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a  b  s  t  r  a  c  t

Though  most  landscape  ecologists  have  integrated  scaling  issues  in their  works,  these  issues  are  often  dis-
regarded  in landscape  perception  and  preference  studies.  Researchers  base  their studies  on a  predefined
single  scale  to assess  the  landscape,  and  they  pay  little  attention  to  the scale  specificity  of  their analysis
and  recommendations.  We  reconsidered  three  landscape  assessment  studies  from  our  research  unit  in
light of scaling  issues.  In  addition  to the  scale  of the assessed  landscape,  researchers  should  address  the
scale  of  the  landscape  surrogate  that  is submitted  for assessment,  including  the  spatial  references  of the
people surveyed  and  the  target  level  of application  of  the  results.  Indeed,  many  of  the  landscape  assess-
ment  methods  mix  different  landscape  notions  and  scales.  Therefore,  we  recommend  the  cautious  use of
these  assessments,  the integration  of qualitative  insights  in addition  tithe scoring  and  paying attention
to  the perception  scale,  as  defined  by Fairclough  (2006).

©  2015  Published  by  Elsevier  Ltd.

1. Introduction

Landscape quality assessment has been a concern of many aca-
demics and practitioners for decades (Daniel, 2001; Swanwick,
2009). However, defining exactly what a landscape of good qual-
ity is remains a challenging task. Indeed, both in the literature and
among project managers, different approaches of what “landscape
might be” co-exist (Antonson and Åkerskog, 2015). While some
landscape ecologists neglect the visual landscape and its cultural
values, considering the landscape as one scale of the environment,
landscape designers may  pay little attention to biodiversity. Of
course, the assessment is strongly dependent on its own scopes,
and it would be futile to strive to encompass the numerous val-
ues associated with the landscape in one single assessment (Brandt
et al., 2000; Palmer and Hoffman, 2001; Tweit et al., 2006; Carvalho-
Ribeiro et al., 2013; Pinto-Correira et al., 2013). People, including
experts, can express their preferences on either an affective or a
reflexive way (Daniel, 2001). Moreover, landscape evaluation is
strongly place-specific.

Landscape assessment is even more complex because land-
scapes are analysed at different scales (e.g., Weyland and Laterra,
2014). The visual landscape scale is different from the ecological
functional scale (Lausch and Herzog, 2002). Moreover, the size of
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the landscape and the resolution or spatial units at which the land-
scape is analysed can lead to different results (Shifley et al., 2008;
Sutton, 2011; Angeler et al., 2008; Cañas et al., 2009). The use of
tools, such as remote sensing and landscape metrics, involve a
vertical view and a smaller scale of analysis (Styers et al., 2010).
The availability of data increasingly drives the choice of indica-
tors and scale rather than theory (Fry et al., 2009). This can lead
to dissonance between the input data and the output expected
by assessment users. For instance, in the framework of historic
landscape characterisation (HLC), Fairclough (2006) noted that
although HLC uses a small scale according to nationally or region-
ally based insights, the archaeological projects that use HLC work
on a large scale. Scaling issues have been the concern of geogra-
phers and other spatial analysts for a long time. However, landscape
researchers have often neglected scaling issues, except for the land-
scape ecologists who  have integrated the issue into their works for
decades (e.g., Meetenmeyer and Box, 1987; Bastian et al., 2006;
Jenerette and Shen, 2012; Syrbe and Walz, 2012). In social and
behavioural sciences, including landscape perception or prefer-
ences studies, scaling issues are often disregarded (Evans et al.,
2002). Researchers often start their studies at a predefined scale,
usually the landscape scale, and do not consider other scaling issues
(i.e., up or down) in their papers. However, this landscape scale is
poorly defined in the literature and may  change from one study to
another. In landscape ecology, the landscape scale may  encapsulate
several ecosystems that cover several square kilometres, some-
times hundreds of square kilometres, and may address a range of
ecosystem processes, objectives, and land uses (Mc Donald, 2011).

http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.landusepol.2015.07.020
0264-8377/© 2015 Published by Elsevier Ltd.

dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.landusepol.2015.07.020
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/journal/02648377
http://www.elsevier.com/locate/landusepol
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1016/j.landusepol.2015.07.020&domain=pdf
mailto:s.schmitz@ulg.ac.be
mailto:vincent.vanderheyden@ulg.ac.be
dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.landusepol.2015.07.020


4 S. Schmitz, V. Vanderheyden / Land Use Policy 53 (2016) 3–7

However, in landscape research, the scales used can range from
the place where people live or that people visit to the view that
people see, from the local and regional area to the idea of how
landscape should be. Moreover, scale is a feature of the landscape
(Sutton, 2011). “Each element only gets its meaning, significance
or value according to the context of the surrounding elements”
(Antrop, 2000); thus, a change in scale will change the context and
then the assessment. Because “landscape is about the relationship
between people and place” (Swanwick, 2002), both the local anal-
ysis and assessment should refer primarily to local and personal
needs and history, where as a national approach should pay atten-
tion to more shared values. Gobster et al. (2007) underlined that the
scale at which humans perceive landscapes should be privileged
because this is the scale at which humans intentionally change
landscapes. However, in practice, institutions act at different lev-
els. Consequently, they affect the landscapes at another scale. At
the mid-level, we should have a mix  of both approaches. The level
of landscape analysis as promoted by the European Landscape Con-
vention is at the level of “as perceived by people” (Council of Europe,
2000). However, the traditional way to begin an assessment in land-
scape ecology is to start from the regional or national level before
zooming into the details (Burel and Baudry, 1999). The Countryside
Agency in England and the Scottish Natural Heritage suggest mak-
ing a landscape Character Assessment in this way. This is also how
landscape identification is conducted in Wallonia (Droeven et al.,
2004).

