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Abstract: 

Forests are highly valued for the wide range of ecosystem services they provide and are increasingly 

expected to play a role in providing solutions to both rural development and global challenges. In countries 

where forest ownership structure is characterized by a high share of private ownership, non-industrial, 

private forest owners eventually determine the type and extent of management of a large part of national 

forest resources. In Italy, where this is the case, the potential of forests remains largely unexploited, and 

the alleged lack of active management even threatens to increase forest vulnerability. In this context, the 

new Italian Forest Strategy aims to untap the forests’ potential and enhance the delivery of their services 

by promoting an active, sustainable management, but is faced with the challenge of reviving the interest of 

private owners in managing their land. Despite being implicitly entrusted with the responsibility of 

stewardship of forest resources, the Italian forest owner is still a mysterious figure, due to data scarcity, 

and is mostly absent from the political and economic scene. Characterizing forest owners, understanding 

their values, objectives, and other factors affecting their behavior is crucial to develop appropriate and 

effective policy instruments that will sensitize and incentivize them to “own” their land in the way that 

society would expect of them. This work contributes to filling the data gap on Italian forest owners by 

presenting a case study from a region of the western Alps, the Autonomous Region of Aosta Valley. By the 

way of a structured questionnaire and in-depth semi-structured interviews, we investigated how forest 

owners perceived forest management and the role they played, could play, or would be willing to play in 

forest stewardship. The results show that forest owners unanimously believe that forests need to be 

managed, a term which they mostly associate to maintenance, intended as taking care of the forests in 



 

 

order to keep it healthy and prosperous. However, they still hold a rather traditional view of forest uses, in 

which social and societal functions of forests are rarely addressed or related to owner’s responsibility. Also, 

they do not perceive the forest as economically valuable, and the current lack of economic sustainability of 

forest operations is driving forest abandonment, which indicates that economic factors are a driving force 

for stewardship decisions. Five stewardship types, ranging on a gradient of low to high stewardship 

behavior, characterize the Aosta Valley forest owners: the oblivious and self-willed stewards (types that 

emerged from participants’ narratives), and the wishful, dutiful, and committed steward types (types 

represented by the participants). The wishful and dutiful types offer two targets of interest for policy 

intervention: the first is longing for a greater role in forest stewardship but needs guidance to act, and the 

second, whose stewardship behavior is driven by their moral norms towards their heritage, could be 

motivated to extend their existing range of action or diversify the ecosystem services they foster. Overall, 

we found that forest owners displayed willingness to increase their stewardship behavior but lacked the 

capacity to take on this responsibility alone in the current context. Raising stewardship levels will require 

regional forest authorities to engage more deeply with private owners and their forests, as well as strong 

supporting policies that should not neglect financial incentives in the difficult context of mountain forestry 

but should also aim to revalorize the forests and forest sectors, including the non-wood sector, which can 

help tackling the challenge of ensuring the societal outcomes of forest stewardship. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 
 

1. Significance of forest owners’ studies 

 

Forests are responsible for the provision of a wide array of essential environmental, economic, social and 

cultural ecosystem goods and services, which benefit both local, forest-dependent communities and the 

society as a whole. Forests have been placed at the centre of biodiversity and environmental agendas for 

the significant environmental benefits they provide, comprising the regulation of water resources and 

water quality, the maintenance of soil quality, or habitat and biodiversity conservation. Important 

protective functions underlie these environmental services, such as erosion prevention or protection from 

natural events like mudslides or avalanches. Forests are also central to climate agendas, either for their role 

in climate change mitigation through carbon sequestration and storage or their capacity to contribute to 

decarbonization through fossil fuel-based materials replacement (e.g. bioenergy), or for their role in 

climate change adaptation in light of their capacity to regulate local climate. From the economic 

standpoint, forest and forest-related activities deriving from their productive and socio-economic functions 

have also long constituted a source of livelihood, employment and income, both to urban and rural 

communities. Today, green, circular and bioeconomy strategies, which place an emphasis on renewable 

biomass to allow the transition towards low-carbon economies, further accentuate the socio-economic role 

of forest. Lastly, forests are attributed an increasing role in providing socio-cultural benefits, such as 

recreation, scenic and landscape values, spirituality or health benefits, which has intensified their bond 

with society (Doimo et al., 2020). Forests have in consequence become part of sustainable development 

narratives and are often pictured as a partial solution to the wicked problems that society is facing. These 

narratives often underline conflicting forest uses and forest management (FM) goals, but multifunctional 

and active sustainable forest management (SFM) paradigms are generally promoted by scientists and 

policymakers as being key to the successful delivery of the multiple benefits that the forests offer.  

Reminding us of the essential role of forests in “the health and wellbeing of all Europeans”, the new EU 

Forest Strategy for 2030 (European Commission, 2021) recognizes the key role of private forest owners 

(PFO) in the provision of forest ecosystem services. Indeed, in the EU, the largest share of the forest capital 

is privately owned by individuals and families (Pulla et al., 2013; UNECE and FAO, 2019) (Figure 1.1).  

Hence, non-industrial PFO bear the responsibility of forest resources management and stewardship, and 

thus of forest ecosystem services production, including public goods, in their region or even nation 

(Schmithüsen and Hirsch, 2010). They ultimately choose if, to what extent, and how their forests are 

utilized. Apart from mandatory compliance with environmental regulations (or other forest-related laws, 

depending on the country), property rights indeed entitle forest owners to make the management choices  

that best let them fulfill their ownership objectives, if any, thereby influencing the state of SFM by adopting 

management practices that can range from simply custodial (i.e. little or no action is taken, for instance 

when strict biodiversity goals are pursued in reserve areas) to intensive active management with a focus on 

timber production objectives, or by not engaging in management activities at all. Reasons behind PFO’s 

decisions to pursue or not management, or lack of such decisions, whether due to unconcern or to a 

conscious decision not to interfere with nature, are multiple and their behavior may be explained by socio-

demographic and holdings characteristics, by external factors such as the presence of incentives or market 

drivers, or by internal factors such as their values, motivations, and ownership’s objectives. 
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Figure 1.1. Private forest ownership map of Europe. From Pulla et al. (2013). 

 

Forest owners’ management choices and behavior have indeed been the object of an entire field of study 

that can be traced back to the early 1970s. Originally embedded in forest economics research, these 

studies aimed at understanding management behavior to ensure the continuous timber provision upon 

which important economic activities depended. However, sustainable supply of timber is no longer the core 

preoccupation for public and forest owners alike, for who studies have shown on several occasions that 

economic returns were not necessarily the main objective pursued (e.g. Karppinen, 1998; Canton and 

Pettenella, 2010; Schmithüsen and Hirsch, 2010; Feliciano et al., 2017; Rizzo et al., 2019;). The meaning 

that is now attributed to forests goes beyond strictly utilitarian values. Forests are a symbol of nature, 

which needs to be protected, and are associated with recreation, as well as with values of spirituality or 

freedom. Changes in societal views and values concerning forests and their management have thus created 

new expectations and have led to demands for a wider range of forest ecosystem services (Schmithüsen, 

2007; Schmithüsen and Hirsch, 2010). Over time, shadowing this evolution, forest owners’ studies have 

begun to address behaviors towards a wider range of management practices. These include studies on 

human-centered management (e.g. provision of recreational services) (Bjärstig and Sténs, 2018), 

environmental management (e.g. provision of ecosystem services like carbon sequestration, biodiversity, 

soil preservation) (Gatto et al., 2019; Tian et al., 2015), or simply on the characterization of forest owners’ 

values and their impact on management behaviors (Rizzo et al., 2019). For example, Nordlund and Westin 

(2011) showed how FM attitudes are influenced not only by basic values, but also by environmental values 

and forest-related values. In another study, Koskela and Karppinen (2020) showed that owners with a 

stronger endorsement of environmental values were more likely to adopt conservation measures. 

In addition to the evolution of values regarding forests, another critical change in recent history that is 

expected to have affected/affect PFO’s behaviors in FM is that nowadays forest ownership is not 
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necessarily associated with small-scale farming anymore (Hogl et al., 2005). In the EU, the restructuring of 

agricultural, social and economic fabric in rural areas, and even more so in mountain areas, have prompted 

changes in both holding structures and forest owners’ behavior (Canton and Pettenella, 2010; Karppinen, 

2012; Rizzo et al., 2019). These changes have caused increased land fragmentation, as well as 

abandonment of forests and management practices due notably to increasing landowners’ absenteeism 

and/or lack of interest or skills.  

Agricultural decline and consequent land abandonment is a known process in today’s European mountain 

landscapes (MacDonald et al., 2000; Soliva et al., 2008). But abandonment is to be understood only as an 

indicator of the underuse of private forest, which however remains an open topic. While the main narrative 

of policymakers and scientists points to a disinterest of PFO in management and calls for an increase in 

active management as a way to preserve forest ecosystem services, a study for example claims that the 

views from PFO from several European countries are not in line with such statements (Feliciano et al., 

2017). Indeed, policymakers’ assumptions that forests are underused may arise from a narrow, economic-

centered vision of state actors focusing only on timber production and which translate, for instance, into 

economic incentives that do not match the forest owners’ interpretation of forest management. Wrong 

assumptions may as well as arise from the lack of study on how PFO themselves understand FM and how it 

influences their behavior. 

Indeed, the forest owners’ perceptions of FM have not been extensively explored. While forest 

management attitudes and behaviors are often studied and might be used to extrapolate how the owners 

perceive FM, research that offers explicit insights into the meaning attributed to FM by forest owners 

themselves, and how this might drive their behavior, are not widespread and are mostly of quantitative 

nature, which does not allow for a deep understanding of the issue. Forest management in Europe was 

conceptualized as a mixture of maintenance, environmental and economic interests (Ficko and Boncina, 

2015; Feliciano et al., 2017). Ecosystem-centered forest management was considered as most essential, 

while economic-centered management objectives were laggards. Remarkably, in Feliciano et al. (2017), 

forest owners consistently understood FM as “preserving forests for the future generations”. In a study by 

Bieling (2004) aiming at evaluating how PFO in Germany assess and implement close-to-nature forestry, 

over 80% of the 900 respondents perceived their management practices to be close-to-nature although 

data on forest health was not in agreement with this perception, pointing to a knowledge gap and faulty 

communication strategies. On the other side of the Atlantic, an interesting paper by Beesley and Sanderson 

(2003) describes the understanding of SFM by forest owners in Nova Scotia, Canada. When asked what 

sustainable management meant to them, about half of the owners was not able to answer and the other 

half associated the term to either “the use or non-use of management practices (e.g. harvesting versus 

reforestation)” or to the promotion of ecological practices, leaving once more behind the economic or 

social meanings of FM.  

A deeper understanding of who PFO are, of the factors that may influence their behavior and decision-

making regarding FM, and of their understanding of forests and FM is necessary in order to inform and 

design policies that will steer them towards tending to forest resources to in a way that best represent the 

local and current environmental, social, and economic values and interests (Schmithüsen and Hirsch, 2010) 

and that ensures the provision of the forest ecosystem services to society. For this reason, European forest 

owners have been on top of policy agendas for several years and European-wide joint initiatives have 

attempted to address the lack of knowledge on private forestry (Schmithüsen and Hirsch, 2010; UNECE and 

FAO, 2019; Živojinović et al., 2015). To quote the latest UNECE/FAO report (2019) on forest ownership in 

Europe: “We cannot hope to manage our forests sustainably in accordance with the Sustainable 
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Development Goal 15, without an in-depth understanding of who owns them, how duties and 

responsibilities are distributed among owners, users and the society at large, and what does that mean in 

the given context”.  

 

2. An overview of the Italian forests, forest policy context, and forest ownership 

 

2.1. Forest resources and management 

 

Italy is a forest-rich country whose forested areas have been consistently expanding in the last decades 

(Marchetti et al., 2012; FAOSTAT, 2020), a phenomenon that is largely attributed to the increasing 

disconnection from agriculture (Canton and Pettenella, 2010; Pettenella et al., 2004). In 2018, for the first 

time in centuries, the areas covered in forests became superior to the agricultural areas (Motta, 2018). 

Predominantly located in the mountainous areas of the Alps and Apennines, forests cover about 32% of 

Italy, for a total area of 9,6 million ha (Eurostat 2018). Forest ownership is 66% private and 34% public 

(INFC, 2005). 

 

The annual increment of Italian forests approximates 30 million m3 of timber. However, Italy experiences a 

low rate of active management (Romano, 2018). Only 15% of forests have an official management plan in 

place (Romano, 2018) and 9% are certified (SISEF, 2022). Only about one fourth (Motta, 2018) to one third 

(Pettenella et al., 2004) of the increment is harvested, and this despite a clear need for wood products to 

supply the established paper, packaging, craft (furniture) and green building (Scarascia Mugnozza et al., 

2021) industries, as demonstrated by the high imports amounting to 80% of the total wood used (BITII, 

2019; Borghetti, 2022; Falcone et al., 2020). These harvest levels are amongst the lowest in the EU (Motta, 

2018), but Italy is the second biggest European importer of wood. This situation of dependence on foreign 

wood has implications of socio-economic and ethical nature. 

 

Forest management in Italy is constrained by topographical characteristics, as most forests are in 

mountainous areas, making timber extraction technically challenging and costly. While these constraints 

did not prevent a high rate of deforestation in the past to satisfy the needs of the industrial revolution, it 

prevented fair competition with the mechanization of forest activities that occurred in other nations, such 

as in Scandinavia (Agnoletti, 2006), impacting the Italian timber market. In addition, mountain forest 

management also presents the challenge of the specific management of the protective forest class, which 

shields inhabited areas from natural disasters (Regione Autonoma Valle d’Aosta, 2006). Silvicultural 

systems are thus often based on close-to-nature forest management and adapted to local conditions.  

 

The threats linked to past intense exploitation and forestland conversion for agriculture have led, with the 

adoption of the 1923 Serpieri Law (the first consolidated “forest law” at national level, still in use today), to 

very strict environmental regulations that have placed restrictions on the use of most forests to preserve 

soil and watershed stability (Marchetti et al., 2012; Regione Autonoma Valle d’Aosta, 2006). Today, Italy 

has the highest proportion (23%) of areas with environmental restrictions in the EU. Furthermore, 86% of 

forests are subject to limitation of use connected to soil protection and water cycle regulation, and 100% 

are under landscape conservation law. Reflective of these regulations and territorial challenges, the current 

public forest management focuses almost exclusively on environmental and protection objectives 
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(Pettenella et al., 2004). Because of this tight protection scheme, no owner, public or private, is ever 

entitled to “full ownership” of his/her land, but forest use is always subordinated to public interest (Motta, 

2018). 

 

Topographic conditions and the navigation of the complex environmental regulatory system are only the 

tip of the iceberg when it comes to the barriers that active and effective FM is facing in Italy. SWOT 

(Strength, Weaknesses, Opportunities, Threats) analyses of the Italian forest sector (MIPAAF, 2020; Falcone 

et al., 2020) give us an insight into the present challenges. Focusing on those most relevant to the context 

of this study, we find, for example: the high parcelization of forested lands, the difficulty of access due to 

lack of infrastructure, the lack of investments for the valorization and sustainable development of forested 

areas, the low and irregular local wood offer driving dependence on foreign wood, the consequent 

rarefication of local industries of primary transformation, the poor coordination between the actors of the 

forest sector (including the quasi absence of forest owner organizations - none at national level), rare or 

difficult-to-access data on forests and forest sector, low professional education for workers and operators 

but also for PFO in general (see also Pettenella et al., 2004), limited entrepreneurship, the weak and 

conflicting inter-sectoral network relations and the poor integration of scientific and professional skills 

between actors in charge of FM, the lack of forestry culture in local communities, and the lack of horizontal 

integration between forest owners. Related to the latter, the forest owners’ attitude itself has been 

depicted as obstacle to active FM (Canton and Pettenella, 2010) (see 2.2.3.). 

 

Despite the availability of forests resources, Italian forests have long been neglected on the political and 

economic agendas and treated as a peripheral part of agriculture or rural development (Secco et al., 2018). 

While large-scale timber production might not be a possibility in mountainous regions, forests are however 

far from being value-less and have non-negligible potential to contribute to rural development. For 

example, Pettenella and Secco (2006) show that non-timber forest products (NTFP) and services are 

profitable options that can help sustain active FM and even represent the primary revenue source for 

forest owners. Others point to bioeconomy solutions and short forest-wood supply chains to valorize Italian 

wood (Falcone et al., 2020; Scarascia Mugnozza et al., 2021; Borghetti, 2022; Paletto et al., 2022).  

 

Also, authors in the field have pointed to the failure of the Italian National Institute of Statistics (ISTAT) to 

consider the forest sector and to the consequent lack of adequate statistics (Gatto et al., 2019; Marchetti 

and Pettenella, 2018), which reflects the public’s lack of awareness and appreciation of the role of forest 

(Gatto et al., 2014). Although the scenic and environmental value of forests has increased in parallel to the 

expansion of forested areas, these shortcomings do point to the need for increased communication and 

sensitization about the full significance of forests and the ecosystem services they provide. 

 

Today, with the renewed interest in forests, notably regarding their roles in sustainable development, the 

Italian State and Regions are encouraging an increase in active FM, as stressed by the policies discussed 

below. These implicitely appoint PFO as key actors in forest strategies. 
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2.2. Forest-related policies 

2.2.1 A brief overview of the national forest policy background 

 

Italy has no actual national forest policy. On one hand, the regulations regarding the conservation and 

protection of the forest heritage are dealt with in the context of the national environmental and landscape 

policies (i.e. Environmental and Urbani Codes, respectively) and, at the national level, no less than 4 

ministries1 are involved in the forest sector. Forest matters of socio-economic nature, on the other hand, 

have been entirely delegated to the Regions since 2001 (MIPAAF, 2019; Romano, 2018). A total of 21 

regional forest policies thus co-exists in Italy, although not all Regions have adopted a consolidated forest 

policy and some still rely on scattered regional regulations. Regions are nonetheless expected to produce a 

Regional Forest Plan in the near future. Mandated in 2001 by the Law on Orientation and Modernization of 

the Forest Sector (Legislative Decree 227/2001) but defaulted by some Regions, the most recent Forest Law 

(TUFF, 2018, see below) has newly drawn attention to the importance of these regional plans.   

In the absence of a national policy, several national forest plans have however served over the years as 

strategic reference frameworks for the forest sector, guiding and coordinating the regional and national 

planning in light of international commitments (Romano, 2018). The first of these national plans (Piano e 

Programma Forestale Nazionale or PNS) was adopted in 1986 and raised for the first time awareness as to 

the distinctive nature of forest systems as opposed to agriculture. The second plan (Programma Quadro per 

il Settore Forestale or PQSF) was adopted in 2008, for the 2009-2019 period, as a response to the first EU 

Forest Strategy of 1998 (Romano, 2018). It attempted to define a national forest strategy in the already 

consolidated environmental and landscape regulatory contexts. Today, Italy is implementing its third 

national forest plan, the new National Forest Strategy, which was mandated by the Consolidated Law on 

Forests and Forestry Supply Chains (New Forest Law or TUFF, 2018) (Legislative Decree 34/2018) and 

adopted in 2022 (MIPAAF, 2022). Since regional administrations have exclusive jurisdiction over their forest 

resources management, it is important to note that national forest plans tend to reflect the ongoing 

regional strategies (Carbone and Savelli, 2009; Romano, 2018). As a matter of fact, conflicts regarding the 

forest sector are most often observed between the regional and central state authorities (Secco et al., 

2018).  

 

2.2.2. The TUFF and the National Forest Strategy 

 

The long awaited National Forest Strategy (MIPAAF, 2022) and the highly debated decree that mandated its 

redaction (TUFF, 2018) are the key documents in today’s Italian forest policy and the results of an intense 

5-year period for the Italian forest policy field. 

The Consolidated Law on Forests and Forestry Supply Chains (TUFF, 2018) responded to the need to adapt 

the legislation to the new EU directives on forests and to the structural changes that the forest 

administration had undergone, namely the dissolution in 2017 of the State Forestry Corps2 (the historical 

 
1 These ministries are: Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry and Food Policies (MIPAAF); Ministry of Cultural 

Heritage and Activities (MIBAC); Ministry for the Ecological Transition (ex - Environment, Land and Sea 

Protection MATTM); Ministry of Economy and Finance (MEF). 
 
2 Legislative Decree 177/2016 
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police agency in charge of protecting Italy’s natural resources), whose functions were subsequently divided 

between the Carabinieri Corps (a national military force employed in ensuring public safety) and a newly 

established institution at the Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry and Food Policies (Direzione Generale Foreste 

or DIFOR) (Romano, 2018). The decree aims first and foremost at guiding and coordinating actions in the 

forest sector, since the Regions maintain their sovereignty in forest matters. It creates the conditions for 

regional policies to enable investments in forests and pursue sustainable development of rural and 

disadvantaged areas, notably by commanding the drafting and adoption of 8 implementing decrees on 

specific issues, such as professional training requirements, forest infrastructures, or ancient woods, which 

will allow the execution of the mandated National Forest Strategy.  

In line with the European objectives, the TUFF highlights two strategic directions for the future of the forest 

sector in Italy: contributing to the global challenges of environmental conservation and climate change 

(note that Italy lacks a climate law), and increasing the efficiency of natural resource use, i.e. by using wood 

as sustainable raw material. SFM, for which “management” does not necessarily mean harvesting, is 

required to achieve both objectives. On one hand, active management has positive impacts on biodiversity, 

climate change mitigation, forests’ resilience, and the overall maintenance or enhancement of forest 

ecosystem services. On the other hand, active management, indispensable to the sustainable production of 

the renewable resource that is wood, has an important socio-economic role to fulfill by reducing the 

dependence on imports and thus limiting leakage of unsustainable practices in third countries, contributing 

to renewable energy goals and to the transitioning to a low-carbon economy, providing new business 

opportunities, or fostering development in rural areas.  

 

Mandated by the TUFF, the National Forest Strategy is the fruit of an extensive consultation process. 

Bearing in mind the guiding principles of the EU Forest Strategy 2030 (European Commission, 2021), it 

provides a long-term (20 years) framework for national and regional forestry policies to increase the 

capacity of forests to provide provisioning, regulative and socio-cultural services benefitting rural, 

mountain and urban communities by improving forest resilience, enriching their biodiversity, and 

contributing to mitigation and adaptation to the climate crisis. The national forest strategy identifies three 

general objectives, in line with the TUFF strategic directions: (1) the sustainable management and 

multifunctional role of forests, (2) the efficiency in the use of forest resources for the sustainable 

development of economies in rural, inland and urban areas of the country, (3) a global forest responsibility. 

In both documents, the concept of “active” management is used as synonym of SFM, as a way to call for 

social and territorial responsibility in order to contrast land abandonment and owners’ (public and private) 

disinterest (MIPAAF, 2019). Although Italy is a forerunner regarding environmental objectives and has long 

adhered to the principles of SFM (as per adhesion to the FOREST EUROPE declarations and subsequent 

adoption of the previous 2001 Forest Law laying down the foundations for sustainable forest management 

(Legislative Decree 227/2001), it remains a laggard regarding the above-mentioned socio-economic 

objectives and is not exploiting the potential of its forest capital. Nevertheless, for the anecdote, in 2019, 

Italy was the first country in the world to have some of its forests FSC-certified for their ecosystem 

services3. 

 

 
3 https://fsc.org/en/newsfeed/waldplus-fulfils-impact-verification-for-five-ecosystems-services 

https://fsc.org/en/newsfeed/waldplus-fulfils-impact-verification-for-five-ecosystems-services
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2.2.3 Forest-related policy arena 

 

The forest policy arena expands to several other strategic and regulatory frameworks. The Italian 

Bioeconomy Strategy (BIT II, 2019), which aims at low-carbon, sustainable development through the 

production and use of renewable biological resources, also has a chapter dedicated to forestry. Specifically, 

it highlights the socio-economic roles of a wood-based industry, reminding us that forest management and 

accounting of forest ecosystem services must be improved and pointing to the current lack of integration 

between primary production and the wood-processing industry. The Bioeconomy Strategy is in synergy 

with the National Strategy for Sustainable Development (MATTM, 2017), which lists as national objective 

the sustainable management of forest resources, as well as tackling forest abandonment and degradation. 

The National Strategy for Biodiversity (MATTM, 2010) also underlines the opportunity to use sustainable 

management principles to enhance biodiversity and forest ecosystem services.  

 

The forest sector is also present in the National Rural Development Program (MIPAAF, 2015), whose 

strategic objectives are implemented in the 21 regional Rural Development Programs (RDPs). The RDPs, 

which are funded under the European Agricultural Fund for Rural Development (EAFRD, funding instrument 

of the CAP) and national contributions, are the most relevant instruments for Italian PFO. Indeed, the RDPs, 

in line with the National Forest Plan, contain measures and actions directed at FM and foresee financing for 

landowners wishing to implement these actions. The next programming period of 2023-2027 foresees the 

novelty of a national RDP on which the regional RDPs will be modeled (personal communication). 

 

2.3. The Italian forest owner 

 

A total of 66% of Italian forests are privately owned (INFC, 2005) and the average holding size is of 7,55 ha, 

according to an outdated General Census of Agriculture (ISTAT, 2000a, b), although this data concerns only 

economically productive properties and thus excludes a number of forest properties. Almost 80% of private 

forests belong to individual forest owners (Figure 1.2). Four types of private properties typologies are 

described in legislations: totally abandoned forests, properties not managed, forests belonging to 

agroforestry farms, and poplar cultivations and arboriculture (Pettenella et al., 2004). Canton and 

Pettenella (2010) give a rather dramatic estimate of about half of the Italian forest resources being 

“abandoned” (i.e. without an identifiable owner or manager). Structural changes of landowners and 

holdings, due to the loss of connection between farming and forestry and rural outmigration, combined 

with the low economic returns from forestry, are most probably to blame. Generally, forest owners tend to 

become more absent, passive or indifferent to FM activities (Feliciano and Mendes, 2011; Lahdesmaki and 

Matilainen, 2014).  
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Figure 1.2 Repartition of forestland per types of private properties in Italy as of 2005 (modified from MIPAAF (2019)). 

 

In light of the renewed interest in forests, PFO are expected to step up to help reach national and regional 

FM objectives, but, ironically, information about the owners’ characteristics and objectives are practically 

inexistent.  

 

Even though forest owners’ studies have long populated the field of forestry research, there is a 

geographical bias towards northern and central Europe and northern Americas, leaving southern European 

forest owners unexplored (Blanco et al., 2015; Mozzato and Gatto, 2016; Ficko et al., 2019). Specifically, no 

studies are reported for Italy in the two fairly recent forest owner literature reviews performed by Ficko et 

al. (2019) and Blanco et al. (2015). Similarly, my own scoping literature search has revealed no more than 

three peer-reviewed studies in Italy (two of those in English). All three focused on eastern alpine regions, 

namely the Region of Veneto (Canton and Pettenella, 2010; Gatto et al., 2019) and Trentino South-Tyrol 

(Rizzo et al., 2019). From those, we learn that the Italian PFO from these areas are often men who are not 

active farmers, belonging to an intangible value, multiobjective, or uninterested owner type (Canton and 

Pettenella, 2010). They attribute more emotional than economic value to their properties, for which 

commercial use was rare (Canton and Pettenella, 2010; Rizzo et al., 2019). Gatto et al. (2019) showed that 

owners were aware of the role of forests in delivering regulating ecosystem services and mostly willing to 

improve their production, especially if it impacted positively their own forests’ ecosystem and self-

consumption as well. Overall, PFO were depicted as adopting multifunctional FM approaches in which the 

environmental components prevailed. However, this rare information available about Italian PFO also 

indicates that their attitude might be an obstacle to active FM, as the small proportion of owners who are 

aware of the existence of forestry-related subsidies rarely applies for them, and because they are reluctant 

to cooperation and associative forms of management (Canton and Pettenella, 2010; Rizzo et al., 2019). 

Contributing to the lack of data, Italy unfortunately is one of the few European countries that did not take 

part to the European Cost Action FP1201 that produced the informative country reports on “Forest land 

ownership changes in Europe: Significance for management and policy” (UNECE and FAO, 2019; Živojinović 

et al., 2015). Likewise, it was not part of the joint initiative by the UN Economic Commission for Europe 

(UNECE), the UN Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO), the Ministerial Conference on the Protection of 

Forests in Europe (MCPFE) and the Confederation of European Forest Owners (CEPF) that attempted to 

answer the lack of knowledge in European forest owners as recognized and brought forward by several 

political processes (Schmithüsen and Hirsch, 2010). As the interest in understanding forest owners first 

originated from the need to ensure continuity of roundwood supply following the expansion of forest 

industry in heavily forested countries, one can easily understand the reason for that geographical bias. 

However, considering the recent focus on the societal roles of forests and of the alleged underuse and 

progressive abandonment of forest resources, I argue that more attention should be paid to forest owners 

from Southern Europe, and, in this case, from Italy.  
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As clearly stated in the Art.1 of the TUFF, national forests represent first and foremost a public good that 

needs to be preserved and enhanced for the wellbeing of future generations. Interestingly, societal benefits 

of forests hold a constitutional value that must be prioritized over the economic value (Romano, 2018), 

thus relegating private interests as secondary and assigning to the Italian PFO the social responsibility of 

protecting the forest capital, notably through SFM (Art.2,2b of TUFF). With a national Forest Law holding 

such high expectations for the PFO, the time has come to give them the deserved attention and understand 

whether they are willing and enabled to embrace this role of stewards of national forest resources. 

 

3. The Autonomous Region of Aosta Valley as a study area 

 

The study focuses on the Autonomous Region of Aosta Valley, which is the smallest of the 21 regions of the 

Italian State and is located in the western Alps. Following the national trend, forests cover about 30% of the 

regional territory (97,970 ha) (Renerfor, 2013) (Figure 1.3). Alpine forests of common larches (Larix 

decidua) and cembran pines (Pinus cembra) dominate the landscape, representing 43% of the tree cover. 

