valuation of nature by demonstrating that relational value 

systems are not only pertinent to the inclusion of Indigenous perspectives but are also relevant among 

stakeholders in the western world. It underscores the importance of recognizing and integrating 

diverse value systems in environmental management and policymaking, beyond the traditional 

dichotomy of western and indigenous frameworks. 

 

5.2. Limitations 

As is common in scientific practice, the limitations that occurred during this research will be addressed  

here. Participant selection bias was identified as a potential bias in the data collection process (Lehner 

et al. 2008). Out of forty-one potential participants, nineteen did not have time for an interview and 

four declined to participate ‘out of principle’. Notably, these four decliners were farmers who 

expressed a distrust in scientific research and in policymakers. This has potentially led to an 

underrepresentation of certain stakeholder groups, which has significant implications for this study 

external validity, or the extent to which the results of this study can be generalized to broader 

populations. Although two farmers were included in the final participants list to ensure representation, 

they may not fully capture the perspectives of typical farmers in the region. In qualitative research, it is 

common to work with smaller sample sizes, as the focus is on gaining in -depth insights and 

understanding complex phenomena rather than achieving broad generalizability.  While the limited 

sample size may constrain the ability to generalize findings to the broader population, this limitation 

can be addressed by recognizing the value of qualitative research in uncovering nuanced 

understandings that might be overlooked in larger-scale studies (Kirchherr and Charles 2018). 

Additionally, clearly documenting the research context and participant characteristics allows others to 
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assess the applicability of the results to different settings. Therefore, to further mitigate this limitation, 

transparency was offered on the selection process and criteria .  

 

A notable limitation is the relatively small sample size of stakeholders. While this allowed the 

researcher to gain an in-depth understanding of each participant's vision and values, it may have 

compromised the generalizability of the findings. The intimate sample size enabled detailed and 

lengthy data collection, fostering the depth of the exploration of human-nature values within the 

stakeholder group. However, this depth may come at the expense of breadth, as the limited number of 

participants means the results may not fully represent the wider population.  Future research should 

aim to include more participants to enhance the generalizability and external validity of this study. 

 

A limitation was the socio-economic participation bias, referring to a restricted demographic of 

participants, covering predominantly those with sufficient time and financial resources to participate in 

research  (Elston 2021). Due to this study’s inability to provide financial compensation for 

participants' time, the study predominantly included individuals who were not constrained by time or 

financial pressures. Consequently, this excluded various demographic groups, notably minorities, 

lower-income individuals, and those who could not afford to miss a day of work due to financial 

necessity. The scope and financial resources available for this study did not enable the researcher to 

address this limitation.  

 

Regarding data analysis, subjective bias was a concern, referring to the influence of opinions, 

preferences or beliefs of the researcher to influence the interpretation of the data. To address this, 

iterative feedback loops with both peer reviewers and stakeholders were employed. Interim findings 

were discussed with stakeholders, and interview transcripts with codes and interpretations were sent to 

them for confirmation and feedback. All interviewees were given this opportunity, and five out of 

twelve responded, leading to minor adjustments. Peer consultations were also conducted during the 

coding process. Additionally, substantial portions of raw data and interview scripts have been shared 

in this document for transparency and verification by the reader. Thereby, these measures have 

contributed to a reduction of subjective bias.   

 

Another limitation regarding data collection entailed that the interviews were conducted in English for 

the purpose of transcription. All interviewees were Dutch and, hence, English was not their mother 

language. However, the researcher asked whether the interviewees were comfortable conducting the 

interview in English and all interviewees consented to it. In order to address this bias, the researcher 

had expressed the possibility of doing the interview in Dutch or turning to Dutch at any given t ime 

during the interview. This has happened once, during which a stakeholder expressed that they 

preferred Dutch in order to nuance their expressions. This research serves as a segway for more local 

research into relational values, in which interviewees can talk in their mother language to further 

enhance local understanding of relational values.  

