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For many protected areas, the inclusion of interested parties in decision-making 
processes has become both more important and common. The range of interests 
can lead to a variety of conflicts. Given the diversity of stakeholders, effective 
conflict management requires an integrated communicative approach that 
addresses this range interests. Yet the question remains: Are techniques developed 
for a specific case, and in one particular culture, applicable to other cases? To 
explore this question we compared the attitudes of stakeholders in Vatnajökull 
National Park in Iceland and Daisetsuzan National Park in Japan regarding 
conflict, communication and consensus. Despite the cultural and geographical 
distance between the two cases, the results show an 84% concurrence in 
stakeholder views, leading the authors to conclude that, despite minor differences, 
conflict management techniques can be applied across cultural borders provided 
that managers are sensitive to local understandings of how people relate to their 
social and natural environments. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 

Climate change, loss of biodiversity, and conflicts over the use of 
natural resources are topics of worldwide debate, and one tool 
increasingly used by governments to preserve natural environments for 
conservation and socio-economic ends are protected areas (PA). The 
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International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN) plays a leading 
role in defining what constitutes a protected area, as PAs these may have 
been established for different purposes. In the last few decades, a growing 
amount of land across the globe has been designated as PAs protected 
areas (Chape, Blyth, Fish, Fox, & Spalding, 2003; WDPA, 2011), 
arguable because of the rapid disappearance of wilderness (Moran, 2006), 
yet largely driven by the introduction of new categories of PA (Locke & 
Dearden, 2005; Phillips, 2003). The increase in the number and size of 
protected areas can be seen as a positive trend as, from a biocentric point 
of view, it reflects the growing interest and importance of protecting the 
environment as part of sustainable development (WCED, 1987). But this 
expansion, through the establishment of new protected areas categories, 
has also been criticized. However, it is generally agreed that 
environmental protection is of worldwide significance; impacting 
sustainable development and resource use, and is important from both a 
local and global perspective (Saarinen, 2006), especially as global 
influence on protected areas is increasing (Dearden, Bennett, & Johnston, 
2005; McCool, Nkhata, Breen, & Freimund, 2013). Protected areas 
management is increasingly becoming complex due to increased public 
participation (Harrington, Curtis, & Black, 2008; Lockwood, 2010), the 
more varied aims of those establishing protected areas (McCool et al., 
2013), and the question of how to balance conflicting interests among 
stakeholders (Schaller & Jónasson, 2011). 

For many decades, environmental protection meant ‘fortress 
conservation’ (Brown, 2002), and input from the public was not regarded 
as important (Jordan, Vogt, Kruger, & Grewe, 2013; Phillips, 2003). But 
between the 1970s and 1990s several international conferences on 
conservation highlighted the importance of the public in PA decision 
making. Nowadays, including the public is seen as an integral part of PA 
management (Phillips, 2003; Thomas & Middleton, 2003) and good 
governance (Bosselmann, Engel, & Taylor, 2008; Pechlaner, Raich, & 
Kofink, 2011). Conflict is an integral a part to the management of 
protected areas (cf. Cole & McCool, 1997; Kyllönen et al., 2006; Walker 
& Daniels, 1997). Even though public participation in the decision-
making processes of PAs is important, it is by definition fraught, bringing 
the potential for conflict between stakeholders with different attitudes and 
objectives.  

Yet protected areas, tied as they are to ideas of stewardship, “doing 
good”, and preventing man-made destruction, are certainly meaningful to 
the parties concerned. Ultimately, the agents involved in the decision-
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making process are individuals whose values, beliefs and perceptions are 
important to take into consideration.  

Given the range of such conflicts, it is critical to examine whether 
conflict techniques can be applied to different cases in non-Western and 
developing countries. When moving from a general blueprint to a specific 
case, from the global to the local, it is also important to identify which 
conflict management tools or strategies may require adaptation to a 
specific community’s cultural characteristics (Axelrod, 1997; LeBaron, 
2003; Mitchell-Banks, 1997). 