Spruce forests (Picea abies) follow with 14%, and pine forests (Pinus silvestris) with 10%. The remaining 

33% are made mostly of broadleaves species, located at lower elevations, such as chestnuts, maples, ashes, 

grey alders or linden trees, for example. 

 

 

 
 

Figure 1.3. Map of Aosta Valley and its forest cover, in yellow (protection forests) and green. Modified from Meloni et 

al. (2006). 

 

Because of its history, Aosta Valley is the scene of an indissoluble intertwining between man and forest. 

Since the 13th century, the economic significance of forests has resulted in documented norms and 

legislations aimed at regulating their exploitation (Regione Autonoma Valle d’Aosta, 1997). Hence, during 

the medieval period, after a period of intense use, and until the beginning of the industrial revolution, 

forests in Aosta Valley were used wisely, and the equilibrium between forest conservation and 

communities’ economic needs was maintained, thanks notably to customary rules and guardians that were 

appointed by the community to ensure the equitable use of resources and the stability of protection 
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forests. Protection forests (and thus their management) are still of uttermost importance today in such 

mountain reality with high hydrogeological risk. About 48,8% of forests in Aosta Valley play a role in 

protecting local communities and infrastructures from natural disasters, such as landslides and avalanches, 

by forming a physical barrier and preventing erosion through increased soil stability (Regione Autonoma 

Valle d’Aosta, 1997). 

 

First exploited mainly for construction, heating and cooking, proto-industrial forest uses employed wood 

for the functioning of water saws, lime furnaces and iron foundry. It was for example estimated that 20 

tons of wood were needed to produce one ton of iron (Renerfor, 2013). But it is not until the 18th and 19th 

century, with the Industrial Revolution, that forests were depleted for the needs of the metallurgy, civil 

wars, as well as for coal, tar and turpentine production (Regione Autonoma Valle d’Aosta, 1997). Other 

activities also heavily damaged forest resources, such as the use of bark in leather tanning or even the 

production of wooden shoes sold throughout Italy (personal communication). 

 

The deforestation that took place over the course of almost two centuries led to the development of a 

forest administration in charge of protecting and reestablishing forests. Reforestations plans were enacted 

already in late 1800s/early 1900s and forest area in Aosta Valley expanded from the remaining 25,000 ha to 

the almost 98 000 ha (Regione Autonoma Valle d’Aosta, 1997) present today. The roles, functions and 

organization of the forest administration evolved to become what is known today as the Corpo Forestale 

della Valle d’Aosta, aka “La Forestale” (referred to as the Regional Forest Service (RFS) in the next 

paragraphs chapters). The Corpo Forestale as we know it today was born in 1946 (Decreto Legislativo 23 

dicembre 1946, n. 532) and fully established in 1968 (Legge Regionale n. 6). Its functions are, on one hand, 

to monitor forests and rural areas enforce laws (police function) and, on the other hand, to protect and 

foster the forest ecosystem (technical/silvicultural function). It operates under the authority of the 

Agriculture and Natural Resources Regional Authorities. Their management objectives are rather 

environmental than productive. It should be noted that Aosta Valley is one of the few Regions to still have 

such forest corps, thanks to its special statute that grants the Region a particular autonomy from the Italian 

central government, notably regarding the management of natural resources and agriculture. In other 

regions, the Corpo Forestale was suppressed, as already mentioned above. The historical strong presence 

of regional forest authorities (i.e. the Forest Corps plus a Regional Forest Division (RFD) dealing with 

administrative issues 4) is probably a reason why Aosta Valley has never developed its own regional forest 

law. Indeed, it still relies on the national 1923 Serpieri law and other regional decrees, although a regional 

forest programme is currently in preparation, as per the TUFF mandate.   

 

The limitations imposed by the modern-times forest administration, which might no longer be appropriate 

today, are plentiful and local communities have not necessarily accepted them. Along with societal 

changes, these limitations are thought to have contributed to the dissociation of people from the forest. 

Forests are no longer considered as a valuable resource and their management is delegated to others, 

suggesting indifference (Renerfor, 2013). 

 

An interesting aspect of the history of forests and humans in Aosta Valley that is worth mentioning is the 

existence of common forests. Common forests are traditional institutions that have existed in Italy since 

the Middle Ages (Regione Autonoma Valle, 1997). They take different names in the various Italian regions, 

 
4 The full name is ”Regional Forest and Trails Division of the Natural Resources Department”, which also 
operates under the Agriculture and Natural Resources Regional Authorities. 
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have different history, and apply different rules of collective ownership. They are administered by 

representatives (president and managerial board) elected by the members of community (householders), 

and the common property regime, which defines the rights of resources use for the members, is ensured 

today by national and regional legislations. In Aosta Valley, they usually find their origin in the medieval 

infeudations of the local lords to the habitants of one or more villages and are called “consorterie” 

(singular: consorteria); They can be of public or private ownership. For example, the consorteria of 

Magneaz-Champoluc-Rovinal in Val d’Ayas is a commons with uti universi (i.e. members have rights over 

the entire area rather than having parcels assigned (aka uti singoli)) where one owns rights only when 

he/she is a direct descendant of a local family, owns a rural plot and is a resident of one of the 

municipalities within the consorteria (personal communication). While the role that this type of collective 

ownership play in SFM would certainly be worth investigating (Paletto et al., 2014), consorterie are singular 

realities that differ from the individual PFO’s realities and are not the focus of this work. 

 

The forest ownership structure in Aosta Valley shows a distribution of 61% (59,763 ha) of privately owned 

forests and 39% (38,207 ha) of publicly owned forests (Figure 1.4). Private owners are made of individuals 

(60%), private consorterie (26%), and other property types such as joint ownership, community, companies 

or church ownership (14%) (Figure 1.4). Public forests, on the other hand, belong to the municipality (70%), 

public consorterie (14%), the Region (8%), or the State (4%). While the RFD has been in charge of 

developing and implementing a management plan for all public forests, public consorterie and some private 

consorterie (a total of 43,815 ha are under management), PFO are not required to do so.  

 

 

 

 
 

      Figure 1.4. Distribution of private forest ownership in Aosta Valley (data from Renerfor, 2013). 

 

 

Overall, 85% of all forests could be actively managed, although only 38,5% of those currently have access 

roads. Privately owned forests constitute 68% (21,729 ha) of those accessible and usable forests. Harvests 

in accessible forests are nonetheless limited and remain well under the regional potentials, as it is 

estimated that only 16% of the annual increment (about 15.000 m3 of wood) is extracted (Vertui, 2017). As 
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a consequence, forests qualitative growth is small and the “invasive” forest progresses, a phenomenon that 

may favor forest fires and diseases (e.g. see Paletto et al., 2011; Louvin, 2012; Faval, 2014; Paletto et al., 

2014). 

 
The forest industry in Aosta Valley is not particularly well developed. There are no forest holdings 

dedicated exclusively to forestry. Rather, there are small forest industries (and sometimes farmers) that 

operate upon request on public and private land to execute silvicultural cuts. As of June 2022, a total of 10 

chartered small forest industries (9 of which with forest harvesting as primary activity) were present in the 

Region5. One reason for this paucity is the fact that interventions in forests subject to a management plan 

(see above) have been performed until now by the regional administration’s team of loggers (the 

bucherons). The forest industries therefore operate mainly on private land. About 15 small and medium 

size sawmills are present in the region, although they rely heavily on imported wood. Furthermore, we 

denote the absence of forest associations that may help in coordinating actors and activities. All of this has 

resulted in a weak and unstructured local wood market.  

 

In the current 2014-2020 programming period of the RDP (extended to 2022), several measures were 

selected by the Region to support forest and forestry matters (Regione Autonoma Valle d’Aosta, 2015). 

About 3.5 million euros6 were set aside to finance, among others, investments to improve the productivity, 

resilience and environmental values of the forests (Measure 8, sub-measures 8.5 and 8.6) and encouraged 

actions leading to the adoption of different forms of cooperation between the various actors of the forest 

sector, which is deemed necessary to achieve the objectives of rural policies (Measure 16, sub-measures 

16.6 and 16.8). In a nutshell, sub-measure 8.5 finances silvicultural interventions aimed not only at 

economic management and timber production but also at maintenance-oriented management (e.g. fire 

prevention actions), human-centered management (e.g. improvement of forest paths network for 

recreational purpose), and environmental-centered management (e.g. habitat restoration, enhancement of 

resilience against climate change), and thereby covers actions benefitting both societal and private 

interests. Sub-measure 8.6 on the other hand does not directly concern the PFO as it finances the 

acquisition of mechanical equipment for forest industries. Sub-measures 16.6 and 16.8, the cooperation 

measures, support the development of local forest-wood-energy chain and the establishment of forest 

management plans, respectively. As of June 2021, 4 PFO had applied for financing for the sub-measure 8.5, 

and at least two cooperative agreements were being developed through sub-measure 16.6.  Sub-measure 

16.8, on the other hand, was not solicited (personal communication). Overall (i.e. public and private owners 

and forest industries), a total of 1.45 millions euros was requested and 1 million was granted (personal 

communication). Financing for PFO were as high as 100.000 euros. While today’s trend is a very low 

application rate with only a few high subsidies being granted (notably because the minimum amount of 

subsidy that can be asked is of 10.000 euros), the situation was quite different before 2014. Indeed, the 

existence of regional laws (e.g. Legge Regionale 1 febbraio 2010, n.3) granted access to smaller subsidies 

and, hence, led to high number of applicants and many micro subsidies distributed (personal 

communication). Whether one of those instruments had a better impact on FM than the other has not yet 

been analyzed.  

  

As in the national context, this snapshot of regional data suggests a disinterest in forest and FM (Gal, 2018; 

Vertui, 2017), notably regarding their productive functions. Vertui (2017) notably deplores the 

 
5https://www.regione.vda.it/risorsenaturali/Foreste/Albo_imprese_e_operatori_forestali/Elenco_albo_imprese/
default_i.aspx 
6 https://www.regione.vda.it/risorsenaturali/Foreste/psr_2014_20_i.aspx 
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relinquishment of management activities in private forests in Aosta Valley. However, to the best of my 

knowledge, no study on the Aosta Valley PFO has been conducted in the past. 

 

4. Research question 

 

Detaining 66% of forest resources, Italian private forest owners hold the fate of a large part of the nation’s 

forests in their hands. They can play a central role in combatting abandonment and revitalizing forests. Yet, 

they have not been given attention (Mozzato and Gatto, 2016) and virtually nothing is known about them, 

leading us to contemplate how to promote better and more active stewardship according to the national 

strategic orientations in the forest sector. 

The lack of knowledge about PFO is in stark contrast with the New Forest Law (2018), and the National 

Forest Strategy (2022), whose effective implementations will require creating a wider space for PFO in the 

policy arena. The role of the PFO as stewards of national forest resources is today brought forward 

(Romano, 2018) and they warrant attention more than ever. While the increasing amount of abandoned 

forestlands prompts us to think that PFO have lost interest in their forests, is this really the case?  

Understanding how PFO relate to their forests and FM, what their values, motivations and expectations 

are, and how these characteristics may influence their stewardship behavior is all of crucial importance. 

Notably, gaining insights into the meaning that PFO attribute to FM can help understand whether they 

conceptualize it as depicted in the forest policies and how desirable management actions could be 

promoted.  

 

An in-depth understanding of PFO’s motivations would thus allow for the development of convincing 

narratives that may help reverse the current PFO putative inaction. The elaboration of PFO’s typologies has 

notably helped the forest sector to segment PFO populations to grasp more accurately their expectations 

(e.g. Wilkes-Allemann et al., 2021). Through a combination of qualitative semi-structured interviews and 

structured questionnaires, this work provides a thematic and typological analysis that aim at providing a 

first representation of the PFO in the Autonomous Region of Aosta Valley. The main research question can 

be formulated as follows: what role do PFO from Aosta Valley play in forest stewardship and what are the 

factors influencing this role?  

 

To answer this question, data was collected as follows:  

1. General picture of forest ownership in respondents 

 

a. Who owns the forests, and what type of forestland do they own? Forest owners’ socio-

demographic attributes and forest holding characteristics, which are both known to influence 

forest management choices, will be collected via structured questionnaire to provide 

background information. 

 

b. How do forest owners engage with their land? Past, current or foreseen forest management 

actions can be used to evaluate the level/type of activity of a forest owner, if any. Information 

about past management actions will be collected via structured questionnaire and the topic 

will be examined in more depth with the semi-structured interview. 
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2. Intrinsic and extrinsic elements shaping the type and level of engagement of forest owners with 

their land  

 

a. Relationship held with the forest (via semi-structured interview), including environmental and 

forest-related values (via standardized scale on human/nature relationship and structured 

questionnaire, respectively): human-forests relationships, which are partly defined by our 

value systems, are also known to be a determinant in private owners’ decision-making 

regarding forest management and can help give insights into how and why landowners engage 

with their forests.  

 

b. Beliefs about FM (via semi-structured interview): the meaning attributed to FM and to the 

various forest ecosystem services that can be delivered can give insights, as above, into how 

and why landowners engage with their forests. By management, I intend any form of 

management, with or without the purpose of yielding tangible and/or intangible benefits, of 

marketable and non-marketable nature, and of private and public interest. Note that this 

approach was not based on any pre-conceived normative definition of FM. 

 

c. Contextual factors and capacity of forest owners to adopt a role of steward (via semi-

structured interview): stated constraints/opportunities, awareness and use of current forest-

related measures and incentives at their disposition will, for instance, be investigated.  

 

Taken together, this information can shed light on the type of stewardship that may be provided by PFO 

and on the roles that they are adopting or would be willing to adopt.  

By providing this qualitative characterization of the PFO and taking into consideration broad and local 

contextual factors, it may also be possible to provide insights into the current barriers to active 

management of the forest resources in Aosta Valley, as well as into their implications for future policies and 

policy instruments targeting forest owners. 
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Chapter 2: Theoretical framework 
 

The theoretical model on which this study draws is based on two elements. First, I used as a backbone the 

Environmental Stewardship Framework (Bennet et al., 2018), which I adapted to my research question, to 

pinpoint the main elements underlying landowners’ decisions to use their forests or engage in 

management activities, and thus to guide the design of my interview questionnaire and inform the analysis. 

Easily embedded into the stewardship framework, the Attitude-Behavior-Context (ABC) Theory (Stern, 

2000) also guided this research (Figure 2.1). Below, I first introduce the concept of stewardship and briefly 

discuss it in light of what studies have unveiled regarding PFO’s choices towards SFM, and then consider 

the application of the Environmental Stewardship Framework and the relevance of the ABC theory. 

 

  

 

  

1. The concept of stewardship 

 

The concept of stewardship as a land management ethic formally emerged over 70 years ago in Aldo 

Leopold’s Sand County Almanac (Leopold, 1949). In Leopold’s vision, care for people cannot be 

separated from care for the land, and a land ethic is a moral code of conduct that grows out of the 

interconnection between these people and their land.  

Since then, many definitions and meanings have been attributed to the term “stewardship”, 

depending on the field and focus of study, and the use of the concept has grown significantly over the 

years, especially in sustainability research, but also in policy-making (Peçanha Enqvist et al., 2018). 

Stewardship has thus been defined a boundary object, i.e. a conceptual tool without a strict 

consensus on a definition and which thus facilitates dialogue between different actors working 

towards a common goal, such as scientists and policy makers (Peçanha Enqvist et al., 2018). Simply 

put, stewardship is “caring for what we value”. Brown and Mitchell (2000) define stewardship as the 

“efforts to create, nurture, and enable responsibility in landowners and resource users to manage and 

protect land and its natural and cultural heritage”. This definition recognizes the integration of people and 

nature and the fact that landscapes are, very often, cultural, a characteristic which applies to the socio-

ecological context of this study. 

Figure 2.1. The model informing the study 

is composed of the Stewardship 

Framework as a backbone, and is informed 

by the Attitude-Behavior-Context Theory. 
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A yet better suited definition is the one by Worrell and Appleby (2000), who describe stewardship as “the 

responsible use (including conservation) of natural resources in a way that takes full and balanced account 

of the interests of society, future generations, and other species, as well as of private needs, and accepts 

significant answerability to society”. In a very similar fashion, Forest Europe defines SFM as "the 

stewardship and use of forest lands in a way and at a rate that maintains their biodiversity, productivity, 

regeneration capacity, vitality and their potential to fulfill now and in the future relevant ecological, 

economic and social functions at local, national and global levels and that does not cause damage to other 

ecosystems" (MCPFE, Helsinki, 1993). In light of these definitions, forest management and forest 

stewardship are used interchangeably in this work.  

However, as argued by Lertzman (2009), management should be understood as management system in 

order to better grasp the concept of stewardship. While he defines management as a “set of actions taken 

to guide a system towards achieving desired goals and objectives”, a management system on the other 

hand is “a sum of these actions, goals and objectives, the process through which they are legitimized by 

social norms, and the institutions and actors involved in carrying them out”. In contrast to the strict 

definition of management, the notion of stewardship indeed implies the existence of a value system in 

relation to the land. Managers can manage to achieve the set of objectives they were entrusted with, but 

stewards have an obligation to the land or ecosystems themselves.  

Literature on stewardship usually addresses 4 aspects of stewardship: ethics, motivation, action, and 

outcome, with action being the most common meaning associated to stewardship in research (Peçanha 

Enqvist et al., 2018). Based on these observations, the same authors developed the “care-knowledge-

agency” framework, which encompasses all meanings of stewardship and recognizes the plurality of the 

term, thereby providing a tool to improve communication in trans-disciplinary research and between 

science and policy makers or practitioners (Figure 2.2). Contemporaneously, Bennet et al. (2018) developed 

another framework based on the identification of similar themes, which they call the “local environmental 

stewardship framework” (Figure 2.3). This framework, on which this work draws, is explained detail in 

Section 2. 

 

 

 

Figure 2.2. The Care-Knowledge-Agency 

Framework of stewardship by Peçanha 

Enqvist et al., 2018. 
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2. Forest owners’ behavior towards forest management and stewardship 

 

PFO have been described as bearing the responsibility to care for the forest resources, notably through 

active sustainable management, and this sometimes even beyond their private interests (Bjärstig and 

Sténs, 2018; Romano, 2018; UNECE and FAO, 2019). Hence, they might be assimilated to stewards. While 

some of them might consider that land ownership and stewardship go hand in hand and voluntarily 

embrace the concept, others might need to be encouraged through regulatory instruments and incentive 

schemes. Indeed, holding private rights is not necessarily associated with the greatest level of stewardship 

as the economic theory would suggest (Peçanha Enqvist et al., 2018). Stewardship actions, which are thus 

to some level synonym to SFM practices, can be as diverse as creating protected areas, replanting trees, 

harvesting wood, improving the recreation trails, or adopting biodiversity practices. Stewardship is 

however a fluid phenomenon that can change over time—as incentives, social norms, levels of dependence 

on resources, or access to resources and rights may change, actors can gain or lose the will and/or the 

ability to act as stewards (Bennett et al., 2018). Securing stewardship has been an elusive societal goal ever 

since the concept of SFM was brought to the international scene at the Rio Conference in 1992, and the 

need to promote healthy human-environment relationships is always more pressing in light of current 

global challenges (Forest Europe, 2015; UNECE and FAO, 2019). 

While I have come across few studies investigating the concept of stewardship per se in PFO (or even 

landowners), it can be argued that any studies regarding the large range of choices that a PFO faces when 

managing a forest relate to this topic. More specifically, studies on the adoption or willingness to adopt 

sustainable behaviors have a stewardship connotation. This would for example include studies on the 

enrollment in sustainable forestry schemes (e.g. Kilgore et al., 2008) or adoption of specific sustainable 

practices such as reforestation after harvesting or harvesting intensity, as well as studies on the willingness 

to implement conservation practices or to provide various ecosystem services such as carbon sequestration  

e.g. Gatto et al., 2019; Husa and Kosenius, 2021; Koskela and Karppinen, 2020).  

FO studies have not only identified a rather wide variety of factors affecting PFO’s choices, which thus 

could be extrapolated to stewardship behavior, but have also established that PFO are increasingly diverse 

(see Ficko et al., 2019 for a review on European PFO typologie). A widespread approach to disentangle 

PFO’s diversity and attempt to improve SFM through better understanding and more targeted 

communication has been to classify them into typologies. FO typologies have for example been built based 

on socio-demographic attributes of PFO (e.g. age, gender, education, duration of ownership, occupation), 

structural attributes of their properties (e.g. size, composition, quality), timber sales, management 

behaviors, objectives, or values (e.g. basic, landscape, forest, environmental). In their review, Ficko et al. 

(2019) identify no less that 124 labels for European PFO types, with the multiobjective owners, 

recreationists, investors and farmers types being the most common ones. FO diversity cannot be ignored if 

one wants to address forest stewardship. A PFO stewardship typology, drawing on the factors that were 

found to determine PFO management choices, was thus established in this study.  

 

3. The Environmental Stewardship Framework 
 

Bennett et al. (2018) proposed a conceptual and analytical framework to investigate the phenomenon of 

local environmental stewardship and shed light on the factors that enable or hinder this behavior. The 
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framework can be used to assess the elements of stewardship in a specific context and guide the design of 

policy initiatives or interventions. This network was used to guide the design of the semi-structured 

interviews, as well as to identify potential leverage points for policy interventions, as suggested by the 

authors. 

Bennett’s framework was built based on a review of the environmental stewardship and governance 

literature, which helped identify all relevant features in order to develop an analytical framework. The 

framework has three central elements - the actors, the motivations and the capacity to act – that evolve 

within a particular socio-ecological context and which leads to actions producing stewardship outcomes 

(Figure 2.3). 

 

 

 

 

Actors are anyone involved in the stewardship action and can be represented in the case of this study 

primarily by forest owners, although the role and interactions with regional forest authorities or the local 

community must be acknowledged and added to the equation. Characteristics of actors (e.g. socio-

economic status, gender, level of resource dependence, etc) and their institutional, economic and social 

context influence stewardship behavior. Stewardship actions are all approaches, activities, behaviors, and 

technologies that are used to protect, restore or sustainably use the environment. In this context we can 

associate them to FM actions or decision not to act. The motivations are described as the will or the 

reasons why the actors decide to take action. They can be intrinsic or extrinsic. Intrinsic motivations aim at 

fulfilling psychological needs and achieving personal satisfaction. They arise, on one hand, from actors’ 

ethics, morals, values and beliefs and, on the other hand, from a need of self-determination (including 

needs for autonomy and relatedness, and competence) and self-actualization, underlining the potential 

role of social environment in shaping them. Extrinsic motivations, on the other hand, relate to actions 

associated with external outcome and can take the form of rewards or penalties, which can be economic 

Figure 2.3. Conceptual framework 
for environmental stewardship 
(Bennett et al. 2018) 
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but also social, physical and legal, or result from a cost/benefit analysis of stewardship action. Extrinsic 

motivations are however multidimensional and vary from being completely external (e.g. response to 

positive or negative incentive) to completely internal (e.g. a landowner performs stewardship actions 

because he identifies himself as a steward of natural resources) (Legault, 2016). Actors are typically subject 

to complex combinations of intrinsic and extrinsic motivations of varying strength and influence. The 

capacity elements determine whether actors are able to act and steward. They are divided in two 

categories, local community assets and broader governance, which can either facilitate or undermine 

stewardship. The former includes 6 assets types, elaborated based on sustainable livelihoods and 

community development literature: human capital (e.g. education, skills); social capital (e.g. relationships, 

trust and network); cultural capital (e.g. connection to a place, traditions, knowledge, practice); physical 

capital (e.g. infrastructure and technology); institutional capital (e.g. empowerment, agency and options 

provided by institutions); and financial capital (e.g. income, credit, debt). The latter, broader governance, 

refers to institutions (e.g. laws and policies, organizations, decision-making processes) and structural 

processes related to power and politics. The socio-ecological context refers to the combination of social, 

cultural, economic, political and biophysical factors that occurs beyond the local system of study and define 

which stewardship actions are socially, culturally, politically appropriate, and ecologically effective. In our 

case, this concerns factors belonging to the regional (Aosta Valley), national (Italy), EU and global scales. I 

expect all these elements to appear in the discussions with the respondents. 

While Bennett et al.’s (2018) define environmental stewardship as “the actions taken by individuals with 

various motivations and levels of capacity, to protect, care for or responsibly use the environment in 

pursuit of environmental and/or social outcomes in diverse social–ecological contexts”, a slight 

modification to this definition must be introduced to fit the context of our study. The definition would 

become “the actions taken by individuals with various motivations and levels of capacity, to protect, care 

for or responsibly use the environment in pursuit of environmental, social, and economic (i.e. sustainable) 

outcomes”. Indeed, a FO may decide to pursue, for example, timber production solely for economic 

reasons and so the pursuit of economic outcomes, which in any case must follow the basic sustainable 

forest management principles, should be included in that definition. I thus adapted Bennett’s framework 

and renamed it “Forest Stewardship Framework” for this study. 

 The analytical framework proposed by Bennett et al. (2018) was thus further adapted to better fit the 

purposes of this study before serving as a tool to design the interview guide (Figure 2.4).  

 

4. The Attitude-Behavior-Context (ABC) Theory 

 

The ABC theory is based on the understanding that behavior (B) is the product of complex interactions 

between personal sphere attitudinal variables (A) and contextual factors (C) (Stern, 2000). The theory 

acknowledges that behavior is a function of both the individual and its environment and sustain that the 

link between attitudes and behaviors is lessened when contextual factors are either strongly positive or 

negative and vice versa (Stern, 2000).  

Attitudinal variables include personal beliefs, norms and values, which can influence, in our case, the 

stewardship behavior of the FO. Attitudes, and even more so environmental attitudes, are in fact 

multidimensional and have been attributed three dimensions: cognitive (i.e. personal beliefs), affective (i.e. 
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     Figure 2.4. Adapted Stewardship Framework (based on Bennett et al. 2018, Figure 2) 

 
emotional judgments), and conative (i.e. behavioral intentions) (Rosenberg and Hovland, 1960; Larson, 

2010). While cognitive attitudes encompass perceptions and understandings of how the world works and 

thus go beyond a mere positive or negative judgment, affective and conative attitudes are evaluative, as 

per the most often cited definition of attitude, i.e. a positive or negative judgment towards an object or 

phenomenon (Larson 2010). Also, attitudinal variables can be behavior-specific (and thus will affect only 

certain stewardship behaviors), or influence overall behavior (Stern, 2000). External factors, or contextual 

forces, on the other hand, include interpersonal influences, social expectations, regulations and other 

policy instruments such as incentives, physical, technical and biophysical constraints and/or capabilities, as 

well the general characteristics of the social, economic and political context. They can be interpreted 

differently based on people’s attitudes and beliefs and can constitute drivers of change in attitude and 

behavior. The interplay between attitudes and context can be important in determining what kind of 

behavior will ensue.  

Both attitudinal variables and external factors from the ABC Theory are found in the dimensions of the 

Stewardship Framework and are thus recognized to be determinants of the stewardship behavior. It is 

worth noting that this framework could accommodate other behavioral theories, such as the Theory of 

Planned Behavior for example. I chose the ABC Theory for it focuses on external elements, which I believe 

may play an important role in this study. 
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Chapter 3 - Research Methods 
 

1. Philosophical perspectives and methodology 

Qualitative research, which originated in social sciences, has gained popularity in a wide range of scientific 

fields, and the field of forest policy, most notably forest owner studies, is no exception (see for example 

Ficko et al., 2019). Based on an interpretivism approach, a characteristic that differentiate it from 

quantitative research that applies a positivist lens, qualitative research aims to make the world visible and 

studies subjects in their natural setting. Such research aims to explore the meanings and perceptions that 

actors give to their own reality in order to gain better understanding of social phenomena and behaviors 

(Flick, 2009). In qualitative research, the world is subjective, and realities are multiple. In such, the 

researcher is part of these realities and influence them. He or she focuses on data that cannot be explained 

only with number, data that can provide a holistic and in-depth view of the questions that are addressed. 

One method often used to obtain such data is the one chosen in this thesis, namely semi-structured 

interviews. Semi-structured interviews consist of predefined open-ended questions, from which discussion 

and other questions naturally arise (DiCicco-Bloom and Crabtree, 2006). For the purpose of this study, they 

represent a good compromise between the structured and unstructured interviews, as they allow targeting 

the topics of interest while not being locked into the strict scheme structured questionnaire, which does 

not leave space for deepening the understanding when desired.  

Qualitative research is not necessarily limited to the production of knowledge. It can also be used as a tool 

to identify and suggest solutions to practical societal questions (Flick, 2011), and perhaps even provide 

inputs for decision-making and evidence-based policy-making (Veltri et al., 2014) , thereby creating a 

concrete connection between society and its representatives. 

In line with the characteristics of qualitative research, this study was based on a constructionist 

epistemological perspective and on an interpretive qualitative methodology, at the exception of the 

structured component of the interview. The epistemological perspective provides a framework for 

understanding and describing the forest owners. Indeed, constructionists assert that there is no objective 

truth but that, rather, individuals construct the meaning of an object or phenomenon based on how they 

engage with it and with the realities of their world. How they engage and understand their world depends 

on their cultural, historical social, and personal perspectives and experiences (Moon and Blackman, 2014). I 

believe that forest owners might indeed hold different values and understanding of the concept of forest 

management and of their role as environmental stewards based, for example, on their life history and 

world’s perspectives. Identifying these differences and nuances is important to understand forest owners’ 

needs and ultimately evaluate solutions to foster active stewardship and uncover potential leverage points 

for policy instruments in the Aosta Valley Region. Using an interpretive qualitative methodology will allow 

to explore meanings and perceptions, and gain a deep understanding of the issues of interest (Aspers and 

Corte, 2019). 

The general workflow followed in this study is represented in Figure 3.1. The steps are described in the 

following sections. 
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2. Sampling 

  

While purposive sampling would best accommodate the interpretive methodology of this research (Rapley, 

2014), the absence of forest owners’ register and the lack of statistics on the number of owners and 

property structure does not allow for this type of sampling.   