Nevertheless, the issue of meeting these two or three levels
of analysis remains a challenge. In Wallonia, a long discussion
emerged relating to the size of the landscape subdivisions. During
our participation in committees of regional landscape character-
isation projects, we noticed that researchers tended to deeply
characterise the areas that they knew and to simplify other areas.
Local stakeholder consultation was particularly useful in enlight-
ening the local diversity. In this case, we observed the difficulties
for researchers not to be influenced by what they know about a
landscape and the places that they encounter while assessing a
landscape. People who participate in a survey also tend to associate
different sources of information, including ideas they had before
the survey. In addition to spatial and time scales, Fairclough (2006)
added the perception scale to scaling issues. This scale severely
affects the result of an assessment.

The task of downscaling general advice and recommendations
to the local context has to face both morphological peculiarities
and local histories. Local histories (and stories) structure the land-
scape and shape the way in which it is seen (Schmitz, 2004).
The task of upscaling contextual advice regarding a local land-
scape to a regional landscape policy faces problems, such as mixing
together different viewpoints, including informed, inner, acquired
and attempted familiarisation views (Larrère and Larrère, 2009;
Vanderheyden et al., 2014). The perception and the assessment of
a landscape varies according to the level of details and the possi-
bility of interacting with the countryside. However, is it possible
to accept the hypothesis that a landscape analysis/assessment is
made at only one level?

2. Aims and methods

The state of the art scaling issue in landscape assessment shows
that several authors, though they are aware that the scale used
influences the results, work on one scale, even if the results are
used on other scales. It is difficult to obtain sufficient information
about research projects around the world, including the conceptual,
methodological, organisational and spatial contexts. Therefore, we
decided to make reflexive loops on our own research (Reason
and Bradbury, 2007) to improve our practices and to note the

issues that should be tackled in the future. This paper aimed to
determine the methodological biases and conceptual failures
related to assessments by revisiting three recent research projects
of the Laplec research group. The present study aimed to shed a
new light on scale changes in landscape analysis, not only in regard
to the research design but also considering the spatial scales of
the recommendation and the probable application of the results.
However, it does matter that the scale issue is not reduced to the
scale level that supports the landscape assessment and includes
the spatial references of the people/respondents participating in
the assessment and the final users of the analysis who work at spe-
cific scales. Both authors look back, separately to the three research
projects. They examined each aspect in its own context using the
following questions:

- Who  are the backers? At what levels and scales are they working?
- Who  are the researchers? What are the levels and scales of their

analysis? Which landscape surrogate did they use?
- Who  are the informants? What are their links to the analysed

landscape?
- Who  (or what) are supposed to benefit from the analysed land-

scape? At what spatial level do they exist?

Moreover, for all of the “who” questions, we  scrutinised the
landscape concepts behind each assessment. Finally, the results
were presented to discussion of the research unit.

The research primarily considered visual landscape assessment
and used methods that are regularly employed by land use plan-
ners. Obviously, the main scale change is spatial, ranging from local
(place specific) to general landscapes in the two  first projects and
from a utopian approach to a place specific of landscape, which
allows for the adoption of policies that are applicable at the regional
level in the third research project.

These research projects explored how and why people assess a
landscape favourably or unfavourably and target a generalisation
at least at the national level. In the first project, we attempted to
measure a so-called “Belgian way of seeing landscapes” and started
by clustering individual ratings. In the second project, we drew
conclusions in more general terms using personal stories linked
to the shown landscapes. Finally, in the third project, the idea was
to start with expert judgements to deduce applicable policies for
authorities and managers.

The first project (Van Rompaey et al., 2011) aimed to assess the
landscape attractiveness of landscapes among Belgians, including
the landscape capacity of hosting wind turbines. Based on a photo-
questionnaire survey, the project targeted at upscaling the result
of the survey to the Belgian countryside. A total of 1542 Belgians
assessed the attractiveness of 18 landscapes among a sample of
54, six of which included wind turbine simulations. A multivari-
ate regression model based on a set of categorical and quantitative
indicators of photographed landscapes was  calibrated to assess the
Belgian landscape capacity for wind energy development from the
Belgians’ viewpoint.

The second project used in-depth interviews of people to note
the factors that led to a landscape assessment (Vanderheyden and
Schmitz, 2012). We  interviewed 27 pairs (bachelor students and
one of their parents) from three areas in Wallonia. First, the inter-
viewees had to assess 30 landscapes using Likert items. Then, they
had to sort six groups of five landscapes using the same 30 land-
scapes. Finally, we discussed the reason for these orders with the
respondents. The qualitative analysis of the result focused on the
relationship between the “signifier” and “signified” in the landscape
perception.

The third project analysed a survey of 41 Romanian and Bel-
gian experts regarding 52 landscape quality indicators. The experts
belonged to different types of organisations and had different
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