This study, presented in parts in a conference paper (Schaller & 
Jónasson, 2011), attempts to examine such factors by surveying PA 
stakeholders viewed within the four realms of personal experience: 
interpersonal, intrapersonal, supra-personal and transpersonal. To do this, 
protected areas stakeholders from two different cultures were asked to 
identify their perception of conflict management tools that might be 
applied across cultures. The research focuses on two national parks, one 
in Iceland and one in Japan, to find out what similarities or differences 
exist between the two different cultural groups in terms of their 
perspectives on PA management. By doing so, the results of this study 
increase the impact beyond protected areas management and suggest a 
broader application of conflict management techniques in conservation 
and environmental management. 
 
TWO CASE STUDIES – ICELAND AND JAPAN 
 

In an attempt to understand the underlying principles that need to be 
kept in mind when using a communicative approach to manage conflicts 
between stakeholders and build consensus among them, the Vatnajökull 
National Park (Icelandic: Vatnajökulsþjóðgarður) in Iceland, and the 
Daisetsuzan National Park (Japanese: 大雪山国立公園) in northern 
Japan, were selected as case studies. The two selected national parks 
share not only key geological features, but also evince a strong bond 
between local people and the land, especially in the case of Iceland 
(Helldén & Ólafsdóttir, 1999). 

 
Iceland 
 

Iceland (approximately 103,000km2) is an island, lying just south of 
the Arctic Circle in the North Atlantic. Settled by Vikings from western 
Scandinavia around 871 (Ogilvie & Pálsson, 2003), Iceland has one of 
Europe’s lowest population densities (about 3 inhabitants per km2). 
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Located on the Mid-Atlantic ridge, Iceland is known for its volcanic 
activity, as in the case of the recent eruptions of Eyjafjallajökull, early in 
2010, and Grímsvötn in 2011. Iceland is one of the most volcanically 
active countries in the world, and is thus rich in diverse geological 
features. Volcanoes, avalanches, and long cold seasons mark the 
environment hostile, and yet Iceland is blessed with many natural 
resources, such as abundant fishing grounds, birds, and low- and high-
temperature geothermal fields, widely utilized for energy production 
(Thórhallsdóttir, 2007). 

For centuries, Icelanders have seen their natural environment as evil 
and deadly (Árnason, 2005). Nowadays a great admiration for nature is 
evident among tourists visiting Iceland (Ólafsdóttir & Runnström, 2009; 
Sæþórsdóttir, 2010), with modern Icelanders also sharing this admiration 
for nature, but attaching different values to it (Benediktsson, 2007). The 
natural environment has had an influence on Icelandic society too, and 
made Icelanders more used to uncertainty than most western societies 
(Eyjolfsdóttir & Smith, 1996). The exposure of society over time to the 
harsh environmental factors in Iceland can be seen as the driving force 
behind Icelandic activism and short-termism (ibid), and Icelanders are 
“despite all their cultural achievements […] children of nature” (Swatos, 
1984, p. 39). Though Iceland adopted Christianity around the year 1000, 
old beliefs and practices were allowed in private, and still remain present 
in the stories about and belief in the Huldufólk (English: hidden people or 
elves), which can be seen as a projection of the mind upon the non-human 
environment (Jónasson, 2005, p. 207).  

The Vatnajökull National Park (VNP), established in 2008 (Ministry 
for the Environment, 2008), is located mainly in the central highlands of 
Iceland, towards the east (see Figure 1), and covers about 13,000 km2 
(13% of the landmass of Iceland).The main feature of the VNP is the 
Vatnajökull glacier, which covers approximately 8,000 km2. The VNP 
consists mainly of state-owned land. At the time of writing, only a 
fraction of the land within the national park is privately owned and 
negotiations with landowners to expand the VNP are ongoing (Schaller, 
2011). The management structure of the VNP is set out in the Act on 
Vatnajökull National Park (Alþingi, 2007; Ministry for the Environment, 
2007), and consists of representatives of different stakeholders that 
include various interest groups, primarily, if not exclusively linked  to 
political interests and administrative needs (Schaller, 2011). 
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Figure 1. Location and approximate size of the Vatnajökull 
National Park in Iceland (blue: Vatnajökull NP, including 

Vatnajökull glacier) 
 

 
 
Japan 
 

Japan (approximately 378,000 km2) is a collection of various islands, 
of volcanic origin, on the Pacific coast of Asia. Its four main volcanic 
islands are Hokkaido, Honshu, Shikoku and Kyushu. Japan’s interior 
mainland is mostly mountainous and covered with forest. The Japanese 
population (about 337 inhabitants per km2) lives mainly on the islands’ 
low coastal flatlands. Japan’s location on the Pacific ‘Ring of Fire’ means 
it experiences ongoing volcanic activity, such as the eruption of 
Shinmoedake, in the south of Kyushu, in January 2011. However, 
geological formations, continuous earthquakes (such as the major 
earthquake of March 2011), and the abundance of hot springs (Japanese: 
onsen) are other indications of volcanic activity in the region. 