A sampling approach combining regional forest maps and cadastral maps was considered but evaluated as 

requiring inadequate time and financial investments in the context of this master's thesis. Indeed, formal 

consultation of cadastral registers with the Tax Office (Agenzia dell’Entrate) would only reveal the names of 

the landowners, thus requiring an additional step with the municipality for obtaining their address or 

contact information.  

Bearing in mind the complexity of Italian forest owners’ identification, a topic that even was the object of a 

peer-reviewed publication (Rizzo et al., 2019), snowball sampling was used to identify forest owners in the 

study area. Four starting points were used for the sampling: (1) presidents of land consortia; (2) 

administrators of the Mountain Communities or municipalities; (3) actors of the forest industry; and (4) 

forest owners known personally. As I aimed to interview both active and inactive (or less active) owners, 

purposive sampling was embedded in the snowball approach to identify the needed respondent type. 

However, this approach failed, as informants were reluctant to share the names of owners they judged as 

“not involved with the forests” and “not enough knowledgeable”. Hence, the sampling remained biased 

towards more active forest owners or, at a minimum, towards people who have a connection with their 

forest. 

People of interest were contacted by regular mail, email, or phone, depending on the available 

information, and chosen so that the 8 Mountain Communities (territorial associations) of the Aosta Valley 

Region were represented (and thus the entire Region covered). Those who answered were presented with 

the summary of the project and asked if they were willing to share the contact of forest owners who might 

Figure 3.1. Method workflow 
followed in the study. 
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agree to participate in the research (or if they were willing to participate themselves when they happened 

to be forest owners).   

Some actors of the forest sector chosen as a starting point for the snowball sampling were also asked for an 

interview so as to gain insights into the local forestry landscape and the roles that the private forest owners 

may play. Likewise, the regional public officer in charge of assessing the forest owners’ applications to the 

RDP financing schemes was asked to be interviewed in order to broaden my expertise and understand the 

popularity of the (past and current) forest-related measures.  

 

Table 3.1. Snowball approach: response rate and efficiency 

Typology of contact points N contacted (method) Response 
rate 

Interviews yielded  

(FO and actors) 

Presidents of land consortia* 25 (13 emails, 12 postal 
letters) 

24% 4* 

Administration of Mountain Communities 7 (emails) 14% 0 

Regional Forest Corps stations 7 (6 emails, 1 in person) 14% 2 

Municipalities 11 (emails) 9% 0 

Forest owners personally known 5 (phone) 100% 8 

Forest industries* 5 (2 emails, 3 phone calls) 60% 3* 

Regional authorities 1 (email) 100% 3 

Independent forestry expert 1 (phone call) 100% 8 

Total 57 33% 26 (21 forest 
owners, 6 actors) 

* 2 presidents of land consortia are also owners of a forest business (1 of 2 replied and was interviewed) 

 

The snowball approach required 4 rounds with a total of 40 emails, 12 snail mail letters, 6 phone calls and 1 

in-person drop-in. Table 3.1 describes the typologies of contact points and the overall success of the 

snowball sampling. A total of 26 interviews were carried out, including 21 forest owners and 6 actors of the 

forest sector. All territorial associations plus the Aosta area itself were represented by 1 to 5 respondents. 

Interviews were conducted between March and November 2021. All but two were conducted in person, 

either at the workplace or home of the participants (Table 3.2, Figure 3.2). 
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Table 3.2. List of interviews conducted 

Interviews – FO Mountain 
Community 

Method Interview length 

 

Date 

I1 (also actor: Forest 
industry) 

Evancon In person 36’ 9-3-21 

I2 Valdigne In person 1 h 20’ 15-3-21 

I3 Grand Paradis Phone 46’ 16-3-21 

I4 Valdigne In person 39’ 10-4-21 

I5 Mont Emilius In person 1 h 17’ 14-4-21 

I6 Valdigne In person 57’ 28-4-21 

I7 Aosta In person 50’ 4-7-21 

I8 Aosta In person 39’ 6-7-21 

I9 Evancon In person 17’ 10-7-21 

I10 Valdigne Phone 12’ 28-7-21 

I11 Mont Rosa In person 28’ 17-8-21 

I12 Walser In person 32’ 30-8-21 

I13 Grand Paradis In person 41’ 3-9-21 

I14 Mont Emilius In person 51’ 3-9-21 

I15 Aosta In person 29’ 6-9-21 

I16 Mont Cervin In person 45’ (not registered) 10-9-21 

I17 Evancon In person 49’ 21-9-21 

I18 Evancon In person 34’ 23-9-21 

I19 Evancon In person 31’ 2-10-21 

I20 Grand Combin In person 23’ 12-10-21 

I21 Grand Paradis In person 29’ 18-11-21 

Interviews - actors Mountain 
Community 

Method Interview length 

 

Date 

IA (Forest industry) NA  44’ 6-6-21 

IB (Forest industry) NA  19’ 8-6-21 

IC (Region – RDP 
subsidies) 

NA  53’ 14-6-21 

ID (forestry expert) NA  1h30’ (not registered) 24-8-21 

IE (Region – silviculture) NA  1 h 17’ 19-11-21 
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Figure 3.2. Geographic representation of samples. Map obtained from 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=56325911 (M.Casanova - Main data from “Confini delle 

unità amministrative a fini statistici, istat.itshapefile” modified with QGIS; SVG created with Mapshaper and 

modified with a text editor., CC BY-SA 4.0) and modified to show the 8 territorial (mountain communities) 

approximative boundaries. The plain, orange-filled area represents the capital of Aosta area. 

 

 

3. Data corpus  

 

The Environmental Stewardship Framework from Bennett et al. (2018), which was adapted to fit the 

context of this study and take into account forest owners’ literature, as described in Chapter 2, guided the 

design of the interviews and questionnaires that build the data corpus. The data collected thus cover the 

key determinants of stewardship behavior. Notably, it addresses the three central elements of the 

framework, i.e. actors, intrinsic and extrinsic motivations, and capacity, although to various depths. Indeed, 

a focus was placed on the “motivation” component, which explores values and beliefs regarding FM, as it is 

central to my research question.  

 

3.1 Semi-structured interviews 

 

Semi-structured interviews with PFO were conducted to explore: 

(1) Relationship held with the forests and the values attributed to them (6 questions) 

file:///C:/Users/03225905/Downloads/https
https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=56325911
https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=56325911
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(2) Understandings, concrete experiences, and beliefs regarding FM (7 questions) 

(3) Perception of the role that active management of forests (and forest owners) can play in current 

societal challenges (3 questions) 

The full interview guide can be consulted in Annex 1. The questions were adapted after pre-testing with 2 

dummy participants to ensure the clarity of questions and language use. Furthermore, the questionnaire 

was adapted further as the data was collected and problems encountered either with the flow or with the 

understanding, which prompted me to change the order of the questions or remove them, respectively. 

Some questions were also removed because the answers could be inferred from data, or omitted only on 

occasions when the topics had naturally flowed from preceding questions. The final questionnaire 

contained 16 questions and 3 main sections, as described above.  

Semi-structured interviews with actors of the forest sector, which aimed at deepening my own knowledge 

of the local forestry context, investigated notably the interactions of PFO with these actors and their role in 

the forest-wood chain in general from the experts’ standpoint. In the case the actors interviewed were 

themselves PFO, their own perception of forest management was also investigated. The actor interview 

guide can be consulted in Annex 2. 

 

3.2 Structured questionnaire 

 

The structured questionnaire aimed to collect in a standardized way socio-demographic and holdings data, 

current or recent forest management actions, and custom-made forest-related values statements (Annex 

1). The latter were based on the study’s context as well as on literature on the topic. Together with the 

below-described Human and Nature scale, the forest-related value statements were used to explore the 

forest owners’ value systems. 

 

3.3 Human and Nature Scale 

 

The environmental values of the respondents and relationship to nature (pertaining to the intrinsic 

motivation component in the Forest Stewardship Framework) were evaluated using the Human and Nature 

(HaN) scale, developed in de Groot et al. (2011). Recognizing that Western civilizations tend to 

acknowledge the intrinsic value of nature, The HaN scale addresses the full range of ecocentric human - 

nature relationships with 21 statements covering (1) mastery over nature, (2) stewardship of nature, (3) 

partnership with nature, and (4) participation in nature (Figure 3.3). The “Mastery” statements depict the 

right to alter nature to fulfill our needs, as we are superior to nature, and relate to the instrumental value 

of nature. The “Stewardship” statements consider the need to care for nature in a sustainable way, 

generally placing the human above nature in this role of protection. The “Partnership” statements illustrate 

the equal value of human and nature and how they support each other. The “Participation” statements 

address the desire to be part of and connected to nature. 
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Figure 3.3. HaN statements organized by types of ecocentrism (from de Groot et al., 2011). 

The statements were presented to the participants in random order in the form of a 5-points Likert scale 

and compiled in presence, at the exception of the phone interview (compiled online). The results were 

analyzed in Excel by calculating the average score for the each of the 4 relationship types, both at the 

participant level and for the overall sample. Also, the overall statement performance was evaluated by 

calculating the average score of each statement across the sample.  

 

4. Data collection 

 

Data was collected via semi-structured interviews, in combination with two structured questionnaires 

administered in person during the interview. A brief overview of the project was given to them and a form 

of consent was shared and signed by the participants.  

Considering the Covid-19 pandemics, respondents were given the option of conducting a face-to-face, 

phone or video call interviews. For those who chose phone or video interviews, the summary of the project 

and form of consent was sent beforehand via email. Likewise, the structured questionnaires were shared 

beforehand via the Google Form tool.  

The interviews were recorded (if respondents allowed) and a brief written summary of what was learnt and 

of the general impressions was written after each interview.  

Data analysis took place in parallel to data collection, allowing the evaluation of data saturation. Although 

each participant brought new facts and ideas around the topic of “forests”, the core issue, i.e. meanings of 

forest management, appeared fully saturated by interview 17 out of 21. This number is in line with the 

qualitative studies that appear in peer-reviewed literature and with the findings of Hennink et al. (2017) 

and Hagaman and Wutich (2017) that 16 to 24 interviews are needed to reach meaning saturation, and 
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that 16 or less interviews are necessary to uncover the common themes in homogenous groups, such as 

the one represented by the Aosta Valley forest owners.  

 

5. Data analysis  

  

The audio data from the semi-structured interviews was transcribed verbatim using Spext in the spoken 

language of the interview (Italian) and documents were imported in the qualitative analysis software 

ATLAS.ti 22 Mac (2022) for the subsequent applied thematic analysis and typological analysis. Secondary 

information (codes, themes, memos...) was written in English and text was only translated for the citations 

that were included in this document. All the transcribed text (thus all the data) was used for the analysis, 

although the data from the actors of the forest sector was used only to provide additional background and 

was not submitted to the applied thematic analysis. 

Data from the structured questionnaire and the Human-Nature Likert scale was analyzed using basic 

descriptive statistics tools.  

 

5.1 Applied thematic analysis (ATA) 

5.1.1 Background and premises  

 

The method of Applied Thematic Analysis, or ATA (Friese et al., 2018; Guest et al., 2012), was used to 

identify the themes emerging in the interviews with the forest owners. The analysis was computer-assisted 

and relied on the qualitative data analysis software ATLAS.ti 22 Mac (2022). Only I was involved in this 

analysis.  

The ATA approach is a type of inductive analysis that shares many features with grounded theory (e.g. 

emphasis is on supporting claims with data and the use of systematic yet flexible methods) and 

phenomenology. ATA was previously applied in a study by Raymond et al. (2015), which developed a 

farmers’ stewardship typology based on their understanding of land stewardship, values and actions. 

The inductive character of the ATA approach implies that the practice of coding can occur without trying to 

fit the data into a pre-existing frame, through an iterative process aimed at identifying themes (i.e. “unit of 

meaning that is observed by the reader”) and their components or semantic boundaries (codes). Themes 

are divided into structural themes (subjected to structural coding), which are imposed by the research topic 

and constitute the link between data collection and the evidence generated, and emergent themes 

(subjected to content coding), which describe what is discussed in the context of the imposed research 

design and thus constitutes the link between the evidence and its meaning. The structural coding follows 

the interview guide as a basis for code development. Content coding on the other hand requires repetitive 

reading of the text to identify what kind of meanings the text might exemplify and to then identify valid 

approaches to group content with the specified meanings (e.g. explanations that are similar; like events; 

things that have cause-effect relationships; etc.). As the codes progressively build the codebook (central 

element of ATA), the analysis moves through the three general goals of thematic analysis, namely 

examining commonalities (“what does the text mean to me”), differences (“what specific examples of 
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meaning exist in the text”), and relationships (“do the different meanings present patterns of 

relationship?).  

As a reminder, the analysis tried to answer the following questions: “What role do PFO from Aosta Valley 

play in forest stewardship?” with the help of the following sub-questions: (1) which meanings are given to 

the expression “forest management” by forest owners; (2) what other elements (forest ownership and 

forest owner attributes, intrinsic and extrinsic motivations, and contextual factors) foster/hinder 

stewardship/use of forest (obstacles and drivers, enabling and constraining factors). Thus, the primary 

analytical purpose was to explore with a constructivist lens how all the above-listed elements might shape 

the role that forest owners adopt in forest resources stewardship. The analytical approach was therefore 

mainly exploratory (i.e. inductive and content-driven) as the questions of how Italian private forest owners 

understand forest management and perceive their stewardship role have so far been, to my knowledge, 

little explored and thus offer little background. An explanatory analytical component was however present 

as data on forest owners’ values and behaviors are not lacking and might inform parts of the analysis. 

Furthermore, some sections of the interview, e.g. the one concerning the owners’ use of regional subsidies 

were expected to be more straightforward and result in more descriptive than interpretive accounts. It is 

not uncommon for thematic analysis to combine data-driven, “bottom-up” approaches and “top-down” 

approaches that explore some specific ideas (Braun and Clarke, 2013).  

 

5.1.2 Data analysis process  

  

Four main steps were followed for the ATA: familiarization with data; exploration of data; building the 

codebook; review and deepening of the understanding of data. Below in Table 3.3 are the central 

definitions one should be familiar with when undertaking a qualitative thematic analysis and that will help 

the reader move through the data analysis section. Figure 3.4 illustrates the analysis process followed for 

the ATA. 

 

Table 3.3. Definitions (from Guest et al., 2012 p.50) 

Data  The textual representation of a conversation, observation, or interaction.  

Theme  A unit of meaning that is observed (noticed) in the data by a reader of the text.  

Code  A textual description of the semantic boundaries of a theme or a component of a theme.  

Codebook  A structured compendium of codes that includes a description of how the codes are 
related to each other.  

Coding  The process by which a qualitative analyst links specific codes to specific data segments.  
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Figure 3.4. Computer-aided ATA analysis flow. In red, ATLAS.ti tools used in each analytical step are listed. In 

green, the general aim associated with each each step is reminded. 

 

Step1: Familiarization with data and pre-analysis  

The 26 documents (transcripts) added to ATLAS.ti were browsed, and notes were added for each of them 

(e.g. notes taken after the interview to describe interactions in the field). This was the occasion to dive 

again into the data, after the interview and the transcription and re-familiarize myself with it. At this stage, 

the documents were grouped into categories for the sake of organization, as well as to allow for segregated 

results visualization and comparisons when using ATLAS.ti analytical tools (Table 3.4). Categories were 

based mostly on the socio-demographic data collected in the structured questionnaires and interviews and 

included: gender, age range (below 40, between 40 and 60 and above 60), ownership type (inherited, 

collective, mixed), geographic area (mountain communities), education (compulsory, high school, 

vocational, university), forest size (1-5 ha, 5-20 ha, above 20 ha, unknown), beneficiary of RDP subsidy (yes 

or no), as well as the self-assessed forest management activity level (activity scale 1-4, 5-7 or 8-10). 
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Table 3.4. Document categories and number of documents (i.e. respondent) per category (N) 

Document category N Document category N 

Actors 6* Aosta 3 

Forest Owners 21 Evançon 5 

Gender: Male 19 Gran Combin 1 

Gender: Female 1 Grand Paradis 2 

  Mont Cervin 1 

Age: below 40 3 Mont Emilius 2 

Age: 40-60 8 Mont Rose 1 

Age: over 60 10 Valdigne 4 

  Walser 1 

Ownership: inherited 15   

Ownership: consorterie 2 Forest total size: 1-5 ha 4 

Ownership: mixed 5 Forest total size: 5-20 ha 4 

  Forest total size: > 20 ha 6 

Education: compulsory 5 Forest total size: unknown 7 

Education: high school 5   

Education: university 6 Activity scale: 1-4 5 

Education: vocational 4 Activity scale: 5-7 7 

  Activity scale: 8-10 6 

RDP subsidy: no 12   

RDP subsidy: yes 9   

* One actor is also part of the forest owners’ group. 

 

Step 2: Material exploration  

 During a first reading, structural codes were defined based on the interview questions. Besides allowing for 

straightforward comparisons between documents, this step also allows evaluating the quality of the 

interview process. Text segmentation was also performed in parallel using the ATLAS.ti “Quotation” tool, 

paying particular attention to capturing the complete thought to ensure that the thematic feature of the 

segment clearly discerned. The quotations were named and comments/memos were written about their 

meaning if needed. By bounding text, this technique facilitates the exploration of thematic elements and 

their similarity, dissimilarity, and relationships using the ATLAS.ti tools.  

Structural coding and text segmentation were thus coupled with structural and content themes 

identification. Identifying themes required asking the question “what is the participant talking about and is 

it relevant to my research question?”. While the annotated quotations resulting from text segmentation 

might often represent a theme, particular attention was also paid to some text elements that may indicate 

the existence of a theme, such as the presence of repetitions, metaphors or analogies. A memo was written 

for each theme.  

In a second reading, content codes were identified and defined. In ATA, codes are generated based on the 

text segmentation. A code name, a short definition, a long definition (which may include an example and 

when to use or not to use the code) were provided in the comment field. Codes were grouped into 

categories, when possible, to obtain a hierarchical organization (easy to navigate during the coding 

process). The example below in Table 3.5 shows how information was compiled for each code. Being an 
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iterative process, the steps of segmentation, theme identification and content coding are not necessarily 

linear.   

 

Table 3.5. Example showing the methodology applied to develop the codebook  

Theme  Management of forest is needed  

Category  FM_Belief  

Code  FM_Belief: management needed  

Short definition  Use code when participants imply directly or indirectly that management actions are needed  

Long definition  Use code when participants imply directly or indirectly that management actions are needed, 

for various reasons (e.g. landslides, fire, cultural selection, aesthetics and thus tourism, 

healthy forest). This generally implies the need for human interventions. Example: “If we 

don’t do anything the trees will take over” (I7). 

   

Step 3: building a structured codebook  

The codebook is a critical component of ATA. It allows for a systematic exploration of the data and of their 

relationships. In this step, the text was reread in an iterative fashion and the codebook, which started 

taking form in step 2, was modified as new insights were gained. This means that the codes and their 

categories were reorganized as the observed meanings in the text were systematically sorted. Relationships 

between meanings were explored using the “NETWORK” tool in ATLAS.ti. Practically, I followed the 

following steps:  

1. Explore categories and their fit with a theme  

2. Explore codes and their fit within a category and organize  

3. Retrieve data segments and reread them  

4. Rename codes, merge codes, split codes, revise code definition as needed  

5. Explore relationship between themes (quotations) and between codes using the NETWORK tool  

6. Recode data  

7. Review and start over at any point of this iterative process  

 

Memos were written to write some narrative and to gather some interesting quotations. 

The codebook resulted in a total of 227 codes classified into 19 groups (Table 3.6). Note that some codes 

belonge dto more tahn one group. The full codebook including categories, codes, and their definitions can 

be found in Annex 3. 
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Table 3.6. Code groups and description. FM: forest management; FO: forest owner; FOR: forest; RDP: rural 

development plan. 

Name Comment N 
Codes 

FM_BELIEFS Codes describing beliefs related to forests and forest management. 

Example: FM_BELIEFS: management is needed 

28 

FM_FACILITATORS Codes describing elements that would facilitate forest 
management/stewardship. Many are also listed as obstacles, when 
lacking. However, not all described obstacles are listed as facilitators. 

Example: FM_FACILITATORS: experience 

16 

FM_MEANING Codes describing the different meanings attributed to the expression 
“forest management”, including both responses to the direct question 
(B1) on the topic and views inferred from the overall discussion. 

Example: FM_MEANING: limit forest growth 

14 

FM_OBSTACLES_ 
ECONOMIC 

Codes describing the obstacles to forest management that are of 
economic nature. 

Example: FM_OBSTACLE_ECONOMIC: lacks valorization 

6* 

FM_OBSTACLES_ 
INSTITUTIONAL 

Codes describing the obstacles to forest management that arise from 
the institutions. 

Example: FM_OBSTACLE_INST: bureaucracy 

14* 

FM_OBSTACLES_ 
PRACTICAL 

Codes describing the obstacles to forest management that are of 
practical nature. 

Example: FM_OBSTACLE_PRACTICAL: forest characteristics 

6* 

FM_OBSTACLES_ 
SOCIAL 

Codes describing the obstacles to forest management that are of social 
nature. 

Example: FM_OBSTACLE_SOCIAL: vision 

15* 

FO_ATTRIBUTES Codes describing the characteristics of the forest owners that may 
affect their behavior regarding forest management. These include 
human capital traits (attitudes and behaviors, personality, skills), social 
capital traits (collaboration...), as well as more factual characteristics 
such as occupation or forest management actions if applicable. 

Example: FO_ATTRIBUTES: entrepreneurship 

23 

FO_ROLE Codes describing perceived or stated roles of forest owners in forest 
stewardship. 

Example: FO_ROLE: we do enough 

9 

FO_OBJECTIVES* Codes describing forest owners’ stated objectives regarding their land. 

Example: FO_OBJECTIVES: (fire)wood 

10 

FOR_CHAR Codes describing the characteristics of owned forests. 

Example: FOR_CHAR: geomorphology 

7 

FOR_USE* Codes describing the uses that owners make of their forests. It is further 
divided in “actual use” and “potential use”. 

Example: FOR_USE_ACTUAL: own consumption 

9 

FOR_VALUE* Codes describing the values attributed to forests.  

Example: FOR_VALUE: identity 

14 

HUMAN-NATURE 
RELATIONSHIP 

Codes describing how forest owners might relate to nature. 

Example: HaN: enjoys forest time 

13 

ORIGIN 
OWNERSHIP 

Codes describing details on the origins of ownership. 

Example: OrO: inherited 

6 
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PERCEPTION 
STATE/PUBLIC 
AUTHORITY/ 
REGIONAL FOREST 
SERVICE 

Codes describing the thoughts expressed regarding the role that the 
state, the public authorities, and the regional forest services play, or 
should play, regarding the management/stewardship of forests. It 
includes facts as well as perceptions and expectations, whether fulfilled 
or contemplated. 

Example: PERCEPTION: invading 

12 

RDP_MEASURES Codes informing on who is familiar with forest-related incentives or has 
applied for funds from the RDP and how they perceived the experience 
and outcomes. 

Example: RDP: awareness 

5 

SOLUTIONS Codes describing the solutions to improve/increase forest management 
that were suggested by participants, implicitly or explicitly.  

Example: SOLUTIONS: subsidy 

22 

STRUCTURAL  

CODING 

Each interview question was assigned a code to simplify comparisons.  

Example: B1_what does the expression “forest management” means to 
you? 

16 

* some items coded under the FM_OBSTACLES categories belong to more than 1 of the 4 obstacles groups (total 

number of codes for FM_OBSTACLES = 26) 

Step 4: review coding and deepen the understanding  

As the text had been recoded contemporaneously to the codebook development (step 3), the data 

was further explored using the NETWORK, CODE-DOCUMENT TABLES and CODE CO-OCCURENCE tools to 

see if the themes/codes relationship held across the entire dataset or should be revised. The codebook 

was adapted accordingly.  

These same CODE-DOCUMENT TABLES and CODE CO-OCCURENCE tools were used as data reduction 

techniques to deepen the analysis and organize data in a way that allows conclusions to be drawn and 

verified. For example, dataset can be limited to elements relevant to a particular question (e.g. by 

observing the data for a specific sub-group or by observing only a specific code or specific theme). While 

these tools are based on code frequencies, both qualitative and quantitative data summaries can be 

produced. For quantitative approaches, the ATLAS.ti tool for normalization of data was applied to account 

for the differences in length of interviews and/or of the number of documents in the document groups 

included in the analysis. Indeed, in documents of different lengths or groups of different sizes, the absolute 

number of a quotation of interest might reflect these differences rather than the actual importance of the 

topic. It is for example likely that, when talking to a particpant for a longer time, a same topic will arise 

more often. Data was visualized in the form of matrices, bar chart, or Sankey diagram.  

Although quantitative summaries cannot reveal what data means in the context of this qualitative study, 

such summaries were helpful at various stages of the data analysis process. Structural code frequencies are 

for example helpful for identifying whether all questions were asked to all participants and/or were coded 

and thus serve as quality control. Code frequencies, on the other hand, can help to highlight patterns in 

data (e.g. do two sub-groups mention the same themes).  
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5.2 Typological analysis  

 

Typological analyses aim to identify the related but distinct categories present in a sample in order to 

organize and understand people based on the similarities and differences that they present regarding a 

particular phenomenon ( Given, 2012; Stapley et al., 2021). Here, the analysis aimed at identifying different 

typologies of PFO regarding their forest stewardship. Thus, the framework for the typology development is 

the role of PFO in stewardship and is structured as a continuum going from “no role in stewardship” to 

“dedicated steward”. The types were created using the ideal-type analysis methodology (Stapley et al., 

2021), to which the findings from the ATA (themes and codes) where integrated. 

The concept of ideal type originates from Max Weber’s work on sociological theory (Lewis-Beck et al., 2011; 

Weber, 1949) and is understood as a description of a social phenomenon or empirical reality that is based 

on the researcher’s observations. It is important to underline that ideal does not mean “best” or “perfect”, 

as in common language, but rather relates to the concept of “idea” and is used to refer to an entity that is 

present only in our mind. The ideal type is a a construct of a phenomenon that can help the researcher 

understand reality by focusing on certain element, but does not explain it, nor is identical to the real world 

(Stapley et al., 2021). It is a hypothesis about human thoughts and behaviors. In this optic, this typology 

does not aim to give a complete and exact description of forest owner groups but a representation of my 

observations in my sample. The types that are constructed represent the natural world but might not have 

all the features and it is probable - and accepted - that no real case will fit the ideal types perfectly. Lastly, 

this typology does not aim to identify all types existing in reality, as more may be discovered in the future if 

a wider sample was to be analyzed.  

The ideal-type analysis methodology has commonly been used to analyze data from semi-structured 

interviews and investigate research questions examining the definitions and perceptions of concepts and 

comparing the different patterns of thinking (Stapley et al., 201). It is systematic methodology, therefore 

ensuring the rigor of the analysis, which has been referred to as a form of qualitative cluster analysis 

(Stapley et al., 2012 p.11). Ideal-type analysis combines cross-case and within-case analysis and has been 

known for linking these two approaches to qualitative data analysis (Stapley et al., 2021). Indeed, the 

analysis examines both the differences between groups but also the individual cases and variations within a 

group, and results in a rich description of the groups of participants.  

Practically, applying the ideal-type analysis respected the following steps. First, cases were reconstructed, 

and a written summary was written for each case. The cases were then compared in a systematic way in 

order to identify distinct clusters of similar cases (represented by similarities in views or experiences) and 

construct the ideal-types. Within each of these clusters, the optimal case (i.e. the case best representing 

each of the ideal-types) was identified, notably through the systematic comparison of similarities and 

differences between the individuals belonging to each ideal-type group. The optimal case was used to form 

the ideal types’ descriptions. The themes and codes resulting from the ATA analysis were used to facilitate 

the systematic comparisons of both the individual cases and clusters, thanks to the tool CODE-DOCUMENT 

table of the ATLAS.ti software. For the cluster comparisons, documents were grouped according to the 

identified types. Only the variables that were judged useful to the stewardship typology were 

systematically analyzed. 

 



 

 38 

6. Threats to validity and ethics consideration 

 

Due to the difficulties in identifying FOs, the sample is biased towards FOs that are active to some level or, 

at minimum, have an interest in their forest. The views of non-active or indifferent FOs are thus not 

represented in this study. In consequence, generalization of results to the entire community of FOs in Aosta 

Valley is not to be considered due not only to the qualitative nature of work, but also to the non-

representative sampling. Additionally, FOs might take on different meaning of forest management and 

stewardship depending on their needs and contexts in a given time, and thus results represent only 

transient knowledge. 

During data collection and data analysis, researcher’s own bias, while unavoidable, must be controlled as 

much as possible. Particular attention was paid to lead the interviews and analyses in an objective manner 

in order not to let my own values transpire when interviewing the respondents and drawing conclusions 

from the data. Furthermore, the systematic nature of the ATA, offering a step-by-step methodology, 

increases the rigor and transparency of the analyses compared to other types of qualitative methodologies 

(Mackieson et al., 2019). When combined with a computer-based tool such as ATLAS.ti, the ATA provided 

an audit trail of the steps and decisions taken, which also served the purpose of increasing rigor and 

transparency. However, eliminating all bias is unrealistic and the risk was controlled by employing the 

strategy of reflexivity, i.e. the meanings I associated to the research question and data were recorded and 

awareness checks were performed during the data analysis to better understand and control the influence I 

had on the analysis and how the research process affected me (Johnson and Waterfield, 2004). Likewise, 

the ideal-type analysis may present limitations pertaining to personal interpretation. As large amount of 

data is condensed into case reconstructions, these must then accurately reflect the participants. Here, the 

combination with the ATA allows to base the analysis on the comparisons of the full transcripts rather than 

the case reconstructions only (used here mainly to identify the clusters), thus decreasing the risk linked to 

cases misrepresentation due to loss of data in the reconstruction step. Also, although the ideal-type 

analysis is systematic and transparent, the construction and content of ideal-types are dependent on the 

point of view, experience, and knowledge of the researcher, as in ATA. To reduce this risk, in addition to 

applying reflexivity, it would be possible to perform a credibility check by asking another researcher to fit 

the cases into the predefined types and evaluating whether the results are identical. This step was not 

performed in my study. 