 

Tying limitations to future actions 

The identified weaknesses, including selection and socio-economic participation biases, and the use of 

a non-native language for interviews, have been weighed against the research questions and project 

goals. To address these issues in future research, off ering financial compensation to participants is 

recommended to include underrepresented groups. Additionally, conducting interviews in the 

participants' native language will further enhance the accuracy and depth of the data. These 

adjustments will improve the external validity through generalizability, contributing to a more 

comprehensive understanding of relational values in diverse contexts. Furthermore, employing 
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additional methods, such as focus groups can provide a wider range of perspectives and can foster 

interaction between participants. Combining focus group discussions with existing drawing exercises 

and walking interviews can offer a richer understanding of plural values and can offer rich insights 

into how these can be captured for policymaking processes. Another benefit of organizing a 

reoccurring focus group is also that the post-interview communication between researcher and 

participant may take less effort and time.  

 

5.3. Implications and avenues for further research 

This research provides the first qualitative exploration of relational values in stakeholder value 

systems to assess the adequacy of the NFF’s categories of intrinsic, instrumental and relational values. 

The findings have significant implications for both academia and society.  

 

Academic implications 

The study reveals that stakeholders value nature in multiple and diverse ways, demonstrating the 

importance of understanding these values for policymaking. Unlike previous quantitative studies 

((Feucht et al. 2023), this research qualitatively and inductively explored relational values, offering 

bottom-up insights that contribute to refining of the NFF. This approach has uncovered valuable 

insights that help the NFF to more accurately represent and incorporate plural values into their 

decision-making processes. This study has found several challenges in translating stakeholder values 

to the NFF, which implies that the NFF is currently not suitable for capturing accurately the values of 

people on the ground. These insights, however, only serve as a basis for further research, which should 

be directed towards understanding what transformations the NFF can go through in order to 

incorporate relational values in a more accurate way. The concept of eco-centric worldviews (Piccolo 

2017) holds considerable potential for an avenue for further development of the NFF.  

 

Further research should investigate the power dynamics involved in the development of the NFF. 

Understanding these processes is crucial for determining how refinements to the NFF can be 

integrated into the mainstream. This concern is shared by scholars such as Luque-Lora (personal 

communication, 10/04/2024) and Baard (2024), who have noted that despite relevant critiques of the 

NFF, there appears limited engagement from the scientific community. Future studies could examine 

the dynamics within IPBES or similar institutions, identifying the factors necessary to influence and 

implement changes effectively.  

 

Societal implications 

Climate change and other problems pose fundamental threats to our future livelihoods, economies and 

nature. The contributions of humans to these problems are irrefutable, and a transition to sustainable 

worldviews and practices is considered indispensable. The NFF was developed to understand the ways 

in which visions for a desirable future can be created, and to capture and represent the plural values of 

stakeholders for policy-making purposes. In terms of policy, this research has demonstrated that the 

NFF which is now widely used by policymakers is until now failing to accurately represent the value 

systems of people on the ground. This is because the findings of this study could not be translated to 

the NFF without significant challenges. This is a problematic finding as it indicates that current policy 

is not effective in realizing its objective of being inclusive of stakeholders’ values. From the data it 

emerged that significant alterations need to be implemented in the NFF to change this trend. The 

incorporation of relational values into the framework has been a good step forwards in terms of 

representing the values of stakeholders. But the continuation of instrumental and intrinsic values in the 

framework does not incorporate the critique of many people on the ground, nor of many scholars who 
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echo the same sentiments, and fosters the risk of continuing exploitative discourse, worldviews and 

practices around nature.  