The Japanese people express a strong emotional bond with their 
natural environment (Japanese: shizen) (Thomas, 2001). The concepts of 
nature, which shape their view of nature today, can be seen to have 
emerged at the end of the 19th century (ibid) These concepts embody a 
strong spiritual relationship between humans and their natural 
environment, and are rooted in both Buddhism and Shintoism (ibid). 
Some attitudes can also be dated further back to ancient Japanese and 
indigenous religious concepts (e.g. the Ainu in Hokkaido), where not only 
animals were worshiped, but also natural features such as forests, caves, 
hot springs and waterfalls (Eagles, Bowman, & Tao, 2001; Oyadomari, 
1989). Japan is also a nation with a rich tradition in fishing and rice 
harvesting, and a strong notion of Uchi-Soto or ‘inner group’ (Japanese: 
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uchi) and ‘outer group’ (Japanese: soto) - a difference that can be seen in 
interactions between local individuals, and with others who are not local 
or otherwise related (Takata, 2003, p. 543). Though modern Japanese 
culture still expresses strong links with nature, Western influences have 
begun to dominate since the second half of the 20th century (Thomas, 
2001). In the beginning 20th century, the development of national parks in 
Japan has followed that in the Western world, and incorporates Western-
influenced concepts of nature. Nevertheless, “concepts of nature and 
nature protection in East Asia are still linked to ancient religious 
philosophies and religious practices” (Eagles et al., 2001, p. 12). 
 

Figure 2 Location and approximate size of the Daisetsuzan 
National Park in Hokkaido, northern Japan (blue: Daisetsuzan NP) 
 

 
 

The Daisetsuzan National Park (DNP), established in 1934, was one 
of the first national parks in Japan (Ministry of the Environment, 2008b, 
p. 48; Aikoh, 2008; Ito, 1996; Shiratori & Ito, 2001). It is 2,267 km2 
(Tawara, 2004; Yoda & Watanabe, 2000) in size and sits in a 
mountainous area in the centre of Hokkaido (see Figure 2). 
Approximately 5.5% of Japan is covered by NPs (Ministry of the 
Environment, 2008a, 2009) and its national park system management 
(Japanese: chiiki-sei) follows standards laid out by the IUCN, consisting 
of a system of zoning regulations and multiple-use parklands, wherein 
land is not necessarily set aside for conservation (Hiwasaki, 2005, 2006). 
The management of NPs in Japan is shaped by the fact that many 
stakeholders are incorporated into the management system, due to their 
ownership of the land within the park boundaries. The DNP is typical of 
this ownership and management structure (Hiwasaki, 2005; Schaller, 
2011). 
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METHODS 
 
General overview of the data collection 
 

The study examines the human perspective of stakeholders on issues 
related to the management of NPs to see how the values and attitudes of 
local stakeholders might influence decision-making processes. A survey 
was used to evaluate the opinions of stakeholder themes related to 
conflict, communication, and consensus (the ‘three Cs’) in NP 
management. The survey was carried out with stakeholders of the 
Vatnajökull NP and Daisetsuzan NP and build upon the ‘three Cs’ as a 
framework strategy in protected areas conflict management (Schaller, 
2011).  

Prior to the final survey, two pilot surveys were used to ensure the 
quality of the questions and, thereby, to optimize the quality of the results 
(White, Jennings, Renwick, & Barker, 2005). These two pilot surveys 
were carried out with students at the University of Iceland and 
stakeholders of a protected area in the north of Iceland.  
 