Language bias was also addressed. English has been the language of my academic studies. Therefore, I 

ensured that a native Italian speaker examined the structured and semi-structured questionnaires prior to 

the study. Also, as already mentioned two mock interviews were conducted in order to test both the 

understanding of the questionnaire and my language skills. 

Regarding ethics considerations, recommendations from the Finnish National Board on Research Integrity 

(The ethical principles of research with human participants and ethical review in the human sciences in 

Finland, 2019) were followed. The participants were provided with informed consent and the aims of the 

research were explained to them both orally prior to the interview and in writing in the informed consent. 

Anonymity and confidentiality were provided and discussions audio-recorded only if permission was 

granted. Emphasis was put on the fact that every opinion was valid and that there was no right or wrong 

answers as the aim of the study was to understand participants' personal perceptions and experiences. 
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Chapter 4: Results and Discussion 
 

1. A glimpse at the forest owners from Aosta Valley 

 

1.1 Socio-demographic data, forest management and forest-related values 

 

The 21 PFO who participated in this study ranged between 26 and 79 years old, although most of them 

belonged to the “over 60 years old” class (Figure 4.1.A). This is often the case in FO studies, notably for 

systems in which forest ownership occurs mainly through inheritance. In this study, all interviewees have 

indeed become FO through inheritance, and displayed ownership types varying from exclusively private 

ownership, for the most part, to collective ownership (consorterie) (Figure 4.1.B). In one case (I7), the PFO 

was the owner of the trees only, and the land belonged to someone else. Their forest lots varied in size 

from 1 to 170 ha (Figure 4.1.C, one third of participants did not know about the size of their land) and all of 

them live close or even in their forest lots (Figure 4.1.D); only one interviewee lives in different Mountain 

Community than where his lots are located and one lives in his forest for part of the year only. Strong ties 

to rural life also emerge in the semi-structured interviews for all respondents, most probably due to the 

bias in sampling. Participants educational and occupational profiles are shown in Figure 4.1.E and F. There 

is a balanced representation of all education levels. Only a quarter of participants is engaged in agriculture 

or forestry activities and the biggest occupational group is represented by entrepreneurs and self-

employed.  

Almost all participants have performed FM actions in the last 5 years (Figure 4.2). Harvesting firewood and 

non-timber forest products (NTFP) for own consumptions were the most common actions are were listed 

by over half of the participants. Over a third of them had performed maintenance actions such as cutting 

unhealthy trees, and only three had harvested and sold timber, which is in line with the regional data 

discussed in the introduction.  

When asked to choose the top three reasons why they value their forest (Figure 4.3), participants most 

often choose nature conservation. Interestingly, this topic did not emerge as strongly in the interviews 

when participants were asked to comment on the benefits they thought their forests provided. Along with 

nature conservation, forest’s affective value and the provision of firewood for own consumption were also 

chosen by over half of the respondents. The latter was indeed often mentioned in the interviews. Overall, 

participants do not attribute economic value to their forest. These results agree with the other available 

data on Italian PFO (Canton and Pettenella, 2010; Rizzo et al., 2019). 
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Figure 4.1. (A) Age distribution of study participants; (B) Forest ownership types amongst study participants; (C) Forest 

lots size; (D) PFO’s residences proximity to forest lots; (E) Educational profile (N=20); (F) Occupational profiles. Data 

from the structured questionnaire. 
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Figure 4.2. Forest management actions performed by the participants in the last 5 years (N=20). Data from the 

structured questionnaire. 

 

 

Figure 4.3. Reasons why forest owners value their forests (N=20). Participants could choose 3 reasons in the provided 

list. Data from the structured questionnaire. 

 

1.2. Human – Nature values  

 

The environmental values of the respondents, which represent an important proxy for the intrinsic 

motivation component of the Forest Environmental Stewardship Framework, were evaluated using the 

Human and Nature (HaN) scale (de Groot et al. 2011). As a reminder, the scale statements explore 

respondents’ relationship to nature in terms of mastery, stewardship, partnership and participation in 

nature. It was chosen over most popular New Ecological Paradigm (NEP) scale (Dunlap, 2008) because it 

allows measuring the character of human - nature relationships in a more exhaustive way than with the 

NEP. The NEP for example does not consider the stewardship attitude as a pro-ecological behavior since it 

would imply humans acting upon nature (Shepler, 2019). As pointed by de Groot et al. 2011, today, 

Western societies tend to recognize the intrinsic value of nature and to adopt ecocentric views, hence a 

scale that allows distinguishing between types of ecocentrisms is more appropriate. Here, stewardship, 
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partnership and participation represent the different forms of ecocentrism, while mastery represents an 

anthropocentric way to relate to nature.  

The results clearly indicated that study’s participants identified themselves as stewards, or guardians, of 

nature, while mastery over nature was overall rejected (Figure 4.4). Only one participant (I7) did not adhere 

to stewardship but rather to the relational image of partnership with nature. The holistic image of 

participation with nature was the least represented of the three ecocentric relationships. 

 

 

Figure 4.4. Human and Nature Scale (de Groot et al. 2011). Results for the 19 participants who compiled the 

scale. The answers on the five-point scale were coded as -2 for “strongly disagree,” -1 for “disagree,” 0 for 

“neutral,” +1 for “agree” and +2 for “strongly agree. 

 

While mastery was overall rejected, participants nonetheless demonstrated a certain trust in technology to 

resolve environmental issues and believed that animals useful to humans should be particularly protected 

(statements 2 and 5, Figure 4.5), revealing a relationship to nature that is also pragmatic. Statement 5 

indeed relates to the concept of instrumental value and, according to de Groot et al. (2011), could also 

represent an anthropocentric variant of stewardship. The pragmatic approach to nature is further 

confirmed by the minor adherence to the image of participation and the particularly low scoring of 

statements 17 and 20, which indicate a mitigated desire to be in immersed in nature and a lack of 

romanticism towards it (de Groot et al. 2011), respectively.  

In addition to the stewardship statements, two other statements scored particularly high: statement 12 of 

partnership (“We must not set ourselves above nature but work together with it”) and statement 18 of 

participation (“Human beings are part of nature”), which may imply that stewardship is viewed as a 

mutually beneficial relationship with nature, i.e. that being the guardian of nature implies caring for us, 

humans, as well. The intrinsic value nature (statement 21) is also highly valued by the group of 

respondents, supporting the claims that nowadays Western societies recognize the intrinsic value of 

nature. 
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Figure 4.5. Mean scores for each statement of the HaN scale (N=19). The answers on the five-point scale were coded 

as -2 for “strongly disagree,” -1 for “disagree,” 0 for “neutral,” +1 for “agree” and +2 for “strongly agree. Dashed lines 

separate the statement groups belonging to the 4 relationship types, as indicated. 

 

2. Themes’ identification 

 

The ATA identified structural and content themes present in the interviews (Table 4.1, Figure 4.6). 

Structural themes roughly followed the themes covered by the interview guide, while the emergent themes 

were identified within and/or across the structural themes and are the ones which will be discussed in this 

section. The discussion nonetheless addresses the relevant elements of the overarching structural themes.  

 

Table 4.1. Structural and content themes that emerged from the ATA 

Structural Themes Description 

S1. Socio-demographic 
and forest holding 
characteristics 

Descriptions of the PFO as persons in society (e.g. past and present 
occupations) and of their forests physical and natural characteristics (e.g. size, 
types of trees) 

S2. Engagement with 
forest activities and 
forest uses 

Past and current FM actions, objectives and prospects, and actual and potential 
uses of forests and forest-related products 

S3. Human-forest 
relationship 

How the PFO value and relate to their forests, what are their forest-related 
experiences, and how all this may have evolved in time 

S4. Forest management 
meaning and beliefs 

Meanings and beliefs attributed to the expression “forest management” 

S5. Capacity of forest 
owners to adopt the 
role of steward 

Elements that enable or hinder the actual or potential ability of a PFO to act as 
a steward, inclusive of all the elements of the stewadship framework (e.g. 
personal traits, motivations, obstacles and facilitators of FM of economic, 
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practical, social and institutional nature, the contextual factors of the local 
reality, etc.) 

 

 

Content themes 

Linked 
structural 
themes 

 

Description 

E1. Forest uses belong 
to the past 

S1, S2, S3, 
S4, S5 

FM is described as a necessity of the past, a time when people’s 
survival depended on forests’ products. Today, following societal 
changes such as modernization, “forest culture” is lost and forest 
use is mainly limited to firewood collection for own consumption. 
This devolution of forest uses led to today’s reality, characterized 
by the quasi absence of the forest sector in the Region. 

E2. Forests are 
increasingly abandoned 
and grow without 
control 

S4, S5 Forests have been abandoned, mainly as a result of the 
abandonment of agricultural activities and a continuing 
outmigration, and are expanding, taking over unused lands. This 
expansion is perceived negatively. 

E3. Management is 
needed (but…) 

S4, S5 PFO unanimously agree that forests need management. These 
claims are often followed by a “but”, as a way to explain why they 
or others are not doing it.  

E4. Forest management 
is about maintenance  

S4 Maintaining forests, i.e. keeping the forest clean, healthy and 
prosperous, is the main meaning attributed to FM. 

E5. Forest management 
is not economically 
sustainable 

S4, S5 The cost of caring for forests and the lack of potential economic 
returns from these actions are the main barriers discussed by FO. 

E6. Forest management 
needs the support of 
other actors besides 
forest owners 

S5 PFO cannot or are not willing to increase forest stewardship alone 
and point to the fact that they need to be supported, even 
suggesting solutions. As a sub-theme, the role of the regional 
forest administration and forest corps as contributors to 
stewardship is heavily debated. 

 

 

Figure 4.6. Themes identified and analyzed (Structural, “S”; Emergent, “E”) with the Applied Thematic 

Analysis. 
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2.1. Forests’ use belongs to the past 

 

Throughout the interviews, forests are illustrated and remembered, with the help of many childhood 

stories expressing a mix of melancholy and hardship, as an important resource from the past. According to 

participants, forests are no longer used, and hence no longer maintained, because people no longer need 

their products to survive as a result of recent societal changes (see 2.2.). Necessity was an important factor 

driving the interactions with the forest. 

“Trees were in fact maintained because they were needed for living, it was a necessity because the tree 

gave you a revenue before, and for the forest owner it meant money.” (I2, 59 yo, agricultural expert) 

With this necessity to work the forest came knowledge and a “forest culture”, which has today been lost 

progressively, according to participants, further hindering the use of forests.  

“You don’t realize what the forest actually means anymore. It’s a hassle, it’s fatigue. There’s no return. And 

so you either have the passion or you say “but is this forest mine?”, like people here in Aosta Valley do. My 

generation is like that.” (I19, 40 yo, alpine guide) 

Past forest uses are associated to another “vision” of life and socio-cultural dynamics that might not be as 

present today. For example, today’s “sense of urgency” did not exist: “Once, times were longer. Before 

you’d build a house you had been thinking about it for 10 years. Before you’d cut a tree you had been 

thinking about it for 10 years, because you’d cut that one, at the right moon, and you’d already know that it 

would go on the roof to substitute that rotten rafter. Not now. Now in August you decide to redo the roof 

and in October you do it and you don’t care where the wood comes from” (I6, 60 yo, alpine guide). Also, 

getting resources from the forest implied a certain social capital, such as collaboration, as pointed out by I2 

(59 yo, agricultural expert): “Before there was less money and so people were more united for necessity, 

because you needed to be…one day I help you, the next day you help me and we all benefit. But now I watch 

my time, maybe I’ll help you if you pay me but… there’s no more need to clean up the forest and keep all 

this wood.”  

The need of collaboration between PFO is underlined by many respondents and lack of social capital is 

perceived as an obstacle to FM, notably in light of the high parcelization of forests that would require 

joining land and efforts to make forest work economically sustainable (see 2.5). While many express this 

wish for more collaboration, they also think that people’s attitude will not allow it: “We already fight for a 

milling machine…and we should think of something long-term, 30 to 40 years? That would be a joke. Here 

from one day to another they’d stab themselves over not reaching an agreement” (I5, 47 yo, woodworker). 

But there are exceptions to the rule and one participant (I16, 60 yo, engineer) is engaged in a collaborative 

project financed by the RDP sub-measure 16.6 on cooperation, although he described the association as 

“very fragile” and the interests quick to dissolve. This project involves both public (3 municipalities, owning 

forests) and private actors (a PFO, a small sawmill owner, an entrepreneur in biomass energy service, and 

forestry experts) and will aim at cutting and processing 10 000 m3 of wood in 5 years-time on a forest area 

of approximately 850 ha. At least 2 of these projects exist today on the regional territory and they may 

represent in the future good case studies on how to use local forest resources for rural development 

according to circular bioeconomy principles. Collaboration - or other associative forms - between PFO 

appears as a prerequisite in highly fragmented contexts and this aspects has been explored in the PFO’s 

literature (e.g. Górriz Mifsud et al., 2017). Here, as well as in Canton and Pettenella (2010), we observe 
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reluctance to cooperate, which suggests that forest resources might not be used to their fullest until a 

mentality shift occurs or is prompted.  

Visions have evolved over the lifetime of the PFO themselves. For example, I2, when asked about his 

objectives, stated his past, present and future objectives, guiding our understanding of how the use of 

forests has changed. 

“During the first few years after I inherited it, I tried to clean it with the help of my uncle, that’s also when 

the pine disease arrived here…in those years I used wood for heating and also sold firewood, to supplement 

my salary. Now it’s not worth it anymore, the big dealers who come from outside sell it for half the price, 

you don’t repay your work. Now I’d like to plant trees, not just planting because trees already grow 

everywhere but plant valuable trees like walnut trees…For now I just clean it a little and use the wood for 

the barbecue.” (I2, 59 yo, agricultural expert) 

Corroborating the idea that forests are a resource from the past, Aosta Valley PFO are indeed not very 

active today according to both regional data (see Chapter 1 section 3) and interview data, and we could 

infer that they play a limited role in stewardship. Even amongst the respondents, which are a sample of 

PFO biased towards active/interested owners, the most popular forest use today is own consumption of 

firewood and, to a lesser extent, timber. Only 4 of them are involved in the drawing of actual FM plans 

aiming at taking advantage of their resources or at improving the forests conditions, and another 6 have 

some economic objectives for their forest uses, including selling or using timber or firewood, notably in 

relation to their own activities. The remaining 11 either don’t use their forests (N=3) or use it as need or 

will arises, mostly for firewood (N=8). The interview with the regional public officer in charge of the 

applications for forest-related RDP funding also revealed that PFO are not actively asking for such 

contributes. For example, the RDP sub-measure 8.5 (investments to improve resilience and environmental 

value of forests), attracted only 4 private applicants in 5 years (2016-2021). However, as also underlined by 

the public officer, these financial instruments may not address the needs of the local reality. For example, 

the minimum level of expenditure to qualify for a subsidy correspond to forest surface requirements that 

do not necessarily align with the reality of high parcelization on the territory.  

Forest uses are thus today related to households’ provision of firewood or timber and represents a hobby 

more than a necessity, but some respondents make a conscious effort to use their own resources. Other 

uses, such as recreation or NTFP provision, are present in the participants’ narratives, but certainly not 

prevalent. For example, only 10 out of 21 mention actual or perceived recreational uses to the forest, such 

as hunting, spending time in nature, walking or biking. NTFP collection is also moslty recreational. 

“I see that, even in my village, we are one of the few families who keeps using wood for energy, otherwise 

they all use oil, and so the mentality to go and collect firewood is quite limited, perhaps only in small 

quantity for the fireplace or because it’s entertaining, rather than practical.” (I20, 60 yo, agricultural expert) 

As suggested by this last quote, the trend is to not depend on own resources. Even for those who would 

require it, buying wood, which come from abroad as pointed out by PFO themselves, is faster and cheaper 

that obtaining it from own, local forests. While some are pained by this reality, others acknowledge their 

part in the phenomenon and recognize their “paradoxal” behavior. 

“What sense does it make if you have the resource to use another one, from who knows which part of the 

world? It is completely crazy. I don’t want to deforest but, as a forest owner…I’m not saying all of us should 
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buy 100 000 euros of machines to go and cut our own wood but…then you can delegate someone to do it…” 

(I5, 47 yo, woodworker) 

“Here in the upper valley we have Morgex, Pre-Saint-Didier and La Thuile that have district heating with 

wood chips, but nobody brings wood from Aosta Valley. It all comes from outside. And we take our material 

outside. We make them come from Torino to take our material because we don’t know where to bring it 

here.” (IB, forest entrepreneur) 

While one might of course not expect each PFO to provide wood for himself, the lack of availability of local 

wood on the market, as well as the difficulty of selling this wood when available, were also underlined. The 

progressive loss of interest in forest activities drove away the forest industries that were once present. As a 

result, the lack of developed local forest-wood chains and inadequate regional wood market policies hinder 

both any active management inclinations PFO may have by excluding a secure economic return, and the 

growth of new, small local forest businesses. 

“This is the second obstacle: finding someone who’ll do the work. I cannot tell my expert to make the project 

and then, 5 years later, get in the forest to do the work, because in five years everything changes.” (I12, 26 

yo, farmer) 

Today, forests are simply perceived as having little or no value: “It [the forest] gives you…not what it used 

to, because before being landowners was valuable, well you really were wealthier than someone else; now 

the forest is not worth anything, close to nothing, it doesn’t have value. Even if you were to sell it, it would 

be a give-away, unfortunately. It is not worth what it was worth 100 years ago maybe, it was a priceless 

resource” (I19, 40 yo, mountain guide).  

PFO’s objectives, and their evolution according to structural changes, usually reflect the profiles of the 

different nations or regions (Schmithüsen and Hirsch, 2008). Overall lack of economic objectives and a 

prevalent use of forests for personal firewood consumption rather than commercial use are in fact 

observed in other areas with similar topographic and/or socio-economic characteristics to Aosta Valley 

(Van Herzele and Van Gossum, 2008; Canton and Pettenella, 2010; Lähdesmäki and Matilainen, 2014 

Feliciano et al., 2017). Mizaraite and Mizaras (2005)’s typology of Lithuanian PFO even described a large 

cluster belonging to a “consumers” type, whose main objective regarding forests is the extraction of wood 

and non-wood products for their own consumption. 

 

2.2. Forests are increasingly abandoned and grow without control 

 

An emergent narrative in the interviews is that forests are increasingly abandoned and are, consequently, 

growing in a disorganized and uncontrolled manner. This theme relates to the previous theme, as forest 

abandonment is directly related to the lack of need to use local forests today. Here, I discuss in major detail 

how participants perceive this abandonment, its causes, and consequences. 

“Now the forests are abandoned here, there’s no one who goes to them anymore. Just go and take a walk, 

you see there are dead trees everywhere on the ground…” (I8, 39 yo, farmer) 

“Here in Aosta Valley they’re all abandoned. They don’t only abandon the forests, they also abandon the 

fields right in front of their houses. Here, if you see broadleaves, that’s abandoned. Before, as soon as they 
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would see two leaves, they would cut immediately or put some goats and sheep…they would clean up.” (I6, 

60 yo, land surveyor and alpine guide) 

The abandonment is mostly perceived as a result of factors linked to society modernization and inadequate 

rural policies. On one hand, the shift from rural to urban life and the consequent outmigration from 

mountain villages, driven by the availability of new occupations allegedly easier and more economically 

rewarding, has led people to relinquish their forestry and agricultural activities. Forest work is associated 

with a vision of hard work and difficult life, which people were eager to leave behind. Several participants 

share stories from their past about the hardness that went hand in hand with mountain forestry 

operations.  

“I think the life of a logger is quite hard, nobody wants to do it” (I15, 79 yo, self-employed). 

On the other hand, some participants also blame the inadequacy of rural policies for the phenomenon of 

land abandonment. Agricultural policies have excluded small farmers who, unable to sustain themselves, 

have ceased their activities. These farmers are perceived as stewards of the land, as they were those who 

did maintain the forests through their daily activities. For others, inadequate forest policies and lack of 

subsidies are also to blame for the abandonment of forest. This will be explored in more detail in section 

2.5. 

“Before there were many farmers, that’s what you lived from, no? So what did they use to do? They were 

going into the forest, picking up their wood, cleaning up the forest, picking up the leaves because they were 

used to put under the cows, there were doing many things. Today, there’s no one who does anything 

anymore.” (I5, 47 yo, woodworker) 

“And then they made these rural laws…they killed, well not literally, but they eliminated all the small animal 

owners to supposedly make things more efficient by concentrating all the farms. For those who owned two 

cows it became impossible to function and hold it together economically. But those were the ones who 

actually were taking care of their small piece of meadow, their small piece of forest. This is what happened 

about 40 years ago when they started giving subsidies to the big stables.” (I6, 60 yo, land surveyor and 

alpine guide) 

Participants differentiate between private and public forests when talking about abandonment, suggesting 

that this phenomenon is more pronounced on private land. Indeed, the Region has established and 

followed forest plans to manage forests on public land, although these are now outdated (2010) and new 

plans are not currently foreseen. 

Various consequences of forest growth are discussed, amongst which the loss of cultural landscape, the 

impact it may have on tourism, or the invasion of agricultural lands. The latter is a particularly sensitive 

point. Indeed, several participants who had wished to reclaim land for agriculture were unable to do so due 

to landscape conservation policies that, they think, should be revised. For example, periodic aerial 

photography determines which land is classified as forest and, if trees are present on the land at the time 

of the survey, it becomes forbidden to cut them later on and thus impossible to reclaim the land. 

“If you were to say “here I put my old cultivations back”, you can’t, because there’s a forest. But there didn’t 

use to be. Now there’s a forest. And then starts a fight for a private landowner to reclaim a land that his 

family had already claimed in the past.” (I14, 65 yo, entrepreneur) 
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Participants are not only pointing fingers to other PFO but are also acknowledging that themselves cannot 

keep up with forest work and that their own plots are abandoned. 

“I go to the closest ones, the nicest ones. But the major part is abandoned let’s say.” (I9, yo, retired) 

Feelings of sadness and helplessness came through on several occasions, while some participants also point 

out that this new growth is not actually forest. These “forests of invasion” as they name it, do not have the 

same value than other forests and they might only serve firewood purposes. Similar feelings of sadness 

were noted amongst local populations in a Portughese study about land abandonment (van der Zanden et 

al., 2018), as well as amongst Spanish PFO (Dominguez and Shannon, 2011). Interestingly, nobody mentions 

that this unused new growth could be waste of resources or that opportunity that could arise from them. 

“About 20-25 years ago we got some sheep, built pens and, inside, we move the sheep and we get them to 

eat and keep the land clean. So we have about 20 sheep and 4 donkeys that we keep just to keep things 

clean and nothing else. And in winter they give us extra work. But this is the very last resort, not to abandon 

it completely. And on top of it we also suffered attacks from the wolf…so it’s becoming very difficult to 

manage.” (I11, 66 yo, carpenter) 

“It gives you few emotions, because if you walk around and see it all abandoned it makes me feel…it just 

makes my heart aches because unfortunately nobody…in this area there’s nobody who does anything 

anymore.” (I9, 79 yo, retired) 

“I was stopped by the forest service and I lost my field to the forest. They’re defending something that is an 

infestation, in the end.” (I17, 72 yo, retired) 

In the described conditions, this new forest growth, but also perhaps forest in general, becomes, for some, 

an enemy to fight back. Letting forest grow, with a “rewilding” philosophy is not on the mind of the 

respondents.  

“We are so used to them that for us trees are a problem, right? If you don’t control them, they take away 

your land…So for us it’s almost a fight against the forest” (I12, 26 yo, farmer). 

While advocates of rewilding conservation approaches may see in forest abandonment an opportunity for 

ecosystem restoration, a complete absence of management is most often perceived as presenting risks for 

the forest ecosystems (e.g. spread of diseases, forest fires due to biomass accumulation) and nearby 

human settlements (e.g. loss of forest protective functions, qualitative and quantitative reduction of forest 

ecosystem services) (Corlett, 2016; Marchetti et al., 2018; Frei et al., 2020), a view that stands in support to 

the strategies aiming at a more active FM, and which seems to be shared by the study participants. On the 

other hand, in their study about perceptions of forest expansion in France and Spain, the 42 local actors 

interviewed by Frei et al. (2020) revealed 3 narratives: a rural fatalism narrative, for which land 

abandonment must be fought as it represents lost territory and increased risks of natural hazards; a pro-

nature narative, for which natural regrowth may have positive outcomes for the ecosystem; and a pro-

management narrative, for which innovative management approaches are needed to take adavantage of 

this new resource. While the latter is held by FO and forestry actors in general, in the present study, we 

find that the fatalism narrative is prevalent. Fatalist and pro-management participants find the cause of 

abandonment in lack of financial support for management, and lack of interest in the commercial use of 

local forest resources, respectively, 2 themes that are certainly recurrent in this study. Generally, natural 

forest regrowth is moslty negatively viewed by local communities, thus suggesting that people are partial to 
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conserve their cultural landscape, and its aesthetics, notably for emotional reasons (Höchtl et al., 2005; 

Hunziker et al., 2008; Soliva et al., 2008; Ruskule et al., 2013; Frei et al., 2020). 

 

2.3. Management is needed but… 

 

There is a consensus that forests do need management, and therefore that human intervention is required 

(Figure 4.7). Overall, management is needed to keep the forest “clean, tidy, and organized” (see 2.4). 

Reasons why management is perceived as needed relate to the meanings attributed to FM and are 

discussed in 2.4. A small number of participants nonetheless bring nuances, highlighting that management 

might not always be needed, bring more harm than good, or even simply be disrespectful. For example, 

when talking about management with environmental scope, I6 (60 yo, land surveyor and alpine guide) says: 

“But why should I create biodiversity? Nature follows its own way and makes its own environments. Why 

should I create biodiversity in a place where nature has already decided that…that there is none? I don’t 

have to create biodiversity, nature does it.”. I18 (68 yo, retired), on the other hand, comments on the 

offense of a too intense management to the forest: “Clearly today we make country roads, with 

excavations, ski runs, and the forest is a bit butchered, I think, very often more than needed”. 

 

 

 

“They’re like hair. You can’t let them grow 

indefinitely, you have to cut them once in a 

while.” (I19, 40 yo, alpine guide) 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4.7. Sankey diagram showing the shared the view that FM is needed. Participants are grouped according to 

their stated level of forest-related activity, on a scale from 1 (not active) to 10 (very active). 

 

Despite being unanimous on the importance of management, we encounter several types of resistance to 

increasing activities during the conversations with the respondents: a “we do enough already”, a “we are 

not there yet”, and a “we can’t” attitudes sifted through. Perceived obstacles to FM are many, and they are 

the root of PFO’s resistance to management, as briefly discussed below. A detailed analysis of the obstacles 

to improving active management is not within the scope of this thesis, but Figure 4.8. gives insight into the 

categories of obstacles mentioned by participants, while Annex 4 provides a description of the most 

frequently coded obstacles during the ATA. Economic sustainability of FM is at the forefront and will be 



 

 51 

discussed more in detail in 2.5. Inadequate forest and rural policies and PFO’s attitude (e.g. lack of 

collaborative behavior) also rank high on the list of obstacles (Figure 4.8). 

 

 

Figure 4.8. (A) Categories of obstacles to forest management and (B) most frequently coded obstacles to forest 

management (> 30 quotations in ATA). Descriptions are available in Annex 4. 

 

First, the “we do enough already” attitude expresses itself not only for those respondents who are 

somehow active and don’t envision doing more but is also raised as a possible explanation for the lack of 

active management. In today’s world, where media blast news on deforestation and environmental crisis, 

the simple fact of owning forest is associated with a perceived sense of stewardship. 

“But here if you look outside…at the ideological level…you don’t have an absence of forests, right, an 

absence of green. It’s just a matter of habit and perception of what surrounds us. Then you’re in peace with 

yourself because the rest of the world is planting and here I have as many trees as I want.” (I12, 26 yo, 

farmer) 

Second, the “we can’t” attitude is very pronounced throughout the interviews. The first motive is economic 

(see 2.5.), as forest operations in mountainous Aosta Valley are neither cheap nor easy, skilled labor is hard 

to find, and selling the wood problematic. Lack of forest industries, forest associations, or any cooperation 

form in the forest sector hinder PFO’s motivation to take action. Indeed, as shown for example by Kittredge 

(2005), small PFO can achieve benefits similar to large-scale owners, and therefore increase their 

bargaining power in forest policy when forming associations (Rickenbach et al., 2006). Forests are not a 

priority on landowners’ agendas, who are today involved in other occupations, and, without clear 

incentives, common vision, and organization of the forest sector, any increase in active management of any 

kind is difficult to foresee. Lack of political will is also incriminated. Throughout the narratives emerges a 

call for help as PFO are not able, on their own and with their actual means, to be the stewards of their land. 

These aspects are discussed in 2.6. 

Third, the “we are not there yet” attitude generally sets the blame on the mentality and/or lack of 

awareness of PFO, unable to recognize the true value of forest yet, particularly when it comes to the public 

ecosystem services it offers.  
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“If you end up owning a forest, you are lucky, I think. Otherwise, you should sell it. Sell it to someone who 

will take care of it. That would be my opinion. The forest must belong to someone who deserves it, in a 

way.” (I19, 40 yo, alpine guide) 

PFO are not thinking of public interests when they manage their forests. While some recognize that forests 

are also a public good and should be managed as such, they acknowledge that mentality and vision have to 

change before this could actually happen. As asserted by I7 (66 yo, retired): “That a landowner decides to 

do something like that [manage with public interests in mind] for the community, I think it’s utopic”. Lack of 

knowledge, strong feelings of private ownership and focus on fulfilling personal interests are often cited as 

obstacles to such sustainable stewardship. The perceived narrow regional political vision in terms of forest 

policy is also criticized for its inability to bring attention to the forests. 