 

The societal implication of not considering this study’s findings, is the risk that a discourse is 

continued in policymaking that does not accurately represent stakeholder values. The NFF’s inclusion 

of instrumental values has been criticized by both stakeholders and academics and may reinforce 

exploitative practices and the marketization of nature. Additionally, the inclusion of intrinsic values in 

the NFF can contribute to a perpetuation of the problematic human-nature dichotomy, which does not 

accurately represent the ways stakeholders consider and relate to nature. Giving greater emphasis to 

relational values, which are shown to be significantly present in stakeholders’ value systems, policies 

can better reflect the plural values of stakeholders. Based on the findings, a transformation of the NFF 

is needed to more accurately represent stakeholders’ values. Policies grounded in the actual values of 

stakeholders are more likely to gain public approval and be sustainable.  
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6. Conclusion  

In this concluding chapter, the aim is to answer the main research question. This thesis has set out to 

explore the role of relational values in stakeholders’ value systems and to evaluate the adequacy of the 

NFF in capturing these values. The main research question was: In what ways does relationality 

manifest in human-nature values of stakeholders in the Lauwers river basin, and what does this reveal 

about the adequacy of the NFF value categories of intrinsic, instrumental, and relational?  

 

The first sub-question and aim of this study was to explore how stakeholders envision a sustainable 

and desirable future in the Lauwers river basin in fifty years. This was important because we needed to 

know these visions before being able to understand the values underlying positive visions for the 

future. The analysis revealed that stakeholders’ visions encompass three main themes: mindset and 

awareness, physical interactions with nature, and knowledge and learning. Stakeholders envision a 

shift in mindset and worldviews towards nature and increased awareness of interconnectedness with 

and responsibility towards nature and future generations. They also envision a change is physical 

interactions with nature, emphasizing biodiversity-enhancing practices, sustainable food production, 

and climate-led land use. Additionally, stakeholders envision increased knowledge on nature and 

stress the importance of outdoor education and embodied learning to cultivate a connection with 

nature, particularly among young children. 

 

The second sub-question and aim was to uncover the human-nature values underlying these visions. 

The study identified twenty-six human-nature values: preservation of nature, appreciation of nature’s 

beauty, inherent worth of nature, subsistence and livelihood, profits over people and planet, nature for 

physical wellbeing, nature for mental wellbeing, connection via childhood, responsibility to future 

generations, emotional connections, sense of place, identity, value in biodiversity, existential 

connections, awareness, reciprocity, care and respect, cultural traditions, sensational connections, 

leisure as connection, web of life, spiritual connections, prerequisite for life, parenthood, landscape 

heritage.  

 

The third sub-question and aim was to analyse how stakeholders’ values can be translated to the NFF 

categories. For this sake, these values that emerged from the data were grouped under intrinsic, 

instrumental and relational values. This process highlighted several challenges: (1) Uneven 

distribution across categories, with a predominance of frequency and variety within relational values, 

(2) Negative perception of instrumental values, particularly in the context of farming, (3) Overlap 

between categories, indicating that instrumental and intrinsic values can be intertwined with, 

embedded in and enlarged by relational values, (4) A challenge to the traditional concept of intrinsic 

values, with stakeholders viewing humans as an integral part of nature rather than separate from it. 

 

Answering the main research question 

The findings indicate that the NFF’s current tripartite framework does not adequately capture the 

diverse ways in which stakeholders value nature. The prevalence of relational values, the negative 

perception of instrumental values, and the significant overlap between categories suggest that a more 

nuanced and integrated approach is needed. Specifically, the study reveals that: (1) Relational values 

are prevalent and complex. Stakeholders express relational values in many ways, encompassing a wide 

range of connections to nature. These values are rooted in cultural, emotional, and spiritual contexts, 

and they can integrate elements of intrinsic and instrumental values. This complexity suggests that the 