The layout and model used in the survey 
 

The questionnaire was closed-format, with 37 statements (the list of 
statements can be found in Schaller, 2011). Each statement provided the 
respondent with the option of selecting an answer on a five-point Likert 
rating scale of disagreement-agreement (White et al., 2005). The scale ran 
from ‘strongly disagree’ and ‘disagree’ to ‘agree’ and ‘strongly agree’, 
with the neutral option of ‘no opinion.’  

The questionnaire was divided into three segments: the first segment 
dealt with demographic questions; the second segment provided 
definitions of basic concepts or terms used (e.g. Vatnajökull National 
Park, stakeholder, local community); and the third segment was divided 
into three components addressing each of the ‘three Cs’ — conflict, 
communication, and consensus. In each of these three parts, the 
statements made use of the four-realm approach (Jónasson, 2005) to 
assess the different dimensions of human relationships with the 
environment. The questionnaire in Iceland was conducted in English, 
whereas the questionnaire in Japan was translated and conducted in 
Japanese.  

The statements used in the final questionnaire are intended to 
examine the relationship of the ‘self’ and ‘life’ (Abt, 1989), and 
incorporate the four realms of the self: intrapersonal, interpersonal, supra-
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personal and transpersonal (Jónasson, 2005), within the framework of the 
‘three Cs’. The four realms framework is a simple way of describing the 
constant interaction between an individual’s inner subjective world and 
the external reality (ibid). Figure 3 illustrates the four dimensions. 
 

Figure 3 The relationship between the self and the four realms: the 
experiencing self is at the centre; in the “south” is the intrapersonal; in the 

“west” the interpersonal; in the “east” the supra-personal; and in the 
“north” the transpersonal (derived from Jónasson, 2005) 

 

 
 

The way they are employed in the survey can be summarized as 
follows: 

The intrapersonal is the dimension located in the “space between” 
the sensing self and the unconscious. People might not be aware, or fully 
aware, of the ways in which their life experience is processed at the 
unconscious level; but there are clues in the way the person reacts to other 
people and his or her environment; and this forms attitudes on which 
people construct their views. With regard to the intrapersonal realm, the 
questionnaire set out to gauge respondents’ assumptions in particular 
about their attitudes to the running of the NPs. The following statement 
(no. 3-4) offers an example of how this is addressed: “There are 
stakeholders that are in conflict with me because they think differently 
about what matters to me regarding the VNP/DNP.” 

The interpersonal is the aspect of personal experience that takes 
place in the dynamic intermediate space located between the self and 
another human being. This is where interactions between people happen, 
as well as changes in self-perception and attitude, which are triggered by 
reflecting on one’s experience of others. Many of the questionnaire’s 
interpersonal statements concerned respondents’ views of the future 
management of the NPs, such as whether they have a clear vision about 
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the future (statement no. 3-5 is an example: “It is very likely that a 
conflict arises regarding the management of the VNP/DNP within my 
community because there are conflicting interests among us“).  

In the supra-personal realm, it is human experience of the non-
human environment that prevails: relations with nature (and other non-
human entities less relevant to the topic at hand), particularly the way 
people either identify themselves with it or differentiate themselves from 
it. Statements covering this realm in the questionnaire concerned both the 
role of nature and who should decide the fate of nature in protected areas. 
Statement no. 3-9, for example, posits that “[…] nature within the 
VNP/DNP is there for us to exploit it.” 

Finally, the transpersonal is experienced in the space in between the 
self and objects of sacred value: holy spaces, transformative symbols, and 
so forth. This experience is manifested in concepts such as ‘Mother 
Earth’, holy mountains, holy rivers, etc. Statements concerning the 
transpersonal in the questionnaire were designed to gather clues as to the 
sacred value or significance which respondents assign to nature, with 
correspondingly august terms: ‘sacred ground’ (no. 3-11), ‘humanity at 
large’ (no. 3-13), and ‘common respect and love’ (no. 3-37). 
 
Participants in the survey 
 

Questionnaire respondents were selected to represent stakeholders 
involved in the management of the selected NP (e.g. representatives of 
governmental organizations, NGOs, landowners); and individuals and 
organizations that might have a stake in decision making of the respective 
NP. To select the stakeholders in the target group for this questionnaire, a 
stakeholder analysis was executed. The stakeholder analysis for each NP 
aimed to identify representatives of environmental, economic and social 
groups, as well as governmental and administrative bodies, as the concept 
of sustainability defined by the United Nations (UN, 2002).  