“It’s [the forest] something that we live but that we leave quite unspoiled, but not because we want it, it’s 

not like we do it for some spiritual reason. We do it because we don’t know on to take advantage of this 

territory.” (I21, 41 yo, entrepreneur) 

“The objective would have been to tidy up the forest. But many owners reasoned saying “what’s in it for 

me?”.” (I4, 62 yo retired) 

“We’re lacking a vision for forest policy. For this forest. We keep saying “yes but in Sud Tyrol, yes but in 

France, in Switzerland…”. What about our problems? The policy needs to apply to reality.” (I13, 78 yo, 

entrepreneur) 

“The biggest challenge is to change people’s mentality. So that they don’t say “that’s mine and I do what I 

want” …Yes, you can do what you want on your land but you should look further, it goes beyond being 

yours.” (I4, 62 yo, retired) 

 

2.4. Forest management is about maintenance 

 

The most widely shared meaning that was attributed to the expression “forest management” was the one 

of maintaining the forest, or “taking care” of the forest, to use participants’ words. This choice of words, 

and the association of management to care, indicate, I believe, participants’ propensity to stewardship. 

Caring for the forests and keeping it “tidy” aims at keeping the forest accessible, in good health and 

allowed to prosper. This is generally achieved by monitoring its conditions, clearing the bushes, performing 

sanitary cutting and, on occasion, selective cutting.  

“Forest management is a term I’ve never heard, but I can try to understand it. It means looking a bit after 

your forest; for sure defend it from wild fires, and to defend it from wild fires your need to clean at least the 

undergrowth. Foster the growth of young trees, thin it out, well try to…then I think at some point if it’s left 

to itself the forest somehow implodes. In the sense that instead of developing it implodes and gives room to 

the climbing plants (these damn ivy) and, for example, they can kill the trees and then the dry trees fall and 

damage the young ones. So forest management means take care of the forest and foster its development 

and growth, I think.” (I19, 40 yo, alpine guide) 

These maintenance activities often include the use of trees/wood removed from the maintenance 

operations, most often for own consumption (firewood). For the participants, lack of this stewardship 
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activity seems synonymous to abandonment: “Yes, we make firewood. So part of the forest gets cleaned 

and tidied up” (I11, 66 yo, carpenter).  

PFO have been found to associate the concept of “tidiness” of the forests to FM in other studies  e.g. 

Domínguez and Shannon, 2011; Feliciano et al., 2017). As a matter of fact, the presence of “order and care” 

is an important component of landscape visualisation literature (Raymond et al., 2015). It can be related to 

above-discussed land abandonment, as untidiness is the state of an abandoned forest, resulting in the 

change of a familiar landscape, and associated with PFO negative emotions. In Dominguez and Shannon 

(2011), Spanish PFO unanimously expressed the wish for their forest to be “good”, intended as tidy, a 

forest state corresponding  to a landscape that PFO were used to in their youth and feel nostalgic about, 

and to the desire to preserve the forest as it was inherited. 

Maintenance is also associated with the idea of keeping the forest safe for people who are using it, and 

thereby avoiding complains and legal issues. Examples given are those of preventing wild fires, falling trees, 

or army worm removal: “when you start having rotten trees, the forest becomes dangerous. If someone 

comes for a walk with his dog and a tree falls on him it’s a big problem. So that way your forest is a safer” 

(I12, 26 yo, farmer).  

Feliciano et al. (2017) attributed the diversity of FM conceptions in 1140 PFO from 7 EU countries to 3 

categories, namely maintenance FM, ecosystem-centered FM and economic-centered FM, with 

maintenance FM being moslty favoured by small-scale PFO. Maintenance FM was associated to criteria 

similar to those used in this study (e.g. cleaning, thining, selective cutting), but excluded criteria such as 

forest health and resilience, inspecting the property, or making decisions regarding FM, which were 

classified into the ecosystem-centered FM. The idea of maintenance in this study is therefore wider than 

the one generally attributed in FO literature and include care of the environment/ecosystem in general. 

Also, as raised by Feliciano et al. 2017, the concept of maintenance FM should make us reconsider the 

definition that is attributed to “active” and “passive” PFO. Indeed, I would argue that being an active PFO 

does not mean managing a forest for its productive functions but that any type of maintenance behavior 

also improves stewardship and therefore grants PFO an active status. Comparably, Mizaraite and Mizaras 

(2005) chose to assign the term “consumers” rather than “passive” to the cluster of PFO who used their 

forests to provide products for their own comsumption rather than for forestry activities. 

Maintenance is of course at the basis of other meanings attributed to FM, such as FM as an answer to a 

need (need for timber for a particular project, need for firewood), or FM to foster productive functions of 

the forests, serving economic objectives, which are both mentioned by over half of the participants. 

However, while no respondent stood against cutting trees and the economic benefit that wood represents 

is well present on their mind (and perhaps the first benefit that comes to their mind, although “inexistent 

today”), it is obvious that this is not perceived as a primary purpose of the forest in Aosta Valley. Even I1, 

who owns a forest harvesting company, says about the management of his own forest: “it’s keeping it alive, 

let’s say not cutting too much, cutting only the stuff, let’s say the bad stuff. Yes, maintenance”.  This is in 

line with the answers to the structured questionnaire (see 3.2), for which the economic value of the forest 

was not considered, This however doesn’t mean that forest exploitation is not considered acceptable and 

that there is no wish for it: “for sure an appropriate management, a well-thought management, gives you 

the environmental benefits but is also good for the economic aspects” (I2, 59 yo, public sector agricultural 

expert). 
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Figure 4.9. Meanings attributed by the respondents to the expression “forest management”. Numbers correspond to 

the number of respondents who assigned the meaning, implicitly or explicitly. 

 

About one third of the participants associate FM to the ideas of fostering the aesthetic of the landscape 

(which we could consider a sub-section of FM for maintenance in light of the above discussion), to nature 

conservation, and to the protective functions of the forest. The latter are important in mountain realities 

and indeed represent a management aim for the Regional Forest Division on public forests, since protection 

forests play a role in protecting the local communities from natural disasters, as described in the 

introduction. But while the protective role of forests is agreed upon, some go further and specify that 

uncontrolled growth may have the contrary effect: “It [forest] should be cultivated more. Especially kept 

clean because, with the abandonment, the water flows and our territory is a difficult one. The forest holds 

the soil a bit with its roots but you know…sometimes it also weighs on it, like on the dry stone walls, it’s a 

particular terrain” (I11, 66 yo, carpenter). 

This last quote offers a connection to FM perceived as a tool to foster landscape aesthetics. Agricultural 

terraces are one example of cultural landscape that one might want to maintain. Respondents not only 

mention landscape preservation but also aesthetics in general, for example making forests more pleasant 

to visit and attractive to tourists. Here we could argue that the economic value of forests for the Region, 

which is highly dependent on tourism, transpires indirectly in their mind. 

“It [FM] is a guarantee for the protection and preservation of the landscape.” (I18, 68 yo, retired) 

“Well let’s maintain the territory, the landscape. If the landscape is nice, people come otherwise they don’t 

come anymore. I’ve always said it.” (I2, 59 yo, public sector agricultural expert) 

Related to both the preservation of landscape and traditional activities, four participants interestingly view 

FM as a tool to limit forest growth, to “fight” the forest, as a result of the recent forest expansion (see 2.2.). 
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“There are places where they work to stop the forest from progressing, so they clean up, they cut the shrubs 

and the trees that bother, they remove them, they clean, and then they can sow” (I2, 59 yo, agricultural 

expert) 

FM for nature conservation encompasses the forest itself (e.g. protecting it from human disrespectful 

actions), and the ecosystem to which it belongs, including  animals and habitats:  “For sure it’s 

[management] not only linked to the forest…what does it mean, try to manage, to monitor the diseases of 

the trees, and all the animals that live in it [forest], manage them because they live in it. Then try to protect 

it from humans, not only from those who cut, but also those who litter, there are many…” (I8, 39 to, 

farmer). However, few are eloquent on the nature conservation matter, hinting that ideas of FM are still 

very tied to production-oriented management. Furthermore, some believe that nature takes care of itself, 

and others are quick to associate the presence of large forested area with a healthy ecosystem, highlighting 

the need for more information: “we wouldn’t need it [management for environmental purposes] because 

now the animals have all these forests…once there were less of them, less fruit, because people needed 

them (I2, 59 yo, agricultural expert). 

The notion of multifunctional forests emerges in less than a third of the participants and is connected to 

the idea of FM as rural development opportunity, also mentioned explicitly or implicitly by less than a third 

of the participants. Here multifunctional FM is intended as an idea of management that encompasses a 

combination of economic, environmental, and social objectives, thus offering a variety of products and 

services while ensuring forest protection. One participant also mentions the objective of getting his forest 

certified (which would be the first in Aosta Valley). Based on the variety of FM meanings attributed 

throughout the interviews by each participant, we can hypothesize that few have a holistic view of FM, i.e. 

only 4 out of 21 participants attribute 5 or more of the 8 “practical” FM meanings (green bubbles in Figure 

4.9) that emerged in the study. This number rises to 7 if we consider 4 out of 8 FM meanings to be 

sufficient to represent a holistic view (Figure 4.10). 

“It’s not that we should go in and say “let’s cut”. No, let’s have a harvest politics in which obviously we need 

commercial areas, but also less commercial areas.” (I13, 78 yo, entrepreneur) 

Finally, we find an interesting dichotomy in the perception of FM. On one hand, some perceive FM as a 

duty, whether towards society (civic responsibility), towards nature or towards the heritage they have 

received: “More than a responsibility, I don’t know, it’s a duty. We’ve always done it and so, as long as we 

live and we can do it, we will do it” (I11, 66 yo, carpenter). This perception can be assimilated to a form of 

stewardship. This is a similar idea to the one expressed in Dominguez and Shannon (2011), whose main 

finding was that the PFO most likely to engage in FM were those who believed that they were fulfilling a 

moral norm (aka a duty), often born from a feeling of legacy. On the other hand, many of the participants 

perceive that FM should be taken care of by the Region as a public service (see more about this in 

paragraph 2.6), even more so if forests should serve public interests as stated by the Forest Law (TUFF, 

2018). The role that protection forests play for the safety of local communities is highlighted as an example 

of why FM should be a public service: “Once they [forests] were managed, built in order to defend the roads 

and villages; in my area too there are many that seem natural but they are the result of forest restocking for 

the protection of roads and villages. That’s why I say that FM, for me, is something…I see it as public” (I6, 60 

yo, land surveyor and alpine guide).  
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Figure 4.10. Mentions of the practical FM meanings that emerged in the ATA for each of the 21 respondents. The 
color of the bars indicates the code that was applied, while the length is indicative of the amount of quotations for 
that code within a single interview (data not normalized for the interview lengths). 

 

When dividing the participants according to a self-assigned activity scale (from 1, no activity to 10, very 

active), we observe that FM as a public service is not mentioned by the members of the high-activity scale 

group, which preponderantly consider FM as a duty in their discourse (Figure 4.11). Hence, we can 

hypothetize that this state of mind is a condition, or at least favors, stewardship behaviours, as in 

Dominguez and Shannon (2011).  

 

 

 

Figure 4.11. Self-assigned activity scale divided in 3 groups (1-4: low activity, 5-7: medium activity, 8-10: high activity) 

and the corresponding perception of FM as public service or duty. Sankey diagram produced by ATLAS.TI using 

normalized counts. 
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Beyond the maintenance of forests, the concept of FM remains thus somewhat traditional and production-

oriented (with the attributed meanings of FM for necessity and production), although forests are not 

currenlty considered as profitable, nor used with this objective for the most part. Cultural ecosystem 

services narrowly emerge in the interviews, at the exception of some references to forest uses for tourism 

and landscape preservation or personal enjoyment. Likewise, probing for FM concepts related biodiversity, 

payment for ecosystem services, or carbon market, for example, reveals that the notions are still foreign to 

PFO. The absence of related policy instruments is probably in part linked to the information gap, 

considering most are well aware of the incentives available to them, whether they chose to use them or 

not.  

Based on the perceptions of FM that emerged in this study, we see that some gaps will need to be bridged 

if we wish to align PFO’s perceptions with the idea of sustainable and multifunctional forests that is 

promoted by current forest strategies, whether at EU or Italian level.  

 

2.5. Forest management is not economically sustainable 

 

While there are numerous obstacles standing in the way of PFO’s motivation to engage more with their 

forest, economic sustainability of FM and stewardship is consistently described as a barrier. FM actions are 

costly and are simply not worth doing because no return is foreseen, or worse, high costs can ensue. 

“It doesn’t have such economic value that you could say “let’s send workers, or let’s go and cut, let’s take 

the wood and do something” because…the time it takes, the commitment, it’s not sustainable from the 

economic standpoint. Unless that’s actually your profession.” (I21, 41 yo, entrepreneur) 

 

 

Figure 4.12. Factors influencing the economic sustainability of FM, as coded in the ATA. 

 

The cost of forest-related interventions is situated at different levels (Figure 4.12) and is tightly linked to 

the historical context, which led to the almost complete extinction of the local forest industry, as described 
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before, and thus to the eradication of a forest economy, as well as to the geomorphology of Aosta Valley. 

Mountain forestry, besides demanding highly skilled workers, requires specific technical considerations and 

investment in dedicated equipment, often paired with some amount of manual labor. Furthermore, forest 

roads may be lacking and hauling timber on steep slopes or via air with helicopters represents a large cost. 

“Sometimes I do selective cutting in some places, to try to earn some money. But I make very little. And they 

[forest companies] only want easily accessible forests.” (I19, 40 yo, alpine guide) 

Lack of economic sustainability also derives from the difficulty of selling wood and the low value that is 

attributed to it. Importation of wood from abroad, which is cheaper than local wood considering the labor 

involved in extracting it, does not favor the wood market. Peculiar policies from the Region, such as selling 

the wood obtained on public land via a bidding process, also does not favor value creation. Lack of 

valorization of wood products, but also of forest and their full range of ecosystem services in general, does 

not set the right conditions for PFO to gain revenue from their forests. 

“The value, there’s no adequate value. If there was a sufficient value, all forests would be taken care of in 

the same way they were when you could sell wood; and so we could cut trees, replant them…things that 

don’t happen now, we let the forest die.” (I21, 41 yo, entrepreneur) 

PFO feel their land is worthless and often question what would be their advantage in maintaining forests if 

there’s no economic reward. This is true for both those who would like to be more involved in caring for 

their land as stewards and for those who would be motivated only by economic prospects in order to start 

considering management actions. They point fingers to other PFO in general, who would be wrongly too 

concerned with profits, but also acknowledge that the economic factor would be determinant for them to 

take action.  

“The [forest] owners are those people who own many hectares that have no value whatsoever. To be in 

charge of cleaning, you need people, you need to pay them…the owner is incapacitated. It’s really 

impossible.” (I9, 79 yo, retired) 

“If there’s no profit…now I don’t think that we are like Joan of Arc, ready to sacrifice ourselves.” (I17, 72 yo, 

retired) 

This attitude is also stressed in the interviews with the forest entrepreneurs. For example, IB says: “They 

tell you “leave it [the wood] there”. Not even if you’d do the work for free…they tell you “leave it there; or 

you give me something or you leave it there””. In these cases, stewardship is not considered but private 

interest prevails, as PFO would rather leave the land abandoned than have it cleaned without an economic 

reward. 

Alleged greed is not the only element of PFO’s attitude that may interfere with the economic sustainability 

of FM. The unwillingness to collaborate and lack of social capital prevents addressing, for example, the high 

parcelization that limits the profitability of forestry operation.  

“I don’t manage to get other people involved and I have huge difficulties in convincing other forest owners. 

They tell me “what do you want, it’s not getting me anything”. And you can explain things and tell them 

“look it’s not yielding anything now but it will for the next generations, because those are the times for the 

forest we have”…but there’s little more I can do.” (I13, 78 yo, entrepreneur) 
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The availability, attractiveness and adequacy of incentives and subsidies for forest-related work was also 

debated by the participants, who held polarized opinions on the matter. For some, it is the only way for 

people to step up in forest stewardship, while for others they are not worth the trouble because complex, 

not compatible with an entrepreneurial vision or inadequate for the local reality. Another respondent 

reflected on subsidies being the reason why PFO (and people from the Region more generally) have 

become inactive and that they should be terminated in order to awaken entrepreneurial spirit. His 

reasoning is based on the fact that, in the past, the Region once released subsidies easily, which created a 

sort of dependence. But however, participants chose to approach subsidies, they showed to be aware of 

their existence and thus of the helps available to them for forest operations.  

“It doesn’t suit me. If I use the subsidy [RDP] I can’t sell the wood, I can’t make money from the clean up…I 

have to break even. So it’s an incentive to not do it. (I12, 26 yo, farmer) 

Here, simply put, if you don’t get the subsidy in our area, you can’t, you can’t go and cut trees.” (I1, 60 yo, 

forest entrepreneur) 

“Aosta Valley was incapacitated, not by the fascist decade, but by the subsidies decades. Until there was 

money, whatever interventions were made, even when they were not useful. When they started to put 

limits, basically when Europe came in with all its norms and restrictions, the Aostan, who was not used to 

contribute anything, backed out, and everything collapsed.” (I14, 65 yo, entrepreneur) 

 

These results are in contrast with Rizzo et al. (2019) who found that only 7% of respondents knew about 

the existing subsidies in their region of Trentino-Alto-Adige (against 95% in this study), and only 1% had 

used them (against 43% in this study). Likewise, they challenge the findings in Feliciano et al. (2017) study 

on FM perceptions, which seemed to indicate that subsidies are given a lower importance than other FM 

conceptualisations, although their conclusion is based only on the participants not strongly adhering to the 

statement “FM is a source of subsidies”. FM as a source of subsidies did not emerge in this study, but the 

importance of economic help to achieve stewardship did. However, as identified in Domínguez and 

Shannon (2011), we see that some active PFO, motivated by their sense of duty, would have performed the 

FM actions even in the absence of subsidies, but ”since it was available”, they used it. PFO with strong 

moral norms may be more motivated by social recognition than by economic incentives (Domínguez and 

Shannon, 2011), which is an element one should keep in mind when tailoring policy instruments.  

Economic return is overall perceived as a high motivation for undertaking stewardship actions. Thus, 

solutions must be sought to address the problem of economic sustainability for PFO’. Also, if the aim really 

is the one of stewardship of natural resources as a public good, supporting policy is needed to achieve such 

societal goals, otherwise private interest (or disinterest) will prevail. Of course, it is possible that an 

economic gain based on productive management for wood extraction is not an option for the Aosta Valley 

reality, although the creation of short local forest-wood-energy, which was also cited by several 

participants, would be ideal for rural development and perhaps as a strategy to approach forest regrowth 

(Borghetti, 2022; Marchetti et al., 2018; Paletto et al., 2022; Scarascia Mugnozza et al., 2021). Also, creating 

a new types of values, inspired by the recent societal expectations for forest and from novel bioeconomy 

nature-based solutions, could be rewarding (e.g. payment for ecosystem services, carbon market, green 

care, wood-based innovations, etc).  

”It’s not nice to say but what motivates you to do forest work…only money. Not nice to say but it’s the way 

it is. If there is money, someone will do something.” (I8, 39 yo, farmer) 
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2.6. Forest management cannot rely exclusively on forest owners 

 

In light of the above-mentioned obstacles, it is safe to say that other solutions than PFO alone are needed if 

the State, or the Region, wants to foster forest stewardship in the form of a more active management, 

following the National Forest Plan indications. The topics of forest abandonment, PFO’s needs, and 

obstacles to stewardship naturally brought participants to discuss solutions and facilitators of these issues. 

The range of solutions that arose was wide and creative. They encompassed making basic stewardship 

mandatory, employing low economic groups to take care of forests, collectivizing properties, and revisiting 

the heredity laws to limit parcelization or implementing reparcelization plans as was done for agricultural 

land in the past to reoganize land and increase the surface owned by swapping fragmented properties. 

Collectivizing and common property regime in small-scale private forestry was suggested as a solution to 

the underutilization of private forests by Schlueter and Schraml (2006), which they refer to as the “tragedy 

of the anticommmons”. 

 

 

Figure 4.13. Elements most coded for solutions (green) or facilitators (blue) to FM as cited by participants.  

 

The most often cited solutions are displayed in Figure 4.13. Besides obtaining economic support, the 

development of local industry and short, local forest-wood-energy chain is most often seen as a potential 

incentive to increase the use of forests. 

“Well when I talk about the value of forest I mean the whole the forest-wood chain. It’s absolutely necessary 

to have sawmills at the location, absolutely necessary that there is a policy about the entire chain.” (I13, 78 

yo, entrepreneur) 

“There’s a big consumption in Aosta Valley so we must target the short supply chain.” (I16, 65 yo, engineer) 

This is associated with a perceived need to be able to collaborate, to have local strategies, and to create 

local need, through, for example, creating new markets and new values for forest-related products, 

although visions remain however strongly focused on wood and energy and rarely extend to other 

ecosystem services. Joint planning and development of local wood-energy chains are encouraged by the 

RDP Measure 16 but, as we discussed, adhesion was low, suggesting other types of incentives are needed. 
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On the other hand, some would secong guess the choice to focus on energy wood, even in the case of the 

much debated forest regrowth, as this follows the opposite direction than the EU Forest Strategy, which 

states that the use of forest resources should prioritize added value wood products (Marchetti et al., 2018; 

Borghetti, 2022). The development of new values and new markets should therefore adopt a circular 

bioeconomy perspective, focus on noble wood uses, and target innovative products that the local wood 

quality can actually deliver (Scarascia Mugnozza et al., 2021; Borghetti, 2022). 

 

 “We need to build the capacity to go around and sell, and not undersell. We need to have the capacity to 

sell our products that are nevertheless excellences.” (I13, 78 yo, entrepreneur) 

“They [small sawmill] want wood from here because it has an added value. If I build a table and I tell you 

that it’s from here, I can easily ask you an extra €200, if I find a tourist or even someone from here who buys 

it.” (I12, 26 yo, farmer) 

“I repeat this, cutting timber, forest economic management, clear-cutting, exploiting natural resources, it’s 

out of date, I think. There’s a need to invest and search for new business models, sustainable, that can 

valorize this heritage. This is my idea, then…” (I3, 45 yo, construction sector). 

“They [policy makers] throw ideas and give money but then we should all do something, starting with the 

small, the small people, and, mostly, if we’re all landowners, if we all don’t…I think that obviously we need 

to form consortia, cooperatives, like in Trentino.” (I8, 39 yo, farmer). 

Knowledge and forest culture are also thought of as important facilitators. According to participants, having 

benefited from the knowledge transmitted from their family, or the knowledge related to their occupation, 

has given them an advantage for approaching forest stewardship. For example, I6 (60 yo, alpine guide) 

helped establishing the first Italian adventure park: “they came to ask me via an acquaintance if I knew of a 

place. I knew at least three places in the forest. I took them there, it was my home when I was a kid, the 

place where I played bandit, so I knew it well.”  

Last but not least, the role of public institutions, notably the regional Forest Corps, is often put forward 

when talking about FM. Overall, PFO would like a bigger involvement from the regional forest service to 

ensure stewardship. This could happen according to different modalities, from collaborations to complete 

control over private land. Among the many expectations, respondents notably expect the RFD and Forest 

Corps to help them engage and express a desire for more information and advise on how to manage their 

forest. Advisory services from the regional forest administration are indeed not developed. Innovative 

private initiatives have surfaced today at national level, such as the startup Forest Sharing7 in 2020, which 

proposes a web-based platform on which PFO can sign in and share their motivations in order to recieve 

tailored management options and be put in contact with other neighbouring PFO and with forestry experts 

in order to implement them. To this day, 400 PFO have signed up, managing a total of 4500 ha. 

The theme of the public institutions, more particularly of the RFD and Forest Corps, is however more 

convoluted than just described and feelings towards these institutions would deserve to be disentangled in 

future work. Indeed, public institutions found themselves at the center of many narratives during this 

study, and their worth and integrity was questioned. On public land, the role of the Forest Corps is 

generally appreciated, although many claim that the quantity and quality of their work has severely 

 
7 https://www.forestsharing.it/ 
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decreased in recent times, or feel that the work performed today is not the most necessary. For example, 

I17 (72 yo, retired) says, thereby hintig to his pragmatic relationship with nature: “I don’t know, maybe they 

follow an endangered plant, a flower…or they follow the wolves to see of they are expanding, they do the 

census of quails and grouses. So jobs not very useful to the mountain”. Participants also display a certain 

lack of trust towards the forest institutions and those “who sit all day at the computer, who studied but 

don’t understand much because they have never worked” (I5, 47 yo, woodworker), underlining that they 

should not merely impose rules but get on the ground themselves to show the example. On that note, the 

“attitude” of public authorities has been criticized by some PFO for being condescending, imposing rather 

than opening dialogue for collaboration. 

Their role on private land, more limited than on public forests, is equally prone to discussion. Those with 

entrepreneurial spirit see the RFD (and the regulations) as an obstacle to an enhanced use of forests. This 

frustration seems to arise from the general lack of long-term vision of the public authorities and a regional 

forest strategy centered mainly on environmental goals, combined with regulations that are not always 

well accepted, and a burdensome bureaucracy. Power relation dynamics is described in the many quotes 

addressing the rights the Forest Corps may or may not exercise on a private property. Sometimes, their 

interventions are perceived at a minimum as invading and, at worse, as a power abuse (notably when 

regulations do not make sense to PFO). For example, even interventions on private properties that aim at 

ensuring forest or human health are not necessarily appreciated and may be seen as violating property: 

“Here is something else that bothers me about the Forest Corps. They always come to my house because 

there’s a plant from Tibet, it’s invasive and grows 2-3m high, it’s called hogweed. And it gives some kind of 

allergies; there are people who get stung. As a child we were making blowguns with this plant…I never had 

any problem. The Forest Corps comes and cuts it off!” (I6, 60 yo, alpine guide). 

While the experts who were interviewed confirm the view that the Forest Corps, by recovering many roles 

of the forest sector, has hampered its development and the development of the market, PFO’s 

expectations for this institution were and remain high, probably because the Forest Corps is a culturally 

anchored institutions on which, up until recently, land owners were used to lean to a great extent.  

 
“Before there was a forester who took care and cleaned the trails…now always less. Before there was a 

helicopter to take you here and there, now they removed all this. Those who had an alp, if there was no 

road they got help to carry up the gas tanks and those things, now always less. And so the land is left to 

itself and it’s normal that it’s not cared for anymore.” (I17, 72 yo, retired) 

 

 

3. Typology of Aosta Valley forest owners: stewardship types 

 

The PFO’s role in stewardship was evaluated through a typological analysis. Five types of stewards emerged 

from the data. On a scale ranging from low to high stewardship, we observe: the oblivious steward; the 

self-willed steward; the wishful steward; the dutiful steward; and the committed steward. One participant 

(I10) was excluded from the typological analysis because the interview was short and thus data was too 

weak for the comparative analysis. The first two types, oblivious and self-willed stewards, were not present 

among the interviewees but emerged from the conversations and thus will not be discussed in detail. In a 

nutshell, the oblivious steward is a PFO who has no interest in his forest or who thinks that simply owning is 

sufficient, while the self-willed steward is a PFO who is reluctant to perform or even delegate any 

management action for economic reasons, either to avoid spendings or because of the risk of losing 



 

 63 

potential income (e.g. they would rather leave their land abandoned than have it cleaned by others who 

would then take the wood as payment)  

“As I told you, there are people who don’t even know they have a forest, so they couldn’t take care of 

something they don’t even know they have; it’s not like your garden vegetable that you have down there, 

you follow it.” (I4, 62 yo, retired) 

“It’s difficult with the private owner, very difficult. Because he wants too much money. He thinks he has a 

good value but the forest was not managed well lately, so it’s not the case. So now we try to get them to 

understand this but…they tell you “just leave it there”. Not even if you’d do the work for free…they tell you 

“no, leave it there. Either you give me something or you leave it there.” (Forest industry entrepreneur 1) 

Hence, all the interviewees in this sample display some propensity to stewardship, which is in agreement 

with the results of the HaN scale that indicated a prominent stewardship relationship with nature (see 1.2). 

The three types also share other characteristics: all believe that FM is needed; all have ties to rural life; and 

none use their forest resources as main income source. Table 4.2 summarizes the main characteristics of 

the stewardship types that were identified. 

 

Table 4.2. Main characteristics of the three stewardship types. 

 
Committed steward 

(N=4) 

Dutiful steward (N=9) Wishful steward (N=7) 

Short 

definition 

PFO who is dedicated to 

caring for his land. He does 

it for the forest but also 

integrates his personal 

interests, and displays a 

sense of community 

PFO for who caring for the 

land is part of life and simply 

needs to be done. He does 

what he can with his 

limitations, which he accepts 

PFO who generally acts as 

steward and/or who wishes 

could do more for his forest but 

cannot, due to his own set of 

limitations 

Stewardship Even contribution to 

nature, private and social 

interests 

Stewardship of nature prominent and social interests weakly 

considered. Stewardship of private interests expresses itself at 

the level of caring for the heritage and the emotional value it 

represents 

FO 

attributes 

Agency; Collaboration Experience/knowledge Mix of agency and 

helplessness 

Experience/knowledge but 

not enough 

Objectives Maintenance and 

economic 

Maintenance and firewood Maintenance /none and 

economic 

Increase knowledge; 

valorization 
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Forest 

values 

Identity; material goods Identity; material goods; 

wellbeing; recreation; 

environment 

Currently none; wellbeing; 

NTFP 

FM 

meanings 

Maintenance; Productive  Maintenance; Need; 

Protective forests 

Maintenance; 

Multifunctional 

FM 

obstacles 

1) Forest policies; 2) 

economic sustainability; 3) 

Lack market 

1) Economic sustainability; 2) 

forest policies; 3) forest 

owners’ attributes 

1) Economic sustainability; 2) 

forest policies; 3) Lack vision 

/forest owners’ attributes 

FM 

Facilitators/

solutions 

More subsidies; give new 

value; develop local chain; 

collaboration 

Region involvement Give new value; new markets 

RDP 

subsidies 

Full range: from rejecting it 

to using to fullest 

All benefitted at some point 

in time 

None benefitted (by choice 

or not) but awareness 

Opinion of 

public 

authorities 

Good that Region helps 

but don’t do enough to 

empower PFO 

Regional forest authorities at 

the center of debate and 

many expectations 

Regionial forest authorities 

expected to do more and not 

be an obstacle 

 

 

3.1 The committed steward 

 

“The forest is a fortune, just only for the air and all the rest, it’s very important. So you cannot abandon it.” 

