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Outdoor recreation has been part of the human experience since at least the days of Ancient 
Greece. After the Second World War, recreation in green spaces both in and outside the 
urban context truly became a mass phenomenon due to increasing welfare and a number of 
technological developments, first and foremost related to transportation (affordable cars, cheap 
air travel and so on). The beneficial effects of recreation in the outdoors have been readily 
recognized by researchers and governmental agencies alike. In general, outdoor recreation is 
considered to be conducive for people’s health and well-being, not in the least because it offers 
a welcome relief from the stress and anxiety of modern life. This adds to the acknowledged 
social benefits of outdoor recreation as a means of social cohesion, as for instance between 
different ethnic groups. Finally, outdoor recreation has become a vibrant economic sector, 
not only in the West, but also in developing countries, in many of which the tourist sector 
makes a significant contribution to the national GDP. Outdoor recreation, however, also has 
its negative sides, primarily related to environmental issues. Growing demand for outdoor 
recreation and the ever-intensifying use of natural landscapes by recreationists can have 
negative impacts on the natural environment, including loss of biodiversity, soil pollution, 
and deteriorating water quality. 

These environmental strains warrant the need for robust landscape policies that are able 
to streamline visitation flows and reduce the negative impacts of outdoor recreation. This 
is particularly relevant for peri-urban areas that provide important recreational spaces for 
urban populations. The formulation of such strategies requires the quantification of different 
aspects of outdoor recreation, a scientific effort that poses a number of challenges to the 
researcher. These challenges are related to the subjective and heterogenic nature of cultural 
ecosystem system services (CES), which for example include the personal experiences of 
recreationists regarding their perception and enjoyment of the natural landscape. Such 
perceptual and experiential elements are difficult to translate into hard data. What is more, 
outdoor recreationists – as humans in general – present a highly diverse group showcasing 
a great variety in perceptions and preferences related to their leisure time behaviour. The 
situation differs from recreation area to recreation area, each coming with its own idiosyncratic 
characteristics and visitation profile. Methods for quantifying and evaluating outdoor 
recreation consequently need to be selected and adjusted to the specific situation – what 
works at one study site does not necessarily work at the next.

This thesis aims to improve our understanding of the quantification of outdoor recreation 
preferences in European landscapes. The two main research questions are:
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1. How can variations in the user groups of outdoor recreation be distinguished? 
2. How does the choice for different data gathering methods influence the information 

retrieved on outdoor recreation preferences? 

The answers to these questions and the improved insights acquired can help decision 
makers in fine-tuning their landscape planning strategies to meet the demands of different 
recreation user groups, while balancing outdoor recreation with other landscape functions 
such as biodiversity. Chapters 2 and 3 of this thesis deal with the first question and provide 
a characterization of outdoor recreation user groups in European landscapes on the basis of 
variations in outdoor recreation preferences. The characterization made in Chapter 2 relies 
on an elaborate literature review supported by an expert workshop and distinguishes five 
different user groups based on differences in their landscape preferences. The potential of 
landscapes across the EU to be used by these specific user groups was visualized through the 
development of spatial maps. Chapter 3 moved from the scale of the EU to that of one specific 
study site – the Kromme Rijn area in the central Netherlands – where a typology of different 
users groups was made based on empirical data regarding socio-demographic information, 
visitation behaviour, and landscape preferences. 

The second research question is addressed in Chapters 4 and 5, in which different data 
gathering methods for assessing landscape preferences are compared. Chapter 4 is concerned 
with local landscape management and planning questions in the Kromme Rijn area related 
to the current use of the landscape and the potential future use of the landscape by outdoor 
recreationists. To measure both the current and potential use I have applied, compared and 
evaluated various empirical methods. Chapter 5 adds depth to this method comparison by 
addressing the varying capacities of these methods in capturing different aspects of outdoor 
recreation preferences, including both landscape preferences (physical, perceptual, cultural 
elements and so on) and spatial preferences that concern the locations where people recreate. 
The comparison concerned both methods of direct engagement – all of them survey-based – 
and indirect engagement – the analysis of social media data. The analysis was carried out in 
two case study areas. Next to the Kromme Rijn area, this concerned the Zürcher Weinland in 
Switzerland. I opted for a cross-case comparison in order to broaden the applicability of the 
findings beyond the specific context of a single case study. 

The results in Chapters 2 and 3 demonstrate that variations between different outdoor 
recreation user groups can be distinguished on the basis of diverging information on a) 
landscape preference (including biological and physical landscape elements, cultural landscape 
elements, perceptual elements, and sense of place elements), b) visitation behaviour and c) 
socio-demographic characteristics. Chapters 4 and 5 demonstrate that the choice of method 
strongly influences the type of data that can be gathered on outdoor recreation preferences.
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managers, providing them with useful insights into the different dimensions of outdoor 
recreation preferences and how different types of information on outdoor recreationists can 
be gathered. The questions posed and answered in this dissertation prove that a structured 
approach to identify individuals’ recreational preferences serves well to reveal variations in 
outdoor recreation user groups. This information will help stakeholders, decision makers 
and landscape managers in particular to identify geographic areas deserving prioritization 
in management issues, and as a result, allow for better forecasting and assessment of the 
environmental impact of various user groups. 

In general, the insights from this thesis help deal with the intangibility of cultural ecosystem 
services – outdoor recreation in particular – which has long hampered effective decision-
making, especially at the higher levels of government. In light of the increasing urbanisation 
of modern societies, the cultural and social value of outdoor recreation has become all the 
more evident, something which poses ever more urgency on questions of the overburdening 
of recreational areas. Effective and tailor-made recreation planning strategies are of crucial 
importance to secure a proper provision in the recreation demand of today and tomorrow. 