NFF’s distinct categories oversimply the reality and fail to fully capture the complex and nuanced 

ways in which humans value and interact with nature. (2) Negative perception of instrumental values. 
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Stakeholders often view instrumental values negatively, associating them with exploitative practices 

and worldviews and the marketization of nature. This notion emphasizes the need to reconsider the use 

of instrumental values in the context of visioning desirable futures through the NFF, to avoid 

reinforcing market logics that contribute to problematic interactions with nature. Caution should be 

taken, however, to simply exclude instrumental values from the framework, as this would downplay 

the perspective of individuals and institutions that do instrumentally value and appropriate nature. Yet 

still, the current position of instrumental values in the framework needs to be reconsidered, in order to 

move beyond problematic exploitation of nature. (3) Overlap between value categories. The data has 

shown significant overlaps between intrinsic, instrumental, and relational values, which challenge the 

usefulness of these three distinct categories. (4) Challenge to the traditional concept of intrinsic values: 

Stakeholders’ views on intrinsic values challenge the traditional concept because of its human-nature 

dichotomy. Stakeholders hold the perspective that humans are integral part of nature. This calls for a 

re-evaluation of intrinsic values to better reflect the interconnectedness of humans with nature. 

Comparing these results to the literature, the data suggests that the meanings of value in the three 

concepts are so divergent, that one questions whether they represent merely different categories or 

entirely different subjects. The findings indicate that merging these three concepts under one 

framework is neither adequate nor useful.   

 

 

Final reflections on what is gained and what is lost by the conceptual overlap in the NFF 

The overlaps between value categories of the NFF have been addressed in the literature, as we have 

also discussed in the literature review of this thesis. Notably, the NFF uses a colour gradient to 

represent the overlap between value categories, as explained by Pereira et al. (2020) and Chan, Gould 

and Pascal (2018). These papers suggest that what is gained by the spectrum character of the 

framework is its usefulness for capturing diverse, often overlapping values of people. For instance, 

Chan, Gould and Pascal (2018, p.3) state: “These values are deeply intertwined (e.g. caring for the 

land may be stronger when reinforced by the benefits yielded, tangible or otherwise).” As such, the 

authors suggest that the NFF is specifically designed to foster an understanding of multiple and 

integrated values. However, our study contests this perspective.  

 

Perhaps the most significant disadvantage of this overlap is that the framework essentially seems to 

capture different subjects under one framework. As Maier and Feest (2016) have argued, there is a 

‘conceptual mismatch’ in this framework. Luque-Lora (2022) further critiques this the use of three 

categories by highlighting that relationality is present in all forms of value. The findings from this 

study support Luque-Lora’s argument, showing that stakeholders' values are overlapping and 

embedded within each other. For instance, section 4.3. outlines that the intrinsic value of nature's 

beauty is appreciated through personal experiences with nature and is used in inspiration for art to 

foster a sense of guardianship, demonstrating that intrinsic values are experienced relationally. 

Similarly, instrumental values, such as the utility of nature for food production, are appreciated 

through relationships that include respect and reciprocity, reinforcing Luque-Lora's assertion that 

instrumental values also have relational dimensions. 

 

What is further lost by using these three value categories in one framework, is that a great portion of 

the framework risks reinforcing and extending a discourse of exploitation and marketization of nature 

on the one hand, and on protecting nature from humans on the other hand. These two discourses 

represent intrinsic and instrumental values. This study found that stakeholders express their concern 

for conservation efforts that exclude humans from entering natural sites. And they express their wish 

for a future in which the perspective that humans are part of nature, as among others, caretaker of the 
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land has become part of the collective ethos. Continuing the use of intrinsic and instrumental values in 

theorizing desirable and sustainable futures, risks continuing a discourse that separates humans from 

nature – a notion that relational values seek to address but is not in its current representation in the 

NFF.  

 

By confining relational values to a distinct third category in the NFF, the framework is likely to 

misrepresent how many stakeholders value and relate to the rest of the nature. Ironically, relational 

values are in this way continuing a discourse of non-relational logics it was aiming to address. It is a 

good idea to abandon the notion of relational values as a third category alongside intrinsic and 

instrumental values, and instead foster a genuinely relational understanding of this world.  
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