In Iceland, the questionnaire was sent out via email to the 
stakeholders on 7 October 2009. Those invited to participate sent their 
responses to the questionnaire either via email or in printed form. The 
questionnaire was open for participation until 1 November 2009. In 
Japan, the questionnaire was sent out in printed form to the selected 
stakeholders on 24 November 2009. Participants returned the 
questionnaire in printed form. The questionnaire was open for 
participation until 12 December 2009.  
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Limitations in the survey 
 

This exploratory survey and its results are subject to certain 
limitations. First, it must be noted that the number of stakeholders in 
Iceland was not very extensive, due to the simple fact that very few 
people live in rural Iceland. Therefore, the number of participants in 
Iceland was lower than in Japan. Second, the survey in Iceland was 
conducted in English, which may have influenced the quality and number 
of responses. Although most Icelanders are proficient in English, not all 
are, as Icelandic is the native language. In Japan, the questionnaire was 
translated into Japanese, which may have benefitted the overall 
willingness and quality of participation. It should, however, be mentioned 
that, as with all translations, there may be some slight differences between 
the statements as rendered in English and Japanese. This may have an 
impact on the direct comparability of the statements and responses, 
although close collaboration and consultation with researchers at the 
Hokkaido University was intended to minimize any such differences. In 
the case of Japan, the authors relied upon the suggestions from the 
Japanese partner for the selection of the stakeholders of the target group. 
 
RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 
 
Results 
 

In Iceland a total of 51 individuals (from 49 organizations) were 
asked to participate in the survey, and in Japan 101 individuals (from 100 
organizations). In Iceland, 19 individuals participated, and in Japan 53 
individuals participated. The response rate was 37% in Iceland, 52% in 
Japan, or 47% on average. Most participants were males, older than 36, 
with a university degree. The participants were asked to state their 
occupational sector, but since the survey in Iceland and Japan used a 
slightly different segmentation, the answers were grouped into the 
following sectors for comparison: economic, environmental, social, 
administrative, and other. Most of participants fell into one of the specific 
sectors, but a few identified themselves as ‘other’ or provided no 
response. Most of the participants in Iceland located themselves in the 
economic sector, whereas most of the participants in Japan identified 
themselves with the administrative sector (see Table 1). 
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Table 1 Occupation and Sector of Participants of Survey in Iceland and 
Japan (total and percentage) 

 

 
 

When the Japanese responses are compared to the Icelandic 
responses, a clear pattern of overall agreement emerges (see Table 2). The 
following table breaks down the questionnaire and presents data in a 
simple version providing only the count of response most frequently 
given. The data has been normalized (combining ‘strongly disagree’ and 
‘disagree’ together, as well as ‘strongly agree’ and ‘agree’ to only a single 
count) in order to account for errors of not using the whole range of 
possible answers in the participants’ answers. The table presents the data 
in a matrix of the three main parts (conflict [CONF], communication 
[COM], and consensus [CONS]), and the four realms (interpersonal, 
intrapersonal, supra-personal, and transpersonal). The table shows (1) 
what most participants gave as their answer to each statement, and (2) the 
overlap between the answers from Iceland and Japan.  
 
Table 2 Answers to the Questionnaire – Comparison between Icelandic 

and Japanese Answers to the Statements of the Survey  
(ICE: maximum answer from Iceland, JPN: maximum from Japan,  

B: maximum from both). 
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In most cases (31 out of 37 statements) participants from both 

countries answered the questionnaire similarly; the answers differed in 
only six statements. 

 
Discussion 
 

A super majority (84%) of the responses in both countries are similar 
(marked with “B” in Table 2). This may come as a surprise, since one 
might assume that there would be a stronger divergence in responses in 
the light of cultural differences between the two countries. And indeed, 
below the overall similarities, it has to be noted that there are also 
significant differences. One is a pervasive qualitative distinction in tone. 
Participants in Japan tended to put stronger emphasis on their agreement 
or disagreement with the statements given, while participants from 
Iceland tended more frequently to use the neutral “no-opinion” option. 