(I15, self-employed, 69 yo) 

who are dedicated to caring for their land. They do it for the  FOPThe committed stewards are 

(sense of and social (economic) also integrate personal  and )forestthe  ,more exactelyor, environment (

 , however,erving social interestsS steward used in this work.as per the definition of interests, community) 

of social aspects  . Theper se only superficially present on their minds and do not constitute an objective is

themselves at the are rather logical consequences of management actions, or express their stewardship 

In the fall we level of the community rather than society at large. For example, I8 (39 yo, farmer) states: “

”. also take other people’s dried up trees, since we have the tools, you know, or just because we are close by

current  the in unreasonablee their status of “committed” stewards, all agree that it is , despitFurthermore

. s forest strategies would demanda to foster public interests to expect PFO circumstances  

Committed stewards share an entrepreneurial attitude, show strong agency, as well as propensity to 

collaborate. Agency is seen also in the other types but in a decreasing gradient. They take matters in their 

own hands, without making excuses or blaming difficulties on others. Also, when they mention that others 

are not taking care of forests, they acknowledge the difficulties that they face rather than criticizing them. 

They share a strong tie to the territory and occupations may vary, as they can be farmer but also self-

employed entrepreneurs. However, the two farmers from the interviewed sample are found in this group 
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(I8, I12). In line with the entrepreneurial attitudes, these farmers have both diversified their activities and 

incomes (e.g. by developing experimental orchards, opening lodging accomodations for tourists, or direct 

sale of products). 

 

The means to achieve stewardship of their land vary depending on the occupation (and thus their specific 

resources): the non-farmers achieve it through the RDP subsidies, while the farmers either take advantage 

of it or not, depending on their economic objectives and own opinions. Subsidy is not a necessary condition 

for the farmers as they would perform the management actions anyway, as pointed out by I8 (39 yo, 

farmer) when asked if he applied for subsidies: “Yes, yes. We would have done it [forest work] anyways but 

since it was available…”. 

 

All value their forests for the sense of identity and the material goods they provide (wood, firewood and 

NTFP). They have clear objectives of maintenance and economic return for their forests. In line with their 

economic objectives, all agree that the forest sector presents development opportunities. Perceived FM 

meanings are according to their objectives, i.e. FM for maintenance and productive functions, and all think 

of FM as a duty and responsibility.  

 

They consider institutional obstacles to FM as most important (e.g. forest policies), followed by the 

economic sustainability of forest work, and the lack of market/inadequate market policies. Regarding the 

role of public authorities, committed stewards have rather neutral views and none of them expressed 

negative opinions about the regional forest administration. However, they do think that they need to 

empower the PFO more.  

“The regional calls and these types of things don’t help us, on the contrary they put us in a difficult position. 

They should do good but in reality they hinder people, especially the small private owner who are the ones 

in the end owning 90% of the holdings.” (I12, 26 yo, farmer) 

They advocate the development of local industries and short supply chains as a means to increase FM, and 

think giving new value to forests is needed. Of course, in line with the perceived obstacles, increasing 

subsidy allowance is also seen as a solution. Finally, they place an emphasis on collaboration as a FM 

facilitator. 

“I think that obviously we need to form consortia, cooperatives, like in Trentino” (I8, 39 yo, farmer). 

“I tell you that I cut 20 trees, 5 of those you leave to me in exchange for the work, and the other 15 are 

yours; all told me “yes, that’s fine”. They don’t have to contribute and they even benefit since their trees up 

there are cut and brought down here.” (I12, 26 yo, farmer) 

 

3.2 The dutiful steward 

 

“I don’t know, it’s a duty, we’ve always done it and, as long as we’re alive and we can do it, we will do it.” 

(I11, artisan carpenter, 66 yo) 

For the dutiful stewards, caring for the land is part of life, always has been, and simply needs to be done. 

They are PFO who do what they can considering their limitations, which they resignedly accept. Here, 
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stewardship actions are limited to fostering the forest and private interests, and the already weak social 

component disappears. 

“From the firewood side, I do something, I don’t really feel useless. But I do it only in the forest that’s easily 

accessible with mechanical means.” (I20, income earner, 60 yo). 

A common denominator is their experience and knowledge in forests and forest-related matters. These 

include knowledge about their own property, forest management topics, experience in forestry works, as 

well as the so-called “forest culture” that draws on past/present uses of the forest and a close-to-nature 

life. Occupations in this group vary although the three interviewees with a forest-related occupation are 

found here. 

Dutiful stewards aim at ensuring their own consumption of forest goods and to maintain their land in good 

conditions. They value their forests not only for the sense of identity and the material goods they provide, 

as the committed stewards, but also for wellbeing, recreation and their environmental values. The latter 

are most prominent for this type. 

“For me forest represents life because it gives you oxygen…; it is useful and essential for human’s life. Then 

in the forest there is a lot of life, you can’t even imagine…the animals; I don’t know if you heard all the birds 

singing, the owls, the deer…” (I2, 59 yo, agricultural experts) 

FM meanings are also according to objectives, i.e. FM for maintenance and FM to ensure contentment of 

personal needs. In addition, they perceive FM as a tool to ensure the integrity of protective forests. As for 

the committed stewards, the two most important obstacles to active management are economic aspects 

and forest policies, followed in this case by PFO’s attributes, such as the unwillingness to collaborate, the 

lack of interest, or the narrow economic perspective.  

“We have 3 children and I think they don’t even know where are our parcels…they go hiking and wander 

around but they are not interested in the forest.” I7 (66 yo, retired) 

Dutiful stewards choose to apply and benefit from RDP subsidies to sustain their every day’s operations.  

Notwithstanding, the Forest Corps and the Region in general, are heated topics, as there are unfulfilled 

expectations from the public sector. For example, besides economic support, these PFO would relish 

manpower and technical support as well as the improvement of communication strategies with the 

Regional Forest Division, coupled with the presence of “brokers” to advise on forest uses. Hence, they 

consider public authorities’ involvement as the main and more straightforward solution and facilitator of 

forest stewardship on private land. However, they are also eager to discuss other ideas to solve the 

undermanagement of forest (e.g. development of a local forest-wood chain, collectivism, the employment 

of low economic classes for forest maintenance, or a change in hereditary laws). The diversification of 

forest policy instruments, involving “carrots and sticks” instruments and top-down regulations to make 

some stewardship actions mandatory, is also discussed by the dutiful stewards. As pointed out by I17 (72 

yo, retired), creating the right incentives is indeed of uttermost importance: “If you don’t have an 

advantage or an economic help and you have other interests that are not purely agricultural, then you are 

not currently stimulated to act on it [forest management]. 
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3.3 The wishful steward 

 

Wishful stewards are PFO who generally act as stewards and/or wish they could do more for their forest 

but cannot, due to their own set of limitations. They display some agency but the incapacity to pursue 

certain objectives due to the perceived obstacles results in a feeling of helplessness. While they hold some 

knowledge and experience about forest-related matters at stake, it may not be sufficient to initiate actions. 

For example, I21 (entrepreneur 40 yo) says: “It’s [the forest] something that we live, but that we leave quite 

uncontaminated, but not because it is what we want. We do it because we don’t know how to exploit the 

territory.” 

As for the dutiful stewards, wishful stewards are geared towards nature and private interests. They often 

have no immediate objective for their forests besides maintaining it in healthy conditions. Consequently, 

some even state that forests are valueless land in current circumstances. However, they enjoy the benefits 

of wellbeing and NTFP provided by the forests.  

As for meanings attributed to FM, the notion of multifunctional forest emerges in this group, alongside the 

unanimous maintenance understanding of FM. For example I14 (65 yo, entrepreneur) says: “…between 

wood, bark, material you find on the ground, mushrooms, blueberries…in the end, even recovering the 

crumbling houses, making some forest paths…I feel that there is wealth in the forest”. 

They see as obstacles the economic aspects, forest policies, PFO’s attributes and the lack of future vision. 

Indeed, this group tends to think beyond traditional uses of forest and envisions modern uses that respond 

to current demands from society, such as the creation of eco-houses in trees or adventure parks:  

“Unfortunately these days it [the forest] is not exploited in the right way. I think you need to get a little bit 

in the perspective of “modern times” and to adapt to the new trends, in a sustainable way” (I3, 45 yo, 

construction sector). The notion of valorization of forests, forest products and forest work, as well as the 

development of new markets and products as an opportunity to tackle undermanagement emerges 

preponderantly in this group. Tackling these off-the-beaten-path ideas and not being able to implement 

their visions create the perceived feeling of helplessness.  

“I’ve always had this idea of building small houses in trees, to valorize a forest area from the tourism 

standpoint…I’ve always said this was one of my objectives. But it’s difficult because here the construction 

regulations are quite restrictive, even more with the national park. It would be almost impossible to carry 

out such a project.” (I3, 45 yo, construction secteur) 

None of these owners have adhered to RDP incentives, either by choice or because they did not qualify, but 

not because they were not aware of their existence. Similarly to the dutiful stewards, they expect more 

from the Region regarding its contribution to FM (although they can also see public authorities as an 

obstacle to their potential management objectives) and would appreciate increased collaboration with the 

Regional Forest Division. I21 (41 yo, entrepreneur) states: “it would be good to find a point of agreement 

between this huge organization that is the Regional Forest Division and the private owners, and find 

solutions to manage the forest together”. 

However, for wishful owners, solutions first require giving new values to forests in order to unlock their 

potential and create new markets, thereby nudging PFO to invest. These also include the development of 

local forest-wood chain. 
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4. Quid of the role of forest owners in management and stewardship of forests? 

 

The sample of PFO interviewed all agreed on the importance of FM and were by no means opposed to the 

idea of stewardship. Most perform FM-related actions that are associated with stewardship behavior and 

translate into ecological, economic and/or social outcomes, such as sanitary cuttings, selective cuttings or 

simply gathering firewood. 

 

However, when PFO adopt a role in forest stewardship, the care is directed prevalently towards the 

environment and personal interests. Recalling the definition of stewardship adopted in this study (i.e., “the 

actions taken by individuals with various motivations and levels of capacity, to protect, care for or 

responsibly use the environment in pursuit of environmental, social, and economic (i.e. sustainable) 

outcomes”), the social outcome component was found to be rather weak in Aosta Valley PFO and socially-

oriented objectives were almost never mentionned. When present, the social outcomes generally concern 

benefits for the community to which the PFO belong (e.g. forests of protection) or originate from an action 

that is not necessarily deprived of personal interest. Indeed, although maintenance operations leading to 

fire and other natural disasters’ prevention, or the removal of dangerous trees, for example, may be of 

social interest, if only for the community itself, motivations behind this behavior vary. While some PFO 

certainly act out of a sense of responsibility, others remove the dangerous tree because of the fear of a 

lawsuit rather than for hikers’ safety. Gatto et al. (2019) made a similar observation in their study on the 

willingness of Italian PFO to deliver forest ecosystem services such as habitat improvement and soil 

conservation beyond legal requirement: here, the willingness to increase this type of stewardship was 

higher when actions also had a positive impact on the property scale such as minimizing damages and loss 

from landslide, for example. Hence, authors concluded that PFO’s willingness to steward could be 

interpreted as the willingness to fulfill their objectives rather than to provide public services. While the 

stewardship outcomes are identical in both cases, it may be necessary to differentiate between purposeful 

and incidental stewards when targeting policy interventions aimed at increasing stewardship levels.  

 

Thus, the societal benefits of forests sensu lato, and the need to safeguard them, were mentioned (e.g. “for 

the air we breathe”), but only in rare occasions was this explicitly linked to the owners or managers’ 

responsibility. Bjärstig and Sténs (2018) drew a similar conclusion for Sewdish PFO: while they were positive 

about developing good and services to enhance the social value of forests, none seemed interested in 

taking such role. In addition, the interests of future generation were seldomly discussed, and, when they 

were, tended to concern direct heirs only. However, bequest values of Aostan PFO probably extend beyond 

direct heirs if we consider the perceived sense of duty (or moral norm) to maintain and preserve the 

heritage that some have expressed. This result is nonetheless in stark contrast with Feliciano et al. (2017), 

whose survey of 1140 European PFO (from Portugal, France, the United Kingdom, Slovenia, the Czech 

Republic, Slovakia and Romania) found that they consistently understood FM as “preserving forests for the 

future generations”. In line with my findings, Raymond et al. (2015)’s study on famers’ landscape 

stewardship also found that caring for the land for future generations was not a widespread value as only 

3/40 interviewees mentioned it. This makes me question whether the putative lack of concern for future 

generations is real or merely an artifact of the method used to collect data (i.e. if stated in a survey, the 

respondents will check the box but it may not be a topic that emerges in qualitative interviews). Bequest 

values, especially when coupled to sentimental value, were shown to be linked to PFO’s willingness to act 

as stewards (Domínguez and Shannon, 2011; Côté et al., 2015; Gatto et al., 2019). The relevance of 

personal values in stewardship behavior thus cannot be ignored. 



 

 69 

An all-encompassing stewardship, as per the definition of stewardship, is thus a role that PFO from Aosta 

Valley are not able nor willing to fulfill in the current context, as hinted by the many obstacles brought to 

light and discussed in this chapter. To PFO, the idea that they and others would manage their forests as a 

public good and with the interest of society as a prime concern is utopic. Although these findings cannot be 

generalized, a similar conclusion was reached for PFO of Northern Europe, who evolve in a strickingly 

different forest reality than the one of this study. Indeed, Takala et al. (2021) showed that Finnish PFO were 

not yet “active citizens” as many used their forests in an unchallenged way, without contemplating that 

their FM actions might sooner or later affect society and nature. This raises the question of determing what 

the real obstacles to stewardship behavior might be. While there are certainly obstacles specific to the 

socio-ecological context, we must challenge deeper motivations. As pointed out by Takala et al. (2021), 

although Western societies have emphasized the concept of stewardship, so far, they have mostly 

produced management systems centered on utilitarian values. Aren’t then the expectations we hold 

towards PFO indeed utopic?  

 

Stewardship is a concept well aligned with traditional resource management principles (Lertzman, 2009). It 

is thus a behavior that best expressed itself in the past, when forest resources in Aosta Valley were needed 

and exploited, or in the case of the management of collective properties. Can this behavior be revived, 

perhaps by helping people reclaim the values enshrined in the relationship they once held with the forests 

in order to create a new and improved relationship, one that would be aware of the intrinsic value of 

forests for nature and society and recognize that local communities bear the responsibility of their forest 

resources? What is observed in this work is that PFO do perceive the importance of caring for the land, are 

able to display agency and still hold a certain forest culture and knowledge. These elements are the needed 

foundation to develop stewardship behavior, which let us think that, if supported and given the means, 

PFO can improve their role as forest stewards in the current system. 
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Chapter 5: Conclusions and policy recommendations 

 

The Italian Forest Strategy ambitiously aims at increasing the capacity of forests to deliver their entire 

range of ecosystem services, including public services, notably by increasing the level of active 

management, which is here intended as a synonym of SFM and symbolizes a call for social and territorial 

responsibility to contrast ongoing land abandonment. With 66% of forests privately owned, PFO are the 

ones who ultimately determine how and if forests are managed in Italy and are thus implicitly expected to 

step up to help fulfill the strategy’s objectives. However, little attention has been paid to these crucial 

actors. Their motivations regarding forests, if any, are largely unknown, and so are their willingness or 

capacity to care for their forests. These cannot be assumed and such information is determinant in 

designing adequate policy instruments and targeting communication, even more so when confronted to a 

large share of non-conventional PFO (Wilkes-Allemann et al., 2021). 

This qualitative study aimed at exploring the perception of FM and the role in forest stewardship of PFO 

from the Autonomous Region of Aosta Valley, a small region of the western Italian Alps. By the way of a 

structured questionnaire and semi-structured interviews, participants shared their views on these topics 

and contributed to filling the gap of knowledge regarding Italian PFO. Guided by Bennet’s (2018) 

Environmental Stewardship Framework, which I adapted to the study’s context, and the ABC theory (Stern 

2000), the interviews and the applied thematic analysis of their content identified 6 emergent themes in 

PFO’s discourses and allow developing a typology based on PFO’s stewardship intensity. These findings, 

which shed light on the PFO’s understanding of FM, have policy implications, which I address below using 

the Stewardship Framework as a backbone for my analysis. 

Actors 

The typological analysis identified 5 stewardship types. On a scale ranging from PFO expressing the least to 

the most stewardship, we found the oblivious and the self-willed steward types (emerged in participants’ 

narratives), and the wishful, dutiful and committed steward types (represented in interviewed 

participants).  

From a policy standpoint, the wishful steward type is perhaps the most interesting target group. Indeed, we 

are in presence of a share of PFO who are currently mostly inactive but for whom the will to increase the 

activity level already exists. It is now a matter of carefully identifying their needs in order to design 

adequate incentives and provide the right support and guidance. However, it is also a very delicate group: 

the inability to realize their goals can lead to frustration and make them shift to a state of “passive” owner 

(Van Herzele and Van Gossum, 2008). There might thus be a tight timeframe on which to act before their 

interest is lost. The dutiful stewards, for whom moral norms have already encouraged stewardship actions, 

can potentially be nudged towards an increase or a diversification of the ecosystem services they already 

foster. Although literature suggests that PFO driven by duty may be more responsive to non-economic 

incentives such as social recognition (Domiguez and Shannon, 2011) and that focusing on economic 

benefits does not necessarily leads to higher FM activity (Karppinen, 2018), the need for monetary 

subsidies to go beyond basic stewardship actions is here accentuated by the biophysical constraints of 

Aosta Valley. They would require both economic incentives and support from the public forest authorities 

to conceive and implement management actions. The role of the committed stewards can also grow wider. 

Since they are keen on collaborations, they might enjoy getting involved at the local level in participative 
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actions with the less committed types and take on a role of advisers based on their experience. Finally, 

oblivious and self-willed stewards would benefit from information and communication campaigns to raise 

their awareness about the importance of forest ecosystem services and of their stewardship. Educative 

actions would be essential to strengthen their bond with the forest in order for them to better understand 

the stakes of stewardship and prompt action. Furthermore, we should aim to create new (economic) values 

for forests and forest products in order to motivate the self-willed group. 

In this “actors” section, we can’t help but underline that PFO are unfortunately quite isolated. They would 

overall benefit from improved relationships and collaboration with the public forest authorities, as well as 

from owners’ associations or forest associations with advisory services.  

This typology offers a first insight as to how targeting communications about FM to PFO. This is however a 

very simplified version of the reality and an upcoming challenge would be to quantify these understandings 

by using survey research methods including this time both active and inactive PFO, who were omitted in 

this study due to the sampling bias. Such results should in any case not be extrapolated to other Italian 

regions because Aosta Valley has a unique geomorphological and political reality in the country. The only 

regions with similar characteristics are the Autonomous Regions of Friuli-Venezia Giulia and Trentino-South 

Tyrol, in the Eastern Italian Alps. However, they have a higher level of organization of forest management 

and utilization. 

Motivations 

The findings confirmed the general assumption that PFO in Aosta Valley are not very active and that forests 

are indeed underutilized, at least according to the economic-centered definition of activity and utilization. 

Also, the perceptions of FM that emerge from Aostan PFO are not exactly in line with ideas of sustainable 

and multifunctional forests promoted by the EU or Italian forest strategies. PFO associate forest uses to the 

needs of the past and therefore still hold a traditional view of the forest sector and ideas of FM tied to a 

productive-oriented management. Yet, this type of management being practically inexistent due to its lack 

of economic sustainability, economic objectives are not prevalent amongst PFO. Overall, PFO value their 

forests mostly for firewood provision, which represents their main (and often sole) activity in the forest, 

with which many maintain a rather pragmatic relationship. The lack of economic prospects regarding forest 

activities even sometimes prevents PFO from associating any value at all to the forests and it became clear 

along the interviewing process that economic return remains one of the highest motivations to pursue FM. 

Going one step further, some PFO display a “counter-stewardship” attitude when they refuse to have their 

forests cleaned at no cost by a third person unless they also get a return from it, and choose to leave the 

land unattended. 

Hence, giving forests, as well as forest products and services, new (or renewed) values and creating new 

needs is likely to motivate PFO to increase their level of stewardship. New needs certainly exist thanks to 

the novel societal demands for forests, or to the growing demand for innovative products from the forest-

based bioeconomy sector. Non-wood forest products and services (e.g. recreation, forest-based green care, 

etc.) are especially important to maintain the public forest ecosystem services, which are often not 

marketable, and are known to be a worthy source of income (Pettenella and Secco, 2006). Going in the 

same direction, value can also be created thanks to payment for ecosystem services schemes. So far, 

speculations and studies in the Region have focused exclusively on forests’ potential for timber extraction 

and energy wood (Renerfor, 2013; Vertui, 2017; Gal, 2018). This vision thus needs to be expanded to offer 

complementarity to traditional forest uses and those, too, need economic valorization. The establishment 

of local forest-wood-energy chains can be a path to follow in this direction, providing the cascading use 
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principles are respected. In any case, private interests must most likely be economically aroused to 

stimulate greater stewardship. 

Although the above discussion suggests that PFO are currently playing only a moderate role in stewardship, 

other intrinsic values and motivations that clearly indicated potential for increasing this role were also 

identified alongside the more traditional views. First, PFO’s environmental values as investigated using the 

Human and Nature scale (de Groot et al., 2011) identified stewardship as the most prominent form of 

relationship to nature in the Aostan PFO. Second, PFO unanimously agree that forests need management 

and are united by a wish to take care of their forests. Indeed, to them, in today’s context, FM first and 

foremost means maintaining the forest, intended as taking care of it and keeping it in good health. Again, 

we identify here propensity to stewardship and, if we redefine the concept of activity based on the idea of 

maintenance FM, we must acknowledge that PFO are, in fact, more active than given credit for. Third, a 

share of PFO perceive forest maintenance as part as their duty to preserve their heritage. Bequest values 

set a frame of mind that encourages stewardship action (Côté et al., 2015; Domínguez and Shannon, 2011; 

Gatto et al., 2019) and, likewise, the affective value that PFO feel towards their forests can be a leverage 

for stewardship. Finally, a share of PFO already thinks in term of value creation, beyond traditional 

management, and envision modern forest uses.  

These elements suggest that PFO are ready to hear more about forest stewardship and that adequate 

communication might be successful in encouraging them to step up, as they would be expected to. Of 

course, as stated by a participant, they are not willing “to sacrifice themselves like Joan of Arc did” and will 

require strong supporting policy, which does not neglect the economic factor, or private (dis)interest will 

prevail. This is especially true when it comes to fostering non-marketable forest ecosystem services, as 

public interests are not on PFO’s minds. It is also good to keep in mind that a big share of PFO will act more 

willingly if they or their land benefit directly from the stewardship actions.  

Capacity 

Aosta Valley PFO still hold a forest cultural capital that they inherited from their elders. However, forest 

culture is getting lost with each generation. There is a need to reconnect local communities to their 

territory and accompany them in (re) discovering the value of the forest. One way to do this might be by 

empowering the PFO, engaging them in the development of policy instruments through participative 

approaches, and explicitly recognizing them as important actors. Indeed, PFO who do “as little as” cleaning 

and maintaining easily accessible areas of their forest plots, perhaps out of habit, perform in fact 

stewardship but may not be aware of it and of their crucial contribution. Informing these “incidental 

stewards” about the significance of their actions and giving them importance may be a source of 

motivation for them to become “purposeful” stewards.  

In addition, actions are needed too at the level of human and social capital, to recover the forest 

knowledge and expertise that has been lost with modernization, and to support the development of 

collaborative relationship and joint management between PFO (and also between public and private 

owners), respectively. Indeed, in the context of highly parcelized forest properties, joint management is a 

powerful tool to achieve economic sustainability of FM (Kittredge, 2005) but a mentality shift needs to be 

stimulated. Forest associations and advisory services initiatives, proposed by the public, private and/or civic 

sector, might help coordinate and motivate PFO with individualistic tendencies.  

Succeeding in these areas would be a first step in prompting the forest sector to grow again and in 

energizing the rural development of the Region. Several other policy initiatives could further this 
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development. First, the distress of forest regrowth can be turned into an opportunity. Although recovering 

forests may not be qualitatively adequate for traditional applications (e.g. making furniture), innovative and 

profitable uses of wood can be identified to maximize the potential of this new green infrastructure 

through, for example, the novel forest-based bioeconomy markets (Marchetti et al., 2018; Borghetti, 2022). 

Whether to grasp an opportunity or to protect cultural landscape from disappearing, policies about forests 

of expansion are nonetheless needed. Second, there is a need to adopt policies for responsible wood 

consumption in order to start shifting parts of the imports towards local wood supply. Again, the 

development of local forest-wood (-energy) chains could help implement such policies. Third, policies 

should aim to complement the traditional forest sector with the non-wood products and services sectors, 

which are especially important to enhance the provision of public and cultural forest services, which are 

not considered by PFO. Strategies of territorial marketing and local branding, jointly with forest 

certification, could for example help valorize both the wood and non-wood sectors. 

Increasing active management/stewardship requires solutions other than relying on PFO alone, who clearly 

communicated that they lacked the capacity to provide the level of stewardship that forest strategies 

expect from them. Public institutions (Regional Forest Division and Forest Corps) thus need to reevaluate 

their role regarding private forest stewardship and most probably extend their scope of activities beyond 

public forest management. The characteristics and operating methods of this new model should be defined 

by taking into consideration PFO’s preferences. For example, this study identifies a wish from PFO for 

guidance, support and greater collaboration with the forest authorities, in the respect of private property 

rights. Today, instead of engaging more with private forests, forest authorities are increasingly transferring 

part of their work to independent forestry experts (personal communication), which may create further 

confusion for small PFO.    

Finally, novel financial instruments should be designed. Current RDP incentives are ill-adapted for the 

ownership pattern of Aosta Valley. Too burdensome bureaucratically, necessitating an important upfront 

investment or too large a parcel size considering the local ownership structure, they have had little success 

and should be complemented with better-suited forms of subsidies and/or other strategies to attract small 

PFO, whether individually or as part of collaborative initiatives.  

In conclusion, Aosta Valley PFO are not yet the PFO that the Italian Forest Law and Strategy would need to 

fulfill their objectives, and stewardship may remain an elusive societal goal if actions are not taken 

regarding private forests. Regional authorities have long recognized that forest abandonment and the loss 

of interest of PFO are weaknesses of the forest sector in Aosta Valley, and it is now time to go from merely 

stating the facts to elaborating a strategy in order to recover at least part of their interest. We offer here 

reasons to believe that PFO hold good intentions regarding the care of their forests, as well as an intrinsic 

disposition for stewardship. A dialogue with PFO must be initiated and convincing narratives need to be 

developed on the basis of a good understanding of PFO wishes and motivations, in order to first help them 

recover the relationship that historically ties them to the forests, and then to transform their good 

intentions into actions. Stewardship must spring from voluntary actions, as, under the strict regulatory 

context and given the highly fragmented and low-economic sustainability of forest operations, it cannot be 

obtained by additional top-down mandatory measures. However, PFO currently lack the capacity to engage 

more with their forests and cannot, alone, handle the responsibility of forest stewardship.  Solutions to 

accompany PFO in this quest need to be developed and stewardship will thus require a mix of public 

support and private initiatives. The role of public authorities and perhaps the engagement of civil society, 

so far absent from the forest scene in Aosta Valley, will play a crucial role in the transformation of PFO into 

stewards. 
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This study emphasizes the importance to include the PFO in the FM discourses, especially in countries with 

a high private forest ownership pattern. In such countries, qualitative research like the one proposed in this 

study can help provide in-depth understanding of the values and objectives of PFO, which is needed to 

design strategies that will accompany them into becoming stewards of their forests, and, why not, of their 

territory. Although not generalizable due to their local and qualitative character, the results of this study 

indicate that there is a proportion of PFO that could step up into a role of steward, providing attention is 

paid to their needs. it is not unlikely that this feature could be identified in other areas bearing similar 

characteristics and facing obstacles similar to those highlighted by this study’s participants, such as complex 

geomorphology necessitating mountain forestry, high parcelization, lack of a well-organized forest sector, 

or land abandonment, which is known to be progressing in southern Europe. Improving forest stewardship 

in these areas, as in Aosta Valley, will require overcoming these obstacles so that PFO can be empowered 

to act as stewards. To these areas, the recommendations that stem from this study are to revive the 

relationship that ties PFO to their land to boost their pre-existing sense of responsibility; revive the dignity 

of forest work and valorize forests through active and innovative FM; and, finally, address parcelization and 

land abandonment, notably by contributing to the establishment of forests or territorial associations, from 

which PFO could then get the needed advises and technical support. 
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Annex 1: Forest owners’ interview guide  

Questionnaire Part 1: background data on forest owners and forest holdings 
 

1. Year of birth:  
 

2. Educational level  
 

☐ Compulsory    ☐ High school 

☐ Vocational     ☐ University  

  
3. Occupation   

  

☐ Farmer – Forestry sector  ☐ Income earner  ☐ Entrepreneur 

☐ Retiree    ☐ Other 

   
4. Type of ownership  

 

☐ Private     ☐ Shared (family ownership)   ☐ Shared (spouse) 

☐ Shared (private partnership)  ☐Collective forests (consorterie)  

  
5. Total size of forest holding (ha):   

  
6. How far do you live from your forest?   

 

☐ On site    ☐ Within same municipality  

☐ Within same territorial association (comunità montana)  

 

7. In the last 5 years you have (check all that applies): 

☐ Had a sanitation or salvage cut (harvest dying/damaged tree)  

☐ Harvested firewood for household consumption  

☐ Harvested and sold firewood  

☐ Harvested timber for own consumption  

☐ Harvested and sold timber  

☐ Harvested NTFP for own consumption  

☐ Harvested and sold NTFP  

☐ Used the forest for recreational activities (e.g. hunting) 

☐ Planted trees (reforestation)  
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☐ Performed environmental stewardship actions (e.g. restored a habitat) 

☐ Had exchanges with the Regional Forest Services/Department of forestry  

☐ Had exchanges or hired forest professionals for forestry work (if yes, in which occasions?)  