The results from the two countries differ in six instances, and in half 
of these the answers differ substantially. Participants from Japan express a 
stronger agreement with statements no. 3-5, 3-27 and 3-29 in the survey 
than participants from Iceland. These statements target the perception of 
the individual towards the community, which in turn would suggest that 
participants from Japan have a stronger uchi connection (positive 
emotional bond), or sense of obligation to their local community, and a 
better overview of the different stakeholders and their interests. Statement 
no. 3-8 (“Nature within the VNP/DNP has a right in its own, therefore, 
the interests of the community are in conflict with the interest of nature”) 
is of particular interest, since this statement probes the perception of the 
individual and his or her connection with the natural environment. The 
answers of the Icelandic and Japanese participants suggest that that there 
is less of an emphasis on the anthropocentric valuation of nature in Japan 
than in Iceland. Responses to statements no. 3-15 (“It is easy for me to 
communicate my vision of the future management of VNP/DNP to 
others”) and no. 3-17 (“Stakeholders of the VNP/DNP do openly 
communicate their interests to one another”) point to communication as 
being a difficult issue for participants in both countries. On the one hand, 
there is almost total divergence among Japanese participants about 
whether they agree or disagree with the statement that it is “easy for them 
to communicate their vision of the future management of the national 
park with others” (statement no. 3-15); on the other hand, they believe 
that stakeholders “do not openly communicate their interests to one 
another” (statement no. 3-17). In this context, the participants from 
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Iceland mostly agree with 3-15, but there is no consensus for 3-17. As 
mentioned in earlier sections, it might not be surprising that the Japanese 
participants highlight difficulties in communicating openly with others, 
but the responses to these statements also show that Icelanders share 
similar concerns. The data also suggests that Icelanders, too, find 
communication difficult. 

Responses to the statements designed to gauge what a protected area, 
or nature in general, means to people, affirm the positive relationship 
people feel to nature in general. For example, 80% of respondents overall 
agreed, or strongly agreed, with statement no. 3-28 (“I sense inner 
harmony or consensus when I enjoy having untouched wilderness and 
nature around me”). It is also interesting to note that of the four 
dimensions of interaction between people and the environment addressed 
in the survey, it is only in the transpersonal – which might be seen as the 
loftiest or most intangible of the realms – that there was complete overall 
consensus between respondents from Japan and Iceland.  

However, as mentioned above, these results and comparisons must be 
taken as speculative rather than conclusive, given the small number of 
participants in Iceland and the potential impact on an over- or under-
representation of certain types of stakeholders in comparison with those 
participating in Japan. 

 
CONCLUSION 
 

International conservation agencies now consider it good practice to 
include stakeholders in PA decision making and management (Phillips, 
2003; Thomas & Middleton, 2003). Conflict management techniques, 
however, that are designed to make use of such input do not often 
consider the ‘deeper layers’ of stakeholder attitudes, such as inner 
motives, cultural attitudes, and sacred beliefs. This study set out to 
explore such factors and the need to consider them when using a 
communicative approach to manage PA conflicts and build consensus 
between stakeholders.  

Two cases from different cultures were used to find out whether the 
shared experience of living in or near a NP shaped similar perceptions 
among individuals who represent stakeholders in four different 
dimensions. The hope was that the similarities, as well as the differences, 
could help to identify some unifying principles to keep in mind when it 
comes to PA management and that may be applicable across cultures.  

Of the six statements to which there were substantially different 
responses from participants from each country (Iceland and Japan), none 
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were in the transpersonal realm, and only one was from the supra-
personal realm. On the other hand, there was a consistently high level of 
consensus for each of the ‘three Cs.’ Although more data would be 
required to verify this, it points to the possibility that variations in cross-
cultural consensus will centre more on the human parameters and 
modalities specific to a particular culture, rather than on the elements of 
the ‘three Cs.’ 

The results of this study suggest that across the two different cultures 
that were investigated there are basic universal values and shared 
subjective perceptions of nature conservation. This indicates that similar, 
or even identical, conflict management techniques can be applied to build 
consensus among stakeholders within different cultural settings, on a 
wider scale than expected, although, due attention has to be paid to 
specific cultural contexts. This suggests that certain conflict management 
techniques are applicable to a larger range of regions and projects, to 
balance conflicting interests and help shape sustainable use of natural 
resources than previously considered 
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