☐ Applied for forest-related subsidies from the Region (if yes, which one and with which 

objective?)  

☐ Other management activity (tending to stand, thinning, road improvement,…):  

☐ None of the above  

  
8. You value your forest most for (check your 3 main reasons) 

 

☐ Recreational opportunities (family time, hunting, time alone, exercise,...)  

☐ Source of income 

☐ Climate crisis mitigation  

☐ Nature conservation 

☐ Landscape (aesthetics)  

☐ Household firewood provision  

☐ NTFP provision  

☐ Sense of identity  

☐ Affective value  

☐ Land investment  

☐ Other:  

 
Questionnaire Part 2: semi-structured interview guide  

A. Relationship with forest  

1. How did you become forest owner? 
 

2. Can you describe your forest? (Location, tree types, environmental values, PA,...)  
 

3. Do you spend time in your forest? For which reasons? 
 

4. What does your forest represent to you? What does it provide you with? Keep in mind this can 
include positive or negative thoughts, as well as concrete items but also items of intangible nature. 

 
5. In general, can you think of any other benefits offered by the forest? 

 
6. Do you have goals/motivations regarding your forest ownership? 

 
B. Forest management beliefs and understanding  

 
7. What does the expression “forest management” mean to you? 

 
8. Do you think that forests, in general, need management (no/more/better)? Why is it or not 

important?  
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9. Are you involved in forest management activities?  

o Can you describe (which, with what goals, frequency) / Why not 
o What are the objectives of such management?  

 
10. On a scale of 1 to 10, would you define yourself as an inactive or active FO (elaborate)? 

 
11. Overall, forests are reported as being underused, especially private forests. Do you agree? 

o  What do you think might be the reasons for this underuse/lack of active management? 
o Personally, what would motivate you to increase management? 

 
12. What would you say are the obstacles to management in Aosta (or in Italy in general)?  

o Solutions to overcome these obstacles?  
Probe for associative/collective forms of management; FO associations; Collaboration; 
Information/advise  
 

13. Have you ever asked for subsidies to perform forest-related work on your land?  
o If yes, explain which subsidy was targeted and with which goal in mind, your experience, 

difficulties, satisfaction...  
o If no, why (unknown, too complex, no communication...) 

 
 3. On the link between forests, forest owners, rural development and society   
  
Forests are reported to contribute to human well-being through the diversity forest ecosystem services 
(technical term to designate benefits that we draw from forest) that they provide us with, and they also 
have increasingly been attributed a role in contributing to several important environmental, socio-
economic and societal challenges, whether it is at local and national level (rural development, landscape 
conservation, protective functions, watershed quality…, decrease imports and thus increase global 
sustainability), or at global level (biodiversity conservation, climate mitigation and adaptation to climate 
change - carbon sequestration and supply of renewable materials to substitute fossil-based materials and 
contribute to the decarbonization of the economy). In particular, sustainable active forest management is 
promoted as the tool to maintain healthy, resilient, multifunctional forests, in order to maximize the 
provision of FES and have the forests fulfill all (or most of) these roles – and to do so today and continue 
doing so in the future.  
 

14. Do you think that active SFM can contribute to all this? Do you think that you, as forest owner, can 
contribute to these challenges?  

 
15. According to you, at the regional level, what could it mean to increase management? Do you think 

that it can contribute to rural development? How? Do you think that you, as forest owner, can 
contribute to the development of your area? 

 
16. In the Italian forest policy documents (e.g. new forest law), forests seem to be described as a public 

good (national heritage), and forest management consequently as a service forest owners should 
provide society with, by managing forests with public interests in mind. What do you think about 
that? 

 
4. Closing  
  

17. Any other comments or aspects of being a forest owner that you’d like to share with me?   
 

Questionnaire Part 3: human-nature relationship  
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Below you will find a standardized questionnaire that aims to assess the type of relationship that men hold 

with nature. Please, read the statements and evaluate, on a scale of 1 to 5, whether you, personally:  

1: Strongly disagree 

2: Disagree  

3. Unsure/neutral  

4. Agree  

5. Strongly agree 
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  1  2  3  4  5  

Human beings are part of nature             

We must especially protect animals that are useful for human beings  

  

          

We must not set ourselves above nature, but must work together with it  

  

          

Natural sites are important, even if they are not useful to us human beings  

  

          

Human beings have the right to alter nature radically  

  

          

I often feel an intense connection with nature  

  

          

We have to ensure that we leave enough nature intact for future generations  

  

          

I can have a relationship with nature just like I have with my friends  

  

          

Human beings have more value than nature  

  

          

Although we stand above nature, we do need to take good care of it  

  

          

It would be wonderful to join the wild geese on their yearly journey  

  

          

I would like to have a relationship with nature just like I have with my friends  

  

          

When I am surrounded by nature I experience something greater than mankind 

  

          

Nature wants to grow, prosper and develop, just like humans do  

  

          

I sometimes feel one with the universe  

  

          

Technological progress will enable us to solve environmental problems in the 

future   

          

People and nature are of equal value  

  

          

Human beings have a responsibility to conserve the natural environment  

  

          

Because I can think, I am more important than nature  

  

          

I would like to spend a week entirely alone in the forest, in order to feel one with 

nature   

          

Human beings are part of nature and are also responsible for it  

  

          

Other related documents provided to PFO: form of consent (IT); summary of research project for 
information of respondents when contacted (IT). 
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Annex 2: Actors’ interview guide* 
 

1. Activity 
Can you describe your activity, your role, and how you became involved in such activity. 

 

2. Interactions with PFO 
• Do you have reasons for interacting with private forest owners as part of your work?  
• How would you define these interactions? 
• Would you say they contribute to the good development of your activity? 

 
3. Rural development 

• Do you think that the development of the forest-wood chain, with the help of activities such 
as yours, represents an opportunity for the rural development in the region? 

• Did you benefit from subsidies to initiate/develop your activity? How was your 
experience? 

• What would you say are the obstacles limiting the further development of an activity like 
yours and, more generally, the development of the forest-wood chain? 

 

Other related documents provided to PFO: 

• Form of consent (IT) 

• Summary of research project for information of respondents when contacted (IT) 

 

* General framework - the interview guide was adapted to each actor/role in forest sector 
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Annex 3: Codebook 
 

Group 
(main) 

Code Grounded
- ness 

Short definition Number 
of groups 

Groups 

St
ru

ct
u

ra
l C

o
d

in
g 

 A1 20 Can you tell me how you have become a forest owner 1 Structural Coding 

 A2 22 Can you describe your forest? 1 Structural Coding 

 A3 19 How much time do you spend in your forest and why? 1 Structural Coding 

 A4 22 What does your forest represent to you? 1 Structural Coding 

 A5 14 Can you think of any other benefits that the forest provide to us, to 
the society? 

1 Structural Coding 

 A6 19 What your personal objectives and motivations regarding your forest 
ownership? 

1 Structural Coding 

 B1 21 What does the expression “forest management” mean to you? 1 Structural Coding 

 B2 7 Are you involved in FM activities? 1 Structural Coding 

 B3 15 Do you think forests, in general, need management? 1 Structural Coding 

 B4 19 On a scale of 1 to 10, would you define yourself a forest owner 
rather inactive or active? 

1 Structural Coding 

 B5 15 Overall, in Italy, forests have been reported as underused, not 
exploited enough, even abandoned. Do you agree with this? 

1 Structural Coding 

 B6 12 What would you say are the obstacles to FM in Aosta Valley? 1 Structural Coding 

 B7 17 Have you ever asked for subsidies for forest-related work? 1 Structural Coding 
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 C1 12 Forests play a role in many societal challenges; is active FM a 
solution and do you think you play a role in all this? 

1 Structural Coding 

 C2 13 At the level of AO, what do you think increasing active FM would 
mean? Could it be a solution to rural development? Do you think 
you, as a FO, can contribute to these developments? 

1 Structural Coding 

 C3 16 In the last Forest Law (2018), forests are described as public good, 
incl. private forests and thus PFO are expected to cure society’s 
interest as well as their own. What do you think? 

1 Structural Coding 

FM
_

B
EL

IE
FS

 

 fm beliefs: FM need 

modern vision 

2 Use code when participants mention that FM objectives need to be 

different from what they used to be in the past. 

1 FM_BELIEFS 

 fm beliefs: whose fault is 

it 

10 Use code when participants blame third person for the forest sector 

issues. 

1 FM_BELIEFS 

 fm_belief: 

(dis)agreement with 

science/authority 

15 Use code for any statement that shows agreement or disagreement 

with scientific or public authorities. 

1 FM_BELIEFS 

 fm_belief: (no more) 

abuse 

2 Use code when FM is put into context of abuse of forests, often 

when confronting past to present. 

1 FM_BELIEFS 

 fm_belief: development 

opportunity 

24 Use code when FM is associated with various development 

opportunities through economic valorization of forests and forest-

related activities. 

1 FM_BELIEFS 

 fm_belief: forests grow 28 Use code when participants discuss the continuing growth and 

expansion of the secondary forests as a result of depopulation and 

land abandonment. 

1 FM_BELIEFS 
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 fm_belief: forests won't 

solve everything 

2 Use when participants mention forests are not the silver bullet to all 

societal issues. 

1 FM_BELIEFS 

 fm_belief: natural 

resources belong to all 

(public goods) 

4 Use code when participants consider forest belongs to all. 1 FM_BELIEFS 

 fm_belief: new growth is 

not forest 

5 Use code when participants do not perceive the forest of expansion 

as actual forest. 

1 FM_BELIEFS 

 fm_beliefs: different 

trees for different uses 

3 Use code when participants discuss the fact that different types of 

woods/trees are used for different purposes; indicates knowledge. 

1 FM_BELIEFS 

 fm_beliefs: fm impacts 

wood quality 

1 Use code when participants believe that the quality of wood 

depends on the quality of FM. 

1 FM_BELIEFS 

 fm_beliefs: FO future 

predictions 

10 Use code when participants make predictions about the future of 

forests or forests-related matters (use, management, objectives…). 

1 FM_BELIEFS 

 fm_beliefs: grass is 

greener nextdoor 

23 Use code to include references to other locations, which compares 

how FM is (more efficiently) handled. 

1 FM_BELIEFS 

 fm_beliefs: management 

as waste of economic 

resource  

2 Use code when FM actions are deemed a waste of resources 

because not thought through or useless. 

1 FM_BELIEFS 

 fm_beliefs: management 

disrepectful 

2 Use code when FM is seen as disrespect towards forest, nature.  1 FM_BELIEFS 

 fm_beliefs: management 

mistakes 

2 Use code when actions of land management are perceived as a 

mistake for the ecosystem as a whole. 

1 FM_BELIEFS 
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 fm_beliefs: management 

needed 

50 Use code when participants imply directly or indirectly that FM 

actions are needed, for various reasons (landslides, fire, cultural 

selection, aesthetics, healthy forest). 

1 FM_BELIEFS 

 fm_beliefs: management 

not always needed 

8 Use code when participants imply directly or indirectly that 

management (largo sensu) is not, or not necessarily, needed. 

1 FM_BELIEFS 

 fm_beliefs: management 

strategies 

3 This code is a repository of quotes about different forest 

management approaches mentioned by participants. 

1 FM_BELIEFS 

 fm_beliefs: management 

with productive goal is 

acceptable 

6 Apply code to quotations mentioning there is nothing wrong with 

cutting trees.  

1 FM_BELIEFS 

 fm_beliefs: need local 

management 

3 Use code when participants mention that the key to improve FM is 

to have a local, context-dependent approach or strategy. 

1 FM_BELIEFS 

 fm_beliefs: private forest 

abandoned 

40 Use code when participants mention that private forests are usually 

abandoned and therefore in bad condition. 

1 FM_BELIEFS 

 fm_beliefs: regeneration 

experience 

4 Use code when participants discuss their experience with forest 

regeneration. 

2 FM_BELIEFS, 

GENERAL 

KNOWLEDGE 

 fm_beliefs: use forest 

products to mitigate 

climate change 

1 Use code when forest mitigation potential in combatting climate 

change is discussed. 

1 FM_BELIEFS 

 fm_beliefs: VDA wood 

added value 

5 Use code when participants perceive that there is an added value to 

the local wood. 

1 FM_BELIEFS 

 fm_beliefs: VDA wood 

low value 

9 Use code when participants perceive that the local wood is overall of 

scarce quality. 

1 FM_BELIEFS 
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 fm_beliefs: views on 

biodiversity 

8 This code gathers quotes about biodiversity and how participants 

perceive it in the context of forest management. 

2 FM_BELIEFS, 

GENERAL 

KNOWLEDGE 

 fm_beliefs: wood market 

is picking up 

2 Use code when there is optimism about the value of wood and its 

market/industry. 

1 FM_BELIEFS 

FM
_

 F
A

C
IL

IT
A

TO
R

 

 fm_facilitator: access 2 Apply code when statements imply as a facilitator of FM one of the 

following: viability, presence of forest roads. 

1 FM_FACILITATORS 

 fm_facilitator: 

collaboration to reduce 

parcelization effect 

1 Apply code when collaboration to address parcelization is perceived 

as FM facilitator. 

1 FM_FACILITATORS 

 fm_facilitator: disobey 

law 

2 Use code when it is implied that a way to facilitate FM actions is to 

by-pass regulations. 

1 FM_FACILITATORS 

 fm_facilitator: economic 

aspects 

21 Use code when economic returns and/or subsides from the Region 

are listed as FM facilitators. 

1 FM_FACILITATORS 

 fm_facilitator: equipment 9 Use code when it is underlined that FM, especially mountain 

forestry, requires being able to own the right tools. 

1 FM_FACILITATORS 

 fm_facilitator: experience 5 Apply code when participants imply experience in forest-related 

matters are FM facilitators. 

1 FM_FACILITATORS 

 fm_facilitator: forest 

growth 

1 Use code when the fact that forest is expanding is seen as a FM 

facilitator. 

1 FM_FACILITATORS 

 fm_facilitator: human 

capital 

4 Use code when human capital is said to help with pursuing FM 

actions. 

1 FM_FACILITATORS 
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 fm_facilitator: knowledge 

and culture 

19 Code applies to statements that include general knowledge about 

forest and FM, and elements of “forest culture” (incl.mentality) as 

potential facilitator of FM. 

1 FM_FACILITATORS 

 fm_facilitator: local social 

project 

2 Apply code to statements about FM being motivated by the 

existence of social project (e.g. “green care” project such as school 

in the forest).  

1 FM_FACILITATORS 

 fm_facilitator: need/local 

need driven by local 

strategies 

8 Apply codes to statements about the need for forest products being 

a driver of FM.  

1 FM_FACILITATORS 

 fm_facilitator: no 

regulation on broadleaves 

1 Use code when it is believed that FM actions will be motivated by 

relaxing the regulation restrictions at least on broadleaves species. 

1 FM_FACILITATORS 

 fm_facilitator: social 

capital 

2 Use code when social capital is deemed a FM facilitator. 1 FM_FACILITATORS 

 fm_facilitator: time 1 Use code when having time is a FM facilitator.   1 FM_FACILITATORS 

 fm_facilitator: updated 

laws policies that fit 

today's need 

1 Use code when a revision of forest policies is expected to be a FM 

facilitator. 

1 FM_FACILITATORS 

 fm_facilitator: value 

creation 

1 Use code when it is implied that valorizing forests and forest 

products (and thus potentially increasing economic returns) can be a 

forest management facilitator. 

1 FM_FACILITATORS 

FM
_M

EA
N

IN

G
 

 fm_meaning: civic 

responsibility 

4 Use code when FM is seen as a civic responsibility. 1 FM_MEANING 
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 fm_meaning: don't 

know/unsure/subjective/c

omplex notion 

0 Use code when participants are unable to formulate what FM means 

or mention the concept is unclear. 

1 FM_MEANING 

 fm_meaning: economic 

returns_productive 

functions_silviculture/NTF

P 

4 Use code when FM is perceived as a productive activity that brings 

economic returns, such as forest cultivation. 

1 FM_MEANING 

 fm_meaning: FM arises 

from need 

1 Use code when FM is perceived as something people do they need 

the products. 

1 FM_MEANING 

 fm_meaning: foster 

ES_landscape/aesthetics 

3 Use code when FM is perceived as a way to foster landscape 

aesthetics. 

1 FM_MEANING 

 fm_meaning: foster 

ES_maintenance/help 

forest prosper 

9 Use code when FM is perceived as any actions that are undertaken 

to take care of the forest, to clean it and keep it healthy and 

prosperous. 

1 FM_MEANING 

 fm_meaning: foster 

ES_protection forests 

2 Use code when FM is perceived as a way to keep forests protecting 

local communities from natural disasters. 

1 FM_MEANING 

 fm_meaning: foster 

ES_silvopasture 

1 Use code when FM is perceived a way to maintenance access to 

grass for pasture. 

1 FM_MEANING 

 fm_meaning: limit growth 2 Use code when FM is perceived as a way to prevent forest of 

expansion from growing. 

1 FM_MEANING 

 fm_meaning: 

multifunctional, 

sustainable forest 

management 

5 Use code when FM is perceived as a multifunctional use of forests in 

a sustainable way, often as opposed to mere exploitation.  

1 FM_MEANING 
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 fm_meaning: protect 

nature 

2 Use code when FM is perceived as a way to protect forests, its 

ecosystem, and nature in general; it is meant to help nature in its 

processes and protect it from human abuse. 

1 FM_MEANING 

 fm_meaning: public 

service 

1 Use code when FM is perceived as the responsibility of public 

authorities and thus as a public service, as actions that are done to 

serve local communities and society. 

1 FM_MEANING 

 fm_meaning: rural 

development/local forest-

wood-energy chain 

2 Use code when FM is seen as a an activity that contributes to rural 

development, notably through the development of the forest-wood-

energy chain. 

1 FM_MEANING 

 

  fm_meaning:duty 0 Use code when FM is perceived as a duty that ones needs to fulfill. 1 FM_MEANING 

 

FM
_O

B
ST

A
C

LE
S 

(4
 s

u
b

gr
o

u
p

s:
 e

co
n

o
m

ic
; s

o
ci

al
; 

in
st

it
u

ti
o

n
al

; p
ra

ct
ic

al
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 fm_obstacle: 

absentee/unknown FO 

5 Apply code when an obstacle to FM appears to be absentee of 

unknown forest owners. 

2 FM_OBSTACLES_ 

PRACTICAL, 

FM_OBSTACLES_ 

SOCIAL 

 fm_obstacle: 

authorities'attitude 

4 Apply code to quotes mentioning that public authority’s attitude is 

not adequate and does not foster good relationships/collaboration. 

1 FM_OBSTACLES_ 

INSTITUTIONAL 

 fm_obstacle: bureaucracy 17 Use code when participants mention problems or disincentives 

linked to excessively complicated and/or costly administrative 

procedure, for example when applying for RDP subsidy through the 

regional offices. 

1 FM_OBSTACLES_ 

INSTITUTIONAL 

 fm_obstacle: 

economic_sustainability 

102 Apply code to quotes mentioning forest work is impossible or not 

worth it considering the insignificant economic returns it provides. 

1 FM_OBSTACLES_ 

ECONOMIC 
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 fm_obstacle: existence 

private property 

8 Use code when the fact that forest being on private land is an 

obstacle to FM actions, whether they are small actions carried out 

by neighboring PFO, or wide actions that could be undertaken by the 

Region or forest companies.  

1 FM_OBSTACLES_ 

SOCIAL 

 fm_obstacle: experts not 

empowered 

5 Use code when there is evidence that forestry experts are a figure 

that is given little consideration or even whose authority is 

overridden (by regional forest services). 

1 FM_OBSTACLES_ 

INSTITUTIONAL 

 fm_obstacle: fo attributes 62 Use code when PFO attributes (indifference, lack of agency,…) are 

listed directly or indirectly as an obstacle to forest stewardship or 

management. 

5 FM_OBSTACLES_ 

ECONOMIC, 

FM_OBSTACLES_ 

INSTITUTIONAL, 

FM_OBSTACLES_ 

PRACTICAL, 

FM_OBSTACLES_ 

SOCIAL, FO 

ATTRIBUTES 

 fm_obstacle: forest 

characteristics 

37 Apply code to statements about the difficulty (and thus cost) of FM 

that is linked to the forest characteristics, including geomorphology 

of the mountainous terrain or trees variety present, or difficult 

access. 

1 FM_OBSTACLES_ 

PRACTICAL 

 fm_obstacle: hard work of 

mountain foresry 

25 Use code when there is a statement about how difficult/time 

consuming/risky taking care of forest is in this context of mountain 

forestry. 

2 FM_OBSTACLES_ 

ECONOMIC, 

FM_OBSTACLES_ 

PRACTICAL 

 fm_obstacle: inadequate 

forest policy 

76 Use code when participants mention problems with inadequate or 

unrealistic forest policy and how it can affect FM/stewardship.  

1 FM_OBSTACLES_ 

INSTITUTIONAL 
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 fm_obstacle: inadequate 

rural policies 

23 Use code when inadequate rural policies, other than those specific 

to forests, are blamed for lack of forest stewardship. The most 

common example of this is the loss of small farmers, who each used 

to keep forest clean, due to wrong agricultural policies.  

1 FM_OBSTACLES_ 

INSTITUTIONAL 

 fm_obstacle: lack 

knowledge/culture 

19 Apply code when participants mention directly or indirectly the lack 

of knowledge or forest culture as an obstacle to the development of 

forest-based activities or forest stewardship.  

2 FM_OBSTACLES_ 

INSTITUTIONAL, 

FM_OBSTACLES_ 

SOCIAL 

 fm_obstacle: lack of 

industry/skilled 

workers/expertise/associa

tions 

31 Use code when participants state that there is a lack of forest 

industries in the Region, as well as a lack of skilled workers to hire, 

and thus a lack of expertise in the forest sector upon which to rely. 

Placed also under this code is the issue raised from lack of forest 

associations or consortia. 

4 FM_OBSTACLES_ 

ECONOMIC, 

FM_OBSTACLES_ 

INSTITUTIONAL, 

FM_OBSTACLES_ 

PRACTICAL, 

FM_OBSTACLES_ 

SOCIAL 

 fm_obstacle: lack of 

stewardship 

11 Apply code when participants imply a lack of stewardship behavior 

(own or others). 

1 FM_OBSTACLES_S

OCIAL 

 fm_obstacle: lack true 

participatory design 

3 Apply codes to statements implying participatory processes would 

help with management/stewardship but that they are lacking, 

whether it is people’s fault (lack of interest, avoiding responsibility…) 

or because of governance systems that don’t foresee participation. 

1 FM_OBSTACLES_ 

INSTITUTIONAL 

 fm_obstacle: lack 

valorization 

10 Use code when it is implied that forest owners or public authorities 

do not understand the true value of natural resources and do not act 

to valorize it, in general. 

2 FM_OBSTACLES_ 

ECONOMIC, 

FM_OBSTACLES_ 

INSTITUTIONAL 
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 fm_obstacle: market 

policy/lack market 

39 Apply codes to statements indicating that the market for local 

forest-related products is lacking and that development possibilities 

are hampered by local market policies (or absence thereof). 

2 FM_OBSTACLES_EC

ONOMIC, 

FM_OBSTACLES_IN

STITUTIONAL 

 fm_obstacle: no more 

need 

15 Apply code to statements about FM/stewardship being driven by the 

need of forest products, a need that is mostly inexistent nowadays, 

hence the lack of more active management.  

2 FM_OBSTACLES_PR

ACTICAL, 

FM_OBSTACLES_S

OCIAL 

 fm_obstacle: parcelization 12 Apply code when small sized parcels (parcelization) are seen as an 

obstacle to FM.  

1 FM_OBSTACLES_S

OCIAL 

 
 fm_obstacle: politics (/the 

system) 

41 Apply code to statements pointing out to lack of true political will 

and interest in natural resource stewardship and rural policies in 

general.  

1 FM_OBSTACLES_IN

STITUTIONAL 

 fm_obstacle: regulations 13 Apply code when the existence of regulations is described as 

hampering FM/stewardship actions. 

1 FM_OBSTACLES 

_INSTITUTIONAL  

 fm_obstacle: social capital 18 Use code when lack of social capital seems to be an issue for the 

development of more active FM. Such lack social capital regards the 

lack of trust in others to delegate work on own land; lack of 

willingness to act together, associate and collaborate; lack of 

territorial identity that would incentivize such cooperation. 

1 FM_OBSTACLES_ 

SOCIAL 

 fm_obstacle: society 27 Apply code to examples of how societal phenomena and society 

itself are obstacles to increased FM/stewardship.  

1 FM_OBSTACLES_ 

SOCIAL 

 fm_obstacle: stickiness 8 Apply code to statements referring to (1) the dependence of people 

on the Region and subsidies and (2) the regional forest services 

powers. 

2 FM_OBSTACLES_ 

INSTITUTIONAL, 
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FM_OBSTACLES_ 

SOCIAL 

 
 fm_obstacle: time 11 Apply code to all situations in which time to care for forest is said to 

be lacking.  

1 FM_OBSTACLES_ 

SOCIAL 

 
 fm_obstacle: vision 29 Apply code to statements implying that the necessary vision for FM 

and stewardship is missing, whether at individual or political level, 

including statements about forests being secondary to agriculture. 

2 FM_OBSTACLES_ 

INSTITUTIONAL, 

FM_OBSTACLES_ 

SOCIAL 

FO
 A

TT
R

IB
U

TE
S 

 fo_attribute: admit own 

lack of knowledge 

8 Apply code when participants admit own lack of knowledge and 

need for help in order to make informed decisions 

1 FO ATTRIBUTES 

 fo_attribute: prone to 

collaboration 

1 Apply code when statements indicate participants wish or would be 

willing to collaborate in the forest. 

1 FO ATTRIBUTES 

 fo_attribute: Beh_FM 

action 

78 Apply code to quotations describing FM actions that are/were 

performed on own land by PFO or by third people (hired forest 

company, friends,…).  

3 FO ATTRIBUTES, 

FO_OBJECTIVES, 

FOR_USE 

 fo_attribute: Beh_not 

active 

22 Apply code when participants mention they or other PFO are not 

being active regarding their forest and are not carrying any 

management actions. Often relates to quotes about land 

abandonment. 

1 FO ATTRIBUTES 

 fo_attribute: 

Beh_paradoxal behavior 

6 Apply code to situations and behaviors that are quoted or hinted as 

paradoxes because people behave in a way that does not align with 

their opinion/knowledge. 

1 FO ATTRIBUTES 
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 fo_attribute: 

HCap_agency 

36 Use code when participants make a comment that hints to agency, 

i.e. their (and other’s) independent capacity to have the power and 

resources to fulfill their potential and act on their will.  

1 FO ATTRIBUTES 

 fo_attribute: 

HCap_community sense 

6 Apply code when participants display or quote a sense of 

community, which is a valuable human capital characteristic that 

may favor forest stewardship.  

1 FO ATTRIBUTES 

 fo_attribute: HCap_enjoys 

forest work 

4 Apply code when participants mention they enjoy/ have enjoyed 

working in the forest. 

1 FO ATTRIBUTES 

 fo_attribute: 

HCap_entrepreneurship 

8 Apply code when participants initiate (or plan or dream to) 

entrepreneurship actions based on their forests resources. 

1 FO ATTRIBUTES 

 fo_attribute: 

HCap_experience and 

knowledge 

24 Apply code when participants quote or make you understand with 

their comments that they have knowledge or experience in forests 

and forest-related matters. These include knowledge about own 

property, forest management topics, forest-related subsidies, 

regulations, experience in forestry works, etc., as well as the so-

called “forest culture” that draws on past/present uses of the forest 

and a close-to-forest life. 

1 FO ATTRIBUTES 

 fo_attribute: 

HCap_occupation 

11 Use code for any description of the occupation, official  (e.g. owns a 

construction business) or informal (e.g. president of consortia), of 

PFO.  

1 FO ATTRIBUTES 

 fo_attribute: 

HCap_psychological 

ownership 

4 Use code when psychological ownership could explain why PFO 

perform FM actions (of any kind), or when lack of it could explain 

why they don’t take action.  

1 FO ATTRIBUTES 
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 fo_attribute: HCap_trust 

experts 

2 Apply code to quotes that denote trust in forestry experts (cases 

when the owner has actually had to interact with such experts for 

their management activities). 

1 FO ATTRIBUTES 

 fo_attribute: 

HCapN_distrust 

policies/policy makers 

11 Use code when participants display lack of trust in decision-makers 

and in their policies, as well as disappointment in their outcome or 

in the ability or willingness of public authorities to “walk the talk”.  

2 FM_OBSTACLES_ 

SOCIAL, FO 

ATTRIBUTES 

 fo_attribute: 

HCapN_helplessness 

14 Use code when participants’ discourse denotes inability to act 

effectively, either because of the actions that they cannot take 

regarding forest stewardship or because of the lack of value of their 

forest.  

1 FO ATTRIBUTES 

 fo_attribute: 

HCapN_indifference 

28 Use code when PFO are aware of certain rules, social norms, 

ecological processes (…) but do not care and do as they see best for 

themselves. Also apply to any quotes that illustrate individualistic 

attitude or lack of interest. Most often these quotes are directed to 

other PFO 

1 FO ATTRIBUTES 

 fo_attribute: 

HCapN_money-motivated 

6 Apply code when participants’ behavior regarding forest 

stewardship shows lack of integrity, i.e. when they are motivated by 

the wrong reasons such as quick economic gain. 

1 FO ATTRIBUTES 

 fo_attribute: HCapN_old 

and tired 

4 Use code when participants signal a lack of physical capacity to 

handle FM actions, generally due to age.  

1 FO ATTRIBUTES 

 fo_attribute: 

HCapN_staying out of 

troubles 

4 Apply code when participants’ forest stewardship behavior is 

motivated by fear of legal issues. To stay out of (legal) troubles, PFO 

perform actions that are not necessarily in line with their thinking, or 

they may avoid performing stewardship actions. 

1 FO ATTRIBUTES 
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 fo_attribute: 

HCapN_strong sense of 

ownership 

34 Use code when participants display a sense of private ownership, 

which generally translates in a “keep out of my property” attitude 

and can be an obstacle to more active management. This is generally 

expressed when participants feel that the public authority should be 

less involved in private decisions.  

1 FO ATTRIBUTES 

 fo_attribute: 

HCapN_unawareness  

10 Apply code when participants seem to have (or say others have) 

knowledge gaps in topics related to forest ecosystem services, forest 

management and forest-related products use. They may appear 

confused/unknowledgeable about the current framing of topics such 

as the biomass for energy purposes or biodiversity (confusion may 

arise from conflicting policies). They may also denote a self-dispraise 

attitude (negative perception of self, whether true or pretended). 

Very often these quotes are however directed to other PFO.  

1 FO ATTRIBUTES 

FO
_ 

O
B

JE
C

TI
V

ES
 

 fo_objective: (fire)wood 8 Use code when participants mention that they collect and use wood 

from their forest as firewood for household consumption. This wood 

is most often from fallen/sick trees (and thus from maintenance 

work) and not generally from trees cut on purpose. 

1 FO_OBJECTIVES 

 fo_objective: economic 

return 

10 Use code when participants aim to improve/maintain their forest to 

enable economic return in terms of timber, now or in the future, or 

refer to (often past) objectives of selling/using wood (including 

firewood and timber). Also included here quotes about purposely 

not aiming to do this and the one case of tree orchard. 

1 FO_OBJECTIVES 

 fo_objective: knowledge 1 Use code when participants mention they aim to increase their 

knowledge regarding the land they own and/or the use they can 

make of it.  

1 FO_OBJECTIVES 
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 fo_objective: landscape 5 Use code when participants mention wanting to keep some 

landscape features as an objective of FM actions. Also includes 

mentions of reclaiming agricultural land (which for us might mean 

cultural landscape, but for them might simply be useful). 

1 FO_OBJECTIVES 

 fo_objective: legacy 2 Use code when participants mention the will to leave their forest as 

a legacy to heirs/future generations. Also included here quotes 

about leaving a legacy that are not necessarily an objective (can be 

general thoughts on the matter). 

1 FO_OBJECTIVES 

 fo_objective: limit growth 3 Use code when participants mention they carry out FM actions that 

aim at preventing forest growth. Secondary aim often is to 

reclaim/keep intact agricultural land that is invaded by forests.  

1 FO_OBJECTIVES 

 fo_objective: maintain 23 Use code when the objective regarding forest is to maintain it 

health, keep it alive, keep a pleasant aesthetics, and foster safety 

and protective functions. This includes removal of dry and dead 

wood, cutting sick trees to prevent disease propagation, clean up for 

hydrogeological, fire, and protective purposes, thinning to let in 

light, trails and forest roads maintenance. 

1 FO_OBJECTIVES 

 fo_objective: none 7 Use code when participants do not have a particular objective at the 

moment.  

1 FO_OBJECTIVES 

 fo_objective: plant 1 Use code when participants say one of his objectives is to plant 

trees, whether it is for regeneration purposes (e.g. after natural 

disaster) or for silviculture (e.g. plant walnut trees for wood). 

1 FO_OBJECTIVES 

 fo_objective_valorization 1 Use code when participants express the wish to valorize their forest 1 FO_OBJECTIVES 
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FO
R

_ 
C

H
A

R
A

C
TE

R
 IS

TI
C
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 for_char: access 3 Use code when participants mention the ease/difficulty of access of 

own forest. Generally associated as a facilitator or obstacle to forest 

management actions. 

1 FOR_CHAR 

 for_char: geomorphology 18 Use code for descriptions of geomorphological features of own 

forests. These include elevation data or information on land on 

which the forest is, such as landforms and slopes. 

1 FOR_CHAR 

 for_char: health 7 Use code when participants mention the state of health of own 

forest. Includes characteristics such as diseases and fallen trees due 

to weather conditions and natural disasters. 

1 FOR_CHAR 

 for_char: land use 

variations 

2 Use code when participants mention the history of land use on the 

present forestland. Due to historic interactions between man and 

forests, forestland may not always have been forested (or perhaps is 

destined to not be forest anymore). 

1 FOR_CHAR 

 for_char: special value 1 Use code when participants mention purchasing a land because it 

had an interesting feature (e.g. spring). 

1 FOR_CHAR 

 for_char: type 30 Use code for quotations describing the type of forest, including tree 

species as well as other environmental and landscape features 

(besides  geomorphological).  

1 FOR_CHAR 

 for_char:size 11 Use codes when participants state the size of own forest. They rarely 

know the exact size.  

1 FOR_CHAR 

FO
R

_U
SE

  for_use_actual: economic 

gain 

5 Apply code when participants refer to (not) using their forest for 

economic gain such selling products from their forests, in the 

present time.  

1 FOR_USE 
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 for_use_actual: necessary 

transit 

2 Use code when forest is mentioned as a physical infrastructure ones 

need to go through in order to reach another final destination, such 

as summer cabins. 

1 FOR_USE 

 for_use_actual: NTFP 12 Apply code when participants describe collecting NTFPs (berries, 

pines, mushroom, etc.). It also involves the transformation of NTFPs 

in processed products for fun/household consumption.  

1 FOR_USE 

 for_use_actual: own 

consumption 

35 Use code when participants refer to using own forest or forest goods 

for own consumption (firewood, timber, Christmas trees, fodder, 

NTFP, processed products from NTFP...). 

1 FOR_USE 

 for_use_actual: 

recreation 

12 Apply code for descriptions of recreational time actually spent in 

(any) forests. It can include sport, hunting, walking. Collecting NTFP, 

or mushroom, etc. and their transformation in processed products 

for fun/household consumption also included (although already 

coded in for use: NTFP).  

1 FOR_USE 

 for_use_actual: wood and 

firewood 

36 Use code when participants refer to using own forests for the wood 

(timber) and firewood they provide. This is most often for own 

consumption as there is only one mention of (present) sales. 

1 FOR_USE 

 for_use_perceived: 

multiple 

2 Apply code when participants perceive the forest as a place of 

multiple and uses and interests.  

1 FOR_USE 

 for_use_perceived: 

recreation and 

(eco)tourism 

8 Use code when participants envision a use of forest for (eco) tourism 

and recreational activities.  

1 FOR_USE 

 for_use_perceived: social 

projects 

2 Apply code to quotations referring to uses of forest that have a 

social outcome. Generally refer to hypothetical and not actual uses. 

1 FOR_USE 
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FO
R

_V
A

LU
E 

 for_value: past value 46 Apply codes to all descriptions of the past uses of forests, which no 

longer exists for a variety of reasons such as cost, loss of culture, 

unwillingness to do hard work, etc… These past uses are associated 

to another “vision” of life and socio-cultural dynamics. 

1 FOR_VALUE 

 for_value: cultural 

landscape 

1 Use code when participants perceive in forest a value for the cultural 

landscape it represents.  

1 FOR_VALUE 

 for_value: economic 

return 

8 Use code when participants name economic returns as a value for 

their forests. Generally achieved through cutting and selling plants.  

1 FOR_VALUE 

 for_value: environment 6 Use code when participants mention the environmental value of the 

forest, such as its value as habitat, for wildlife, or other particular 

features (minerals, for example). 

1 FOR_VALUE 

 for_value: human 

wellbeing and protection 

23 Apply code to quotes about the benefits forest brings to individual 

and/or social wellbeing, thus including mental and physical health 

benefits. 

1 FOR_VALUE 

 for_value: identity 19 Apply code when forest value is associated with elements from the 

past (e.g. childhood, family) and brings a sense of identity, which in 

turns fosters affection towards the forests.  

1 FOR_VALUE 

 for_value: intrinsic 3 Use code for participants’ depictions of intrinsic value of forest. 1 FOR_VALUE 

 for_value: materials 18 Apply code when participants refer to using wood to build or create 

objects of every day’s life (e.g. roof of their home, woodcraft). 

1 FOR_VALUE 

 for_value: multiple 5 Use code when participants refer to forests as holding multiple 

values. 

1 FOR_VALUE 

 for_value: neutral 5 Use code when participants refer to their forest as a property, which 

neither brings anything nor disturbs them. 

1 FOR_VALUE 
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 for_value: none 13 Use code for quotes mentioning explicitly that forests are not worth 

much in the present days. 

1 FOR_VALUE 

 for_value: NTFP 10 Use code when participants mention valuing the forest for the NTFP.  1 FOR_VALUE 

 for_value: recreational 

activity 

5 Use code when recreational activity is mentioned implicitly or 

explicitly as a value. Encompasses activities from craftsmanship to 

taking pictures in the forest. 

1 FOR_VALUE 

 for_value: wood and 

firewood 

17 Use code when participants name timber and firewood as a benefits 

forests deliver. 

1 FOR_VALUE 
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H
U

M
A

N
-N

A
TU

R
E 

R
EL

A
TI

O
N

SH
IP

 
 HaN: close-to-nature life 7 Apply code to indications that participants live a close-to-nature life.  1 HUMAN-NATURE 

RELATIONSHIP 

 HaN: mastery over nature 3 Use code when participants use quotes that relates to the “mastery 

over nature” category of the HaN scale. Use code when it seems 

there is no bond to nature besides utilitarian aspects, when human 

is placed above nature. 

1 HUMAN-NATURE 

RELATIONSHIP 

 HaN: nature is suffocating 1 Use code when forest is perceived as suffocating because it. 1 HUMAN-NATURE 

RELATIONSHIP 

 HaN: participation in 

nature 

8 Apply code when participants use quotes that relates to the 

“participation in nature” category of the HaN scale. Includes any 

quotes about being a part of nature figuratively and literally 

speaking, in thoughts and action. 

1 HUMAN-NATURE 

RELATIONSHIP 

 HaN: partnership with 

nature 

16 Apply code when participants use quotes that relates to the 

“partnership in nature” category of the HaN scale. Includes any 

quotes about feeling of equal value with nature; working together 

with nature; having a relationship with nature as one would with 

people; about nature wanting to prosper as we do.  

1 HUMAN-NATURE 

RELATIONSHIP 

 HaN: pristine nature 1 Apply code when participants think that nature should not be 

contaminated by human artifacts. 

1 HUMAN-NATURE 

RELATIONSHIP 

 HaN: visits_infrequent 4 Apply code when participants do not visit their forests often. 1 HUMAN-NATURE 

RELATIONSHIP 

 HaN_acknowledges 

ecosystem 

9 Apply code when participants talk about forests as an ecosystem 

and not only trees and wood. 

1 HUMAN-NATURE 

RELATIONSHIP 

 HaN_appreciation of 

forest/forest products 

5 Apply code when participants mention they enjoy using products 

that come from the forest. 

1 HUMAN-NATURE 

RELATIONSHIP 
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 HaN_enjoys forest time 14 Apply code when participants clearly state they like to be in the 

forest, for any reasons. 

1 HUMAN-NATURE 

RELATIONSHIP 

 HaN_pride owning forest 17 Apply code when participants feel pride about their forest and/or 

forest-derived products. Includes special value of forest/wood, 

territory, mountain territory… 

1 HUMAN-NATURE 

RELATIONSHIP 

 HaN_wellbeing 8 Apply code when participants imply explicitly or implicitly that they 

get wellbeing from the forests. 

1 HUMAN-NATURE 

RELATIONSHIP 

O
R

IG
IN

 O
F 

O
W

N
ER

SH
IP

 

 OrO: "absorbed"_fam 1 Apply code when participants have taken in family’s properties 

before inheritance happened. 

1 ORIGIN OWNERSHIP 

 OrO: acquisted 1 
 

1 ORIGIN OWNERSHIP 

 OrO: acquisted_fam 2 Apply code when lots were bought from relatives who did not want 

or need them. 

1 ORIGIN OWNERSHIP 

 OrO: consorteria 2 Apply code when forest lots belong to historical collective properties 

known as “consorterie”. 

1 ORIGIN OWNERSHIP 

 OrO: inherited_fam 19 Apply code to quotes describing that the origin of ownership of 

forests is inheritance from close family. 

1 ORIGIN OWNERSHIP 

 OrO: ownership feature 7 Apply code when particular ownership features are described.  1 ORIGIN OWNERSHIP 

FO
 R

O
LE

 

 perceived FO role: no 

sense of stewardship 

8 Apply quotes when statements indicate lack of care for forest. 1 FO ROLE 

 perceived FO role: we do 

enough 

4 Use code when the fact that owning natural resources (and perhaps 

doing only minimal maintenance actions) is a motive to say that they 

1 FO ROLE 
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are already doing their part for environment/society/management 

of natural resources. 

 perceived FO role: yes 15 Apply code when the PFO imply that he and others must to maintain 

the property clean, healthy and safe. 

1 FO ROLE 

 perceived FO 

role_general: none 

10 Use code when participants clearly imply they don’t or can’t play a 

role in natural resources management, in general. 

1 FO ROLE 

 perceived FO 

role_general: partial 

2 Use code when participants perform some stewardship actions but 

are not engaged/aware. 

1 FO ROLE 

 perceived FO role_social: 

none 

10 Use code when participants clearly imply they don’t or can’t play a 

role in societal aspects of natural resources management, in general.  

1 FO ROLE 

 sense of stewardship: 

nature/forest 

69 Use code when participants state that they perform FM-related 

actions that go beyond the strict mandatory minimum and are not 

linked to strict exploitation, e.g. actions they perform although it 

wouldn’t necessarily be theirs to perform. Participants’ discourse 

denotes an environmentally responsible behavior towards their own 

land or forest resources in general, as well as a certain awareness of 

the importance of stewardship. 

4 FM_MEANING, FO 

ATTRIBUTES, FO 

ROLE, HUMAN-

NATURE 

RELATIONSHIP 

 sense of stewardship: 

private needs/economic 

needs 

50 Use code when participants state that they perform FM-related 

actions that go beyond the strict mandatory minimum and are not 

linked to strict exploitation, e.g. actions they perform although it 

wouldn’t necessarily be theirs to perform. These actions have an 

impact on the economic sustainability pillar and foster private 

interest.  

3 FM_MEANING, FO 

ATTRIBUTES, FO ROLE 

 sense of stewardship: 

society/future generations 

42 Use code when participants state that they perform FM-related 

actions that go beyond the strict mandatory minimum and are not 

linked to strict exploitation, e.g. actions they perform although it 

3 FM_MEANING, FO 

ATTRIBUTES, FO ROLE 
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wouldn’t necessarily be theirs to perform. These actions have an 

impact on the social sustainability pillar and hint to a certain sense 

of responsibility towards society, as well as hints of awareness of the 

importance of stewardship. 

R
D

P
_ 

M
EA

SU
R

ES
 

 RDP_awareness 16 Apply code when the participant mentions the existence of the RDP 

funding opportunities.  

1 RDP_MEASURES 

 RDP_participation: no 9 Apply code when participants did not ask for forest-related RDP 

funding, now or in the past. This applies only to forest-related 

subsidies and not to agricultural ones (which many have actually 

asked for). 

1 RDP_MEASURES 

 RDP_participation:yes 

mitigated 

6 Apply code when participants have asked for forest-related RDP 

funding and their experience was both good and bad. This applies 

only to forest-related subsidies and not to agricultural ones (which 

many have actually asked for). 

1 RDP_MEASURES 

 RDP_participation:yes pos 9 Apply code when participants have asked for forest-related RDP 

funding and their experience and outcome was positive. This applies 

only to forest-related subsidies and not to agricultural ones. 

1 RDP_MEASURES 

RDP_perception 5 Apply code to quotes revealing how RDP characteristics are 

perceived, regardless of whether participant has applied for RDP 

funding. 

1 RDP_MEASURES 

P
ER

C
EP

TI

O
N

 

ST
A

TE
/P

U

B
LI

C
 

A
U

TH
O

R
I

TY
/R

EG
IO

N
A

L 

FO
R

ES
T 

SE
R

V
IC

E 

Role of state/public 

authority/forest service: 

appreciated/needed 

9 Apply code when the regional forest service is appreciated for what 

it does and is perceived as needed. 

1 PERCEPTION 

STATE/PUBLIC 

AUTHORITY/ 
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REGIONAL FOREST 

SERVICE 

Role of state/public 

authority/forest service: 

don't do enough 

6 Apply code when the regional forest service is perceived as not 

doing enough (anymore). 

1 PERCEPTION 

STATE/PUBLIC 

AUTHORITY/ 

REGIONAL FOREST 

SERVICE 

Role of state/public 

authority/forest service: 

duties on private land 

13 Apply code when the role of the regional forest service on private 

land is discussed.  

1 PERCEPTION 

STATE/PUBLIC 

AUTHORITY/ 

REGIONAL FOREST 

SERVICE 

Role of state/public 

authority/forest service: 

general duties 

21 Apply code when the role of the regional forest service in general 

(hence on public land) is discussed.  

1 PERCEPTION 

STATE/PUBLIC 

AUTHORITY/ 

REGIONAL FOREST 

SERVICE 

Role of state/public 

authority/forest service: 

hypocritical 

2 Apply code when the regional forest service actions are perceived as 

hypocritical.  

1 PERCEPTION 

STATE/PUBLIC 

AUTHORITY/ 

REGIONAL FOREST 

SERVICE 

Role of state/public 

authority/forest service: 

invading 

10 Apply code when the role of the regional forest service is perceived 

as invading. PFO feels that the authorities are overstepping their 

boundaries regarding private properties and what is expected of 

their owners.  

1 PERCEPTION 

STATE/PUBLIC 

AUTHORITY/ 

REGIONAL FOREST 

SERVICE 
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Role of state/public 

authority/forest service: 

legitimacy 

5 Apply code when participants question the legitimacy of actions of 

the regional forest service. 

1 PERCEPTION 

STATE/PUBLIC 

AUTHORITY/ 

REGIONAL FOREST 

SERVICE 

Role of state/public 

authority/forest service: 

obstacle/complication 

9 Apply code when the regional forest service is seen as an obstacle to 

managing own land.  

1 PERCEPTION 

STATE/PUBLIC 

AUTHORITY/ 

REGIONAL FOREST 

SERVICE 

Role of state/public 

authority/forest service: 

towards PFO (doing, 

expected to do) 

31 Apply code when participants discuss their expectations of the 

regional forest service regarding private forests. 

1 PERCEPTION 

STATE/PUBLIC 

AUTHORITY/ 

REGIONAL FOREST 

SERVICE 

Role of state/public 

authority/forest service: 

used to be better 

12 Apply code when participants compare today's performance of the 

regional forest service to their past, allegedly better, performance. 

1 PERCEPTION 

STATE/PUBLIC 

AUTHORITY/ 

REGIONAL FOREST 

SERVICE 

Role of state/public 

authority/forest service: 

waste of resources 

2 Apply code when the regional forest service is deemed a waste of 

resources. 

1 PERCEPTION 

STATE/PUBLIC 

AUTHORITY/ 

REGIONAL FOREST 

SERVICE 
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Role of state/public 

authority/forest 

service_useless 

8 Apply code when the regional forest service is deemed useless 

because they are not acting were needed. 

1 PERCEPTION 

STATE/PUBLIC 

AUTHORITY/ 

REGIONAL FOREST 

SERVICE 

SO
LU

TI
O

N
S 

 solution: broker 6 Apply code when participants mention the intervention of  “a 

broker” as an element that helps PFO take decisions regarding FM, 

whether by providing advice or helping forming associations. 

Generally wishful thinking. 

1 SOLUTIONS 

 solution: carrot and stick 2 Apply code when participants mention that a motivation to better 

manage forest could arise from a “carrot and stick” instrument, e.g. 

a reward for doing what is expected of you and, if you don’t comply, 

a fine to pay. 

1 SOLUTIONS 

 solution: collaboration 13 Apply code when participants mention forms of collaboration as a 

potential facilitator of FM (or express doubts about such possibility). 

1 SOLUTIONS 

 solution: collectivism 2 Use code when ideas of collectivism to better manage forests 

emerge. 

1 SOLUTIONS 

 solution: communication 

strategies 

4 Use code when participants quote issues of communication with the 

authorities regarding the management of their land. Good 

communication could lead to change. 

1 SOLUTIONS 

 solution: develop local 

industry and short chain 

15 Use code when the development of local forest industry, of short 

production/supply/sale forest-wood chains, or circular economy are 

promoted as a solution to increase FM. 

1 SOLUTIONS 
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 solution: different 

hereditary system 

1 Use code when a change of hereditary system is suggested as a 

solution to reduce the effect of parcelization on FM. 

1 SOLUTIONS 

 solution: employ low 

economic groups 

4 Apply code when participants mention that a solution to maintain 

the abandoned forests on private land is for the Region to employ 

the unemployed and lower economic classes. 

1 SOLUTIONS 

 solution: give new 

value/market 

22 Apply code when participants mention that giving new or added 

value to forest is a way to incentivize FM.   

1 SOLUTIONS 

 solution: ignore 

law/private property 

4 Apply code when participants mention that regulations make it so 

complex to get permissions to get forest-related work done that, if 

they want to do it, it’s easier to ignore the law and just act. 

Ironically, ignoring the law could lead to positive stewardship action, 

such as gathering the dead trees on someone else's property. 

1 SOLUTIONS 

 solution: local policies 3 Apply when the design and adoption of local policy instruments is 

proposed as a solution to incentivize FM. 

1 SOLUTIONS 

 solution: make it 

mandatory 

6 Use code when participants mention that caring for own forests 

should be mandatory in order for it do be done and to incentivize 

FM/stewardship. 

1 SOLUTIONS 

 solution: none 1 Apply code when the participants mentions there is no solution to 

the problem of lack of FM. 

1 SOLUTIONS 

 solution: 

privatization/sale 

2 Apply code when participants mention that privatization by industry 

or sale to someone interested in FM is a solution to increase 

stewardship and management, because the public sector or the 

private owner is unable to tend to it.  

1 SOLUTIONS 

 solution: Region 

involvement 

13 This code groups all solutions to increasing FM that would imply that 

the regional authorities be involved. Hence, most belong also to 

1 SOLUTIONS 
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other solution categories. Hence, most belong also to other solution 

categories. This code is only to make the role of the Region (or the 

wish of such role) stand out. 

 solution: regulated 

community use 

1 Use code when a community use of forests is suggested as a 

solution. 

1 SOLUTIONS 

 solution: reparcelization 

plan 

2 Apply code to quotes saying that a solution to improve FM would be 

a reparcelization plan. 

1 SOLUTIONS 

 solution: 

repopulate/identity 

3 Apply code to quotes that mentions, as a solution to increase forest 

management and stewardship, preventing more rural outmigration 

and repopulating rural areas, offering concrete help to do so. 

1 SOLUTIONS 

 solution: stop subsidy 1 Use code when participants advocate that no more subsidy should 

be given, so that the full entrepreneurial spirit can arise 

1 SOLUTIONS 

 solution: subsidy 11 Apply code when participants suggest that monetary incentives, at 

diverse levels, would help incentivize forest management. Subsidies 

can be for FM actions themselves, to hire skilled workers, to 

incentivize industry, etc.   

1 SOLUTIONS 

 solution: through 

education 

3 Apply code to quotes about helping forest stewardship through 

educative programs. 

1 SOLUTIONS 

 solution: valorize forest 

work 

2 Apply to quotes mentioning that valorizing forest work and workers 
would have a positive impact on forest management (indirectly, 
through development of forest industry)  

1 SOLUTIONS 



 

 

Annex 4: Most frequently coded obstacles to forest management 
 

Category FM_ 
OBSTACLE 

Code N* Definition Example 

Economic, 
institutional, 
social 

Economic 
sustainability 
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Code applied to quotes mentioning that FM actions are too costly or are 
not worth it considering the insignificant economic returns they provide. 
PFO expect compensation for stewardship actions and are often unwilling 
to just “give away wood from their forest”. The lack of economic 
sustainability of forest work relates to lack of valorization of wood/forest 
and is one of the reasons of the disinterest in forest. Also, forest-related 
policies are criticized for not ensuring sound economic sustainability. The 
development of the forest sector would also be limited due these same 
issues. 

“There’s not much being done. 
It’s hard. It’s difficult, costly, 
counterproductive.” (I11, 66 
yo, carpenter) 

 

Economic, 
institutional, 
social, 
practical 

 

Forest owners' 
attributes 

 

52 Code used when PFO’s attributes are listed directly or indirectly as an 
obstacle to forest stewardship or management. These attributes are 
described in that coding category (fo_attribute) and include lack of 
collaborative spirit, individualism, lack or loss of interest in forests and 
forest-related activities (both from landowners and forest sector 
industries) indifference, lack of agency, or lack of integrity (greed). In 
addition, dependence on subsidies is included here. Mentality is often 
listed as an obstacle. Quotations about potential lack of interest from 
future generations (questioning thus investments in forests) are also 
included here. 

"More than anything it's the 
mentality that should change 
a bit because people...our 
mentality is that this piece of 
land belongs to us and so we 
do whatever we want with it. 
So it's difficult for someone to 
open up and think that, yes, it 
belongs to me but I should see 
further and take care of it in a 
certain way". (I4, 62 yo, 
retired) 

Economic, 
institutional, 
social, 
practical 

Lack of 
industry/skilled 
workers/ 
expertise/ 

31 Code used when participants state that there is a lack of forest industries 
in the region, as well as a lack of skilled workers to hire, and thus a lack of 
expertise in the forest sector upon which to rely. This can be due to lack of 
training opportunities (or will to partake), lack of interest, lack of subsidies, 

"According to me the second 
obstacle is to find someone…I 
cannot tell Elena [forestry 
expert] "make the 
management plan" and then 
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associations 

 

or lack of entrepreneurship spirit (and thus lack of human capital). This 
code also applies to the lack of forest associations or forest consortia. 

go to the forest in 5 years 
when I've found someone, 
because in 5 years the forest 
have changed" (I12, 26 yo, 
farmer). 

 

Economic, 
institutional 

 

Market 
policy/lack 
market 

 

39 Code applied to statements indicating that the market for local forest-
related products is lacking and that development possibilities are 
hampered by local market policies (or absence thereof). Lack of a good 
market might notably be due to alleged low local wood value (i.e. lacks 
regional policy to promote the use of local wood and valorize it). This of 
course does not drive the birth of forest industries. 

“Unfortunately, here timber 
for the roofs comes from 
abroad. Our forests are not 
exploited much because…it 
costs more”. (I4, 62 yo, 
retired) 

 

Institutional Inadequate 
forest policy 

 

76 Code applied to statements mentioning issues related to inadequate or 
unrealistic forest policies and how it can affect forest 
management/stewardship. The main issue with current forest policies 
(mainly CAP) is that they don’t foresee enough subsidies nor are they 
applicable to small landowners. Other than the CAP policies, regional 
forest and environmental policies are said to be outdated (e.g. still follow 
the 1923 law) and to present inconsistencies with other policies. Also, the 
code applies to cases of ambiguity between policies, of rigidity of policies 
(e.g. difficulty in reclaiming agricultural land after secondary forest has 
grown or in getting CAP greening subsidies if there are trees on your land), 
alleged incompetence of public authorities (e.g. regional forest services). 

"I think that a downside in 
Aosta Valley is that owners 
don't manage their forests, 
partly because they are not 
put in a position to do it; for 
example, the regional calls 
and other things like that don't 
help us. On the contrary, they 
create more difficulty. They're 
supposed to do good, but they 
harm us, especially the small 
owners (who are those who 
have 90% of the lots!)" (I12). 
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Institutional 

 

Politics  

("the system") 

 

40 Code applied to statements pointing out to lack of true political will and 
interest in natural resource stewardship and rural policies in general. These 
statements can hint to lack of trust in decision-makers (and blaming bad 
policies) because they don’t know what it means to live in the country and 
are simply talking a lot but doing little, perhaps because they have other 
interests. It is also believed that “the system” in place is such that many 
actors are making money out of the regulations, while those actually do 
not truly address the issues. Also, some expectations, such as the one of 
providing guidance regarding the use of forests, are not fulfilled and wrong 
approaches are followed towards forest owners 

 

“It’s easy to say those things. I 
would like to see if those who 
say them have a forest, you 
know” (I8, 39 yo, farmer).   

 

“…this bureaucracy in Italy, 
and all these people who 
profit from it…it’s absurd” 
(I17, 66 yo, retired)  

Practical Forest 
characteristics 

 

37 Code applied to statements about the difficulty (and thus cost) of FM that 
is linked to the forest characteristics, including geomorphology of the 
mountainous terrain, trees variety present, or difficult access (viability, lack 
of forest roads, need of specific and costly machinery to get inside forests). 
It includes the fact that protection forests can only be very lightly 
exploited. 

"There are few forest roads 
here. So it becomes very 
difficult for the forest to yield 
an economic return" (I1, 60 yo, 
forest entrepreneur) 

 

Institutional, 
social 

No vision 

 

34 Code applied to statements implying that the necessary vision for FM and 
stewardship is missing, whether at individual or political level. This applies 
to cases in which there is no shared vision; no longer term vision of 
management for the future; a vision centered on short-term economic 
gain (or on not wasting money/time); statements about the need of a 
mentality change to reach stewardship behavior; limited vision of the 
forest benefits and ecosystem services; statements with scientific 
dissonance. 

“The side that interests me is 
the agricultural side, the 
pastoralism. It’s not the forest 
side, which is rather limited. 
So I never even wondered 
about the possibilities to 
exploit it.” (I14, 66 yo, 
entrepreneur). 

  

 

* Groundness > 30